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Abstract 

Service blueprinting offers a method for analyzing and improving service experiences.  

This service design technique is commonly used in many service industries, but research 

exploring its application within a higher education context is very limited.  The purpose 

of this case study was to describe the use and effects of extensive service blueprinting of 

non-academic student experiences in one university in the United States.  The aim of the 

study was to develop recommendations for higher education leaders to map non-

academic student experiences through service blueprinting.  Using a qualitative case 

study approach, the researcher collected data from a variety of sources (e.g., interviews, 

observations, archival data, artifacts) to study a service blueprinting project conducted at 

a large public research university.  In addition to describing how service blueprinting was 

employed at the institution, the case study explored the effects of the serve blueprinting 

project.  These effects clustered around six categories:  organizational outputs, employee 

outputs, change implementation, changes to organizational culture, effects on student 

perceptions and institutional outcomes, and perceived underachievement of the project.  

A series of evidence-based recommendations provide student affairs leaders with 

guidance on applying service blueprinting to non-academic college student experiences.     

Keywords: Service design, service blueprinting, higher education 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

 Service blueprinting is a common service design technique used in a variety of 

service industries to map a process from the customers’ perspective, identify touchpoints 

with the organization, and depict associated actions internal to the organization (Bitner, 

Ostrom, & Morgan, 2008).  Empirical studies describing the methods and effects of the 

technique are rare.  In 2011 and 2012, researchers suggested that service blueprinting be 

applied to higher education, a major service industry (Bitner, Ostrom, & Burkhard, 2012; 

Ostrom, Bitner, & Burkhard, 2011).  While there is some resistance among researchers 

and faculty members to consider students to be customers (Scott, 1999; Scrabec, 2000), 

in non-academic student experiences students are undoubtedly the primary users of a 

variety of services (Magaud, 2007).  In the competitive higher education market of 2016, 

new techniques are necessary to improve student experiences as a way to attract and 

retain students.  Service blueprinting offers a potential method to improve student 

experiences and thereby increase student satisfaction, a crucial metric for universities 

closely tied to retention.  This dissertation in practice investigated the use of service 

blueprinting in an institution of higher education to improve non-academic student 

experiences. 

Statement of the Problem  

 Service design offers a framework for improving customer experiences (Stickdorn 

& Schneider, 2011).  A common service design technique used in service organizations 

to illustrate and then improve service experiences is service blueprinting (Shostack, 

1984).  Service blueprinting may be used in any type of service experience (Bitner et al., 
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2008).  A review of the literature revealed limited empirical studies describing the 

methods used to implement the technique or the effects of the technique on 

organizational goals.   

 In addition, very little research has been conducted on the application of service 

blueprinting to a higher education context.  Students interact with institutions in a variety 

of ways, some characterized as academic experiences and others non-academic.  Like 

organizations in other service industries, institutions of higher education can improve 

levels of satisfaction through focusing on meeting the needs of customers (or students, in 

the case of universities) and enhancing service experiences.  Though a small number of 

studies have examined the use of service blueprinting in higher education institutions, 

none have explored how the technique has been employed on a large scale across 

multiple departments.    

  The dissertation in practice will describe how service blueprinting has been 

applied to non-academic student experiences within a university.  By exploring the 

objectives of using service blueprinting, the blueprinting methods used by this institution, 

the types of student experiences that were blueprinted, process of implementation, and 

outcomes of using the technique, the study will present to college leaders a novel means 

for improving student experiences.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the case study was to describe the use and effects of extensive 

service blueprinting of non-academic student experiences in one university in the United 

States.     
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Research Question 

 Very little research has been performed on the application of service blueprinting 

to higher education.  As a result, any research question should be broad in scope.  The 

following research question guided this qualitative case study:  How was service 

blueprinting applied to non-academic student experiences and what were its associated 

effects within one institution of higher education?  Sub-questions included the following: 

1. What were the objectives of employing service blueprinting within non-academic 

student experiences at this institution?  What types of university departments and 

student experiences were targeted for use of the technique? 

2. What methods were used in developing service blueprints? 

3. How do participants describe their perceptions of the consequences of service 

blueprinting?   

4. What was the effectiveness of using service blueprinting? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to develop recommendations for higher education 

leaders to map non-academic student experiences through service blueprinting.   

Methodology Overview 

 The researcher chose a qualitative approach for this study.  Because very little 

research has been done on the topic, a qualitative exploratory research design was ideal.  

Also, the study sought to describe methods, processes, and potential cultural changes not 

easily quantifiable.  By conducting an in-depth case study of one university’s extensive 

implementation of service blueprinting across non-academic student experiences, the 

study presents the method of service blueprinting to higher education audiences and 
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serves as a starting point for future research on the subject.  The site for the research was 

a large public research university with an enrollment of approximately 18,000 students 

located in an urban center in the western United States.  Based on all available 

information, the researcher believes that the site of this case study has utilized service 

blueprinting more extensively than any other institution of higher education in the U.S. or 

abroad, and therefore was a strong instrumental case.  The researcher used a variety of 

data sources (e.g., interviews, observations, archival data, artifacts) to effectively capture 

the application of service blueprinting at this single university.  Interviewees included 

leaders who initiated or coordinated the service blueprinting project as well as other staff 

who participated in developing service blueprints in student-facing non-academic units 

across the university.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 There are several key terms that are essential to the proposed study.  As a 

transdisciplinary study, the terms come from the services marketing and service design 

disciplines as well as education.  These terms include the following: 

Customer / user:  An individual who uses a service. 

Non-academic student experience:  A postsecondary student’s experience outside of the 

purely academic milieu. 

Process mapping:  A technique in which steps, actors, and other components within a 

process are visually depicted. 

Retention:  The rate of students that continuously enroll in a postsecondary institution. 
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Service blueprint:  A service design visualization technique based on customers’ 

perspectives that depicts all elements of a service experience, including customer actions, 

organization actions, and touchpoints between customers and organizations. 

Service design:  An emerging multidisciplinary field that uses techniques that are user-

centered, co-creative, holistic, sequencing, and evidencing to innovate or improve 

services (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011).  

Service designer:  An individual who uses service design visualizations, such as service 

blueprints, to depict and analyze a service.  This person need not have a design 

background. 

Swim lane:  A horizontal or vertical band in a process mapping tool that distinguishes 

between elements within a process.  A traditional service blueprint consists of five such 

bands laid out horizontally. 

Touchpoint:  A point of interaction between a customer and a service provider. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 Several limitations existed within the study.  As a qualitative case study, causal 

relationships cannot be inferred based on the design of the study.  While the researcher 

was interested in the effectiveness of the use of service blueprinting, he recognized that a 

qualitative approach would only allow him to study the perceived effectiveness of the 

technique based on interviews along with potential improvements to aggregate 

institutional data that coincide with the timing of the blueprinting initiative.  As a case 

study of a single institution, another limitation was that findings may not be transferable 

to other institutions.  While universities with a similar institutional size, type, or other 

characteristics may find the results to be useful, institutions that have little in common 
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with the one in the study may not be able to apply the findings to their settings.  Another 

potential limitation of the study was the time-lapse between the start of the service 

blueprinting initiative and data collection (approximately three years).  This passage of 

time may have resulted in inaccurate memories by some interviewees, though it also 

allowed for participants to describe the consequences of the intervention.  An additional 

limitation was the lack of richness of documents provided to the researcher by 

participants for analysis.  Another limitation was that the site selected for the study was a 

significant distance from the home of the researcher.  As a result, opportunities to 

conduct in-person interviews and observations were limited.   

 There were also several delimitations related to this study.  One delimitation was 

that the research was conducted at a single institution located in an urban area in the 

western U.S.  Also, because the study was exploratory in nature, a delimitation was that 

the research question was quite broad; that is, it did not focus on one student type, one 

experience type, and/or one intended outcome of the use of service blueprinting.  

Although the purpose of the study was broad, research was confined to non-academic 

student experiences, which means it excluded academic experiences and purely internal 

processes with no expected effect on students.  Future studies will be able to investigate 

these other aspects of the practice of service blueprinting in higher education 

environments.   

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem  

 Attracting new customers, retaining existing customers, and improving 

satisfaction among primary stakeholders are essential for any organization to survive.  

Though college leaders face diverse demands from a wide range of stakeholders, 
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attracting and retaining students are at or near the top of the priority list for many 

university administrators.  Given the strength of the relationship between student 

satisfaction and these essential institutional goals, university leaders must seek out 

organizational change initiatives that support increases in student satisfaction.  While 

there are many efforts within a university that could produce positive results, service 

blueprinting offers a systematic approach to improving student experiences based first 

and foremost on the needs of students.  The technique can be used to augment other 

efforts.  This dissertation in practice provided an in-depth description of the application 

of service blueprinting to the field of higher education. 

 Three administrators with broad responsibilities were interviewed as part of the 

dissertation in practice:  the Senior Student Affairs Officer and two of his deputies.   A 

project manager with substantial leadership responsibilities and directors of multiple 

departments were also interviewed.  The leaders involved in bringing service blueprinting 

to the institution are innovators in that there is no evidence that another U.S. institution of 

higher education has so extensively applied service blueprinting to improve student-

facing university processes (Rogers, 2003).  Because change in culture was a potential 

consequence of a widespread blueprinting initiative, one of the interview questions 

directly inquired about culture change.  Additionally, the findings speak to the obstacle of 

turnover in senior leadership as well as the importance of leadership support in the 

implementation of organizational changes that often unfold after service blueprinting.  

Elements of project management, change implementation, diffusion, and organizational 

culture are also discussed in this study. 
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 Additionally, one of the primary audiences for the dissertation in practice is 

college leaders.  The results and recommendations may be useful to leaders searching for 

innovative ways to improve critical organizational outcomes (e.g., student satisfaction, 

retention).   An in-depth description of how and why service blueprinting was utilized in 

a university setting and consequences of the effort may help college leaders carry out 

their own blueprinting initiative. 

Significance of the Study 

 The study adds to the scholarly research in several ways.  Though service 

blueprinting is widely used in service industries, academic studies are limited.  This study 

contributes to the service design field, an emerging discipline with a small academic 

community in the U.S.  The academic research devoted to exploring the applications of 

the service blueprinting and other process mapping techniques within non-profit and 

educational settings is minimal.  The study adds to the literature within the academic 

discipline of higher education administration by applying the technique to non-academic 

student experiences.  Future researchers may build upon this study by examining the use 

of service blueprinting in a variety of institution types and sizes, as well as other types of 

student experiences (e.g., academic student experiences).     

 The case study is also important to practice, in both higher education and service 

design.  The study may increase the scope of practice for service designers seeking out 

new opportunities for service innovation and management.  Higher education 

professionals may see in service blueprinting a novel approach to systematically 

analyzing and improving the student experience.  Vendors and other organizations that 

partner with institutions of higher education may similarly consider applying service 
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blueprinting to their touchpoints with students.  Additionally, as policymakers 

increasingly press institutions of higher education for accountability, they may look to 

service blueprinting as a tool for systematically improving institutions.   

Summary 

Service blueprinting, a service design visualization technique, is used in many 

industries to improve customer experiences and organizational outcomes.  Though the 

technique appears to hold promise for university leaders seeking ways to attract and 

retain students, few empirical studies have explored the use of service blueprinting as a 

method for improving student experiences in higher education.  The purpose of the 

present case study is to describe the use and effects of extensive service blueprinting of 

non-academic student experiences in one university in the United States.     
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 In many industries, mapping customer experiences offers a method of improving 

customer satisfaction.  Starting with the perspective of the customer is a hallmark of an 

emerging interdisciplinary field called service design.  Service design purports to 

innovate or improve services that are “useful, usable, and desirable from the user 

perspective, and efficient, effective, and different from the provider perspective” (Mager 

& Sung, 2011, p. 1).  Designers of services use a variety of graphic representations 

known as visualizations to illustrate a service experience (Segelstrom, 2009).  Service 

blueprinting is one common service design visualization technique that maps users’ 

experience, depicting users’ actions, an organization’s actions, and areas of interaction 

(Bitner, Ostrom, & Morgan, 2008).  Once blueprinted, fail points and potential areas for 

improvement can be identified.  Service blueprinting is used in a wide variety of service 

industries to improve the customer experience as well as organizational outcomes.   

 Higher education is a service industry with students being co-creators of the 

service (Mark, 2013).  Though some argue against considering students to be customers, 

this argument tends to focus on the academic experience (Scott, 1999; Scrabec, 2000).  In 

many non-academic student experiences (e.g., recruiting, housing, career services), 

students are the primary customers (Hill, 1995; Magaud, 2007).  In business, customer 

satisfaction is a customer’s evaluation of their experience with an organization and is 

closely tied to the recruitment and retention of customers.  In a higher education context, 

student satisfaction is an assessment of students’ experience in college (Astin, 1993).  
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Furthermore, satisfaction is a crucial institutional indicator and strong predictor of 

retention (Schreiner, 2009).   

 Starting in 2011 service marketing and management researchers began calling on 

higher education leaders to employ service blueprinting in their institutions (Bitner et al., 

2012; Ostrom et al., 2011; Stephens, 2015).  A review of the literature reveals that it is 

likely that only a small number of universities have heeded this call.  Within university 

settings, service blueprinting has primarily been employed in individual units (e.g., a 

library, parking services, admissions).  Although a limited number of universities have 

extended the use of service blueprinting to a wide range of student-focused parts of the 

institution (i.e., Arizona State, University of Colorado-Denver), very little research has 

examined these efforts.   

 This section is a preliminary review of literature describing service design, service 

blueprinting, higher education as a service industry, and service blueprinting in higher 

education.  The literature review is based on peer-reviewed journal articles, peer-

reviewed conference papers, a limited number of professional journal articles and books, 

and an influential think tank policy report. 

Service Design 

 Service design is an emerging field within the larger umbrellas of design and 

service science.  According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014), 80% of U.S. 

workers are employed in a services industry.  Service researchers project that this trend 

will continue upward in the U.S. and abroad (Ostrom et al., 2010).  As services 

increasingly dominate our economy and competition increases in sectors historically not 

known for competitiveness (e.g., healthcare, education), organizations will seek out ways 
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to improve and innovate their service offerings to recruit and retain customers.  “Service 

science, service engineering, service design… these are all terms for an emerging 

discipline that attempts to join the worlds of business, design, change management, and 

the service economy for a multi-sided approach to the introduction and sustainability of 

services” (Saco & Goncalves, 2008, p. 10).  Service design and related fields that provide 

customer-focused solutions will evolve with changing societal needs.   

Defining Service Design 

 Many definitions of service design exist in the literature.  Segelstrom and Holmlid 

(2009) defined service design as “a human-centred (sic) design discipline, creating large 

amounts of user data often captured by ethnographic methods” (p. 3).  Ostrom et al. 

(2010) defined service design as a multidisciplinary, collaborative field that “involves the 

orchestration of clues, places, processes, and interactions that together create holistic 

service experiences for customers, clients, employees, business partners, or citizens” (p. 

17).  Stickdorn and Schneider (2011) described five principles fundamental to service 

design: 

• User-centered (the design process is focused on the user’s perspective) 

• Co-creative (a variety of stakeholders are involved in the design process) 

• Sequencing (steps are laid out in chronological order using a visualization tool) 

• Evidencing (intangible services are visualized using physical artifacts) 

• Holistic (the entire environment of a service is taken into account) 

All of these definitions share common elements in that they view service design to be an 

activity that is collaborative, holistic, and customer-focused.   
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A Brief History of Service Design 

 Aspects of what is now termed service design come from a variety of disciplines:  

management, marketing, architecture, engineering, and information technology.  Service 

design is a branch of the larger discipline of design.  As much of the world’s economy 

has moved away from producing goods and toward creating services, design has similarly 

evolved.  “Design is now about strategies and structures, processes and interactions – 

about services” (Mager & Sung, 2011, p. 1).  Though her work predates the emergence of 

service design, Shostack (1982) is credited with leading the way for researchers and 

practitioners to consider the distinctions between products and services.  She observed 

that services are intangible, and suggested that verbal descriptions alone were imprecise 

and often incomplete (Shostack, 1982; Shostack, 1984).  Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and 

Berry (1985) expanded on the intangible nature of services, noting that services are also 

unique in their heterogeneity, inseparability, and perishability.  Gronroos (2007) 

highlighted services as processes, stating: 

By far the most important characteristic of services is their process nature.  

Services are processes consisting of a series of activities where a number of 

different types of resources are used, often in direct interactions with the 

customer, so that a solution is found to a customer’s problem. (p. 54)   

Other researchers have asserted that services differ from products in that customers of 

services are not merely recipients of a service but actually co-create value through their 

use of the service (Vargo & Lusch, 2008).  That is, service experiences cannot exist 

without customers, and the interaction between customers and service providers is a 

crucial element of the way customers use and perceive services. 
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 As a burgeoning field of inquiry and practice, many ongoing debates rage within 

service design about topics such as the basic definition of services and whether they are 

in fact distinct from products and the techniques and tools used to improve and innovate 

services (Saco & Goncalves, 2008; Sangiorgi & Prendiville, 2014).  Studying what 

service designers actually do, Kimbell (2011) found that many of these issues do not 

matter to practitioners themselves.  That is, they did not make distinctions between 

products and services during their work and valued both in their data collection and 

analysis process.  The service designers in the study also used a variety of tools to depict 

or develop a service process through an iterative process.  These practitioners used a 

constructivist approach to service design as opposed to relying on a particular 

disciplinary perspective (e.g., engineering, marketing) as a basis for the inquiry (Kimbell, 

2011). 

 As Bitner (2008) explained, “Because services are intangible, variable, and 

delivered over time and space, people frequently resort to using words alone to specify 

them, resulting in oversimplification and incompleteness” (p. 70).  The emerging field of 

service design offers organizations ways to assess customer needs and expectations, 

depict intangible services in a concrete manner, and identify opportunities to improve an 

existing service or create a new one.   

Visualization Techniques 

 Unlike business process mapping or modeling tools rooted in management or 

engineering that focus primarily on optimizing internal processes, visualizations use 

customers’ viewpoints as the basis for improving service experiences.  Lengler and 

Eppler (2007) defined a visualization technique as “a systematic, rule-based, external, 
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permanent, and graphic representation that depicts information in a way that is conducive 

to acquiring insights, developing and elaborate understanding, or communicating 

experiences” (p. 84).  Hundreds of visualization techniques exist in the literature.  

Lengler and Eppler (2007) cataloged 100 such techniques into a Periodic Table of 

Visualization Methods, though many are not commonly employed by service designers.  

Stickdorn and Schneider (2011) described over 50 service design visualization tools, 

briefly detailing the uses and features of each.    

 Fabian Segelstrom’s research has focused on investigating the visualization 

methods used by service designers (Segelstrom, 2009; Segelstrom & Holmlid, 2009).  In 

one study, Segelstrom and Holmlid (2009) interviewed 14 service design professionals to 

learn about the purpose of their use of visualization techniques and which ones they used 

most often.  The practitioners reported using visualizations for interpreting or describing 

data collected from users involved in service experiences.  The most common methods 

used were journeys (e.g., customer journeys) and presentations (e.g., service blueprints; 

Segelstrom & Holmlid, 2009).  Similarly, based on data from 17 cases, Zomerdijk and 

Voss (2010) found that service blueprints, along with customer journey maps, were the 

most commonly used visualization techniques within service design projects.  Because 

the basis of a service blueprint is customers’ perspectives and actions, many designers 

begin the development of a service blueprint by mapping a customer journey.  While 

customer journeys focus solely on the steps users take during a service experience, a 

service blueprint includes these elements and several additional organization-focused 

components.  Based on interviews with service designers, Segelstrom (2009) found that 

service designers recommended first understanding fundamental techniques, such as 
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service blueprinting, and then learn other methods that may be employed depending on 

user data available and the goals of the organization.  

Service Blueprinting 

 A service blueprint, sometimes referred to as a service experience blueprint, a 

service system blueprint, or simply a blueprint, has been a popular visualization 

technique in many service industries since the 1980s.  Segelstrom (2009) identified the 

service blueprint as the earliest visualization technique used in service design and one 

that remains fundamental.  The blueprint depicts all aspects of a service.  A service 

blueprint is a two-dimensional representation that includes five components, sometimes 

called swim lanes (Patricio, Fisk, & Falcao e Cunha, 2008) of the service: 

• Customer actions 

• Front stage organizational actions 

• Backstage organizational actions 

• Support processes 

• Physical evidence (Bitner et al., 2008). 

Customer actions are steps taken by customers in order to access a service.  Front stage 

(also referred to as on stage) elements are actions completed by an organization’s 

frontline and other contact employees that customers visibly see.  In contrast, backstage 

actions are those performed by contact employees that are invisible to customers.  

Support processes include other activities and technology that are necessary in order for a 

service experience to take place.  Finally, physical evidence includes any physical 

elements customers encounter during a service experience (e.g., signs, furniture, forms, 

websites, spaces). 
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 In addition to the five swim lanes of a service blueprint, three lines are added:  a 

line of interaction, a line of visibility, and a line of internal interaction (Bitner et al., 

2008).  The line of interaction is placed between the customer actions and front stage 

actions swim lanes.  Points in which customers interact with an organization in some way 

are called touchpoints or moments of truth (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011).  Because 

interactions between customers and employees are always crucial parts to any service, 

organizations focus special attention on ways to improve on touchpoints.  The line of 

visibility splits the blueprint into a top section that includes everything customers can see 

(i.e., physical evidence, customer actions, front stage actions) and a bottom section that 

remains invisible to customers (i.e., backstage actions, support processes).  Though 

services are intangible, customers often make judgments about services based on their 

encounter with the physical world (Bitner, 1992).  For example, even if an accounting 

firm provides an excellent bookkeeping service, customers may perceive the service to be 

less satisfactory if the offices are dirty and visible employees dress unprofessionally.  To 

optimize customers’ experience, organizations may improve the physical evidence or 

choose to move elements from one side of the line of visibility to the other.  The third 

line, the line of internal interaction, displays points at which purely internal actions and 

processes take place in order to produce a service.  Failures along the line of internal 

interaction might include excessive wait time or missed hand-offs between business units 

that impact a service experience.  Arrows are placed between boxes to indicate the flow 

of a process crossing from one swim lane to another.  This version of the service 

blueprint containing five swim lanes and three lines, is often called a traditional service 
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blueprint (Fliess & Kleinaltenkamp, 2004) and will be referred to this name throughout 

the remainder of this dissertation in practice proposal. 

 A service blueprint includes both process and structure.  The process is laid out 

along the horizontal axis, whereas the structure of the organizational elements involved in 

the delivery of the service are plotted along the vertical axis.  Kingman-Brundage (1992) 

put it succinctly: 

 Reading a service system blueprint from left to right gives a sense of its horizontal 

 integration – the rationality of the service from the customer’s point of view.  

 Reading the service blueprint from top to bottom gives a measure of the vertical 

 integration – the rationality and the economy of hand-offs between departments 

 and or work stations. (p. 101)   

The Origins and Evolution of the Service Blueprint 

 G. Lynn Shostack (1982), a pioneer within services marketing, conceived of the 

service blueprint as a way to visually display the delivery of a service.  She posited that 

services were different than products in their intangibility and that organizations needed a 

way to precisely describe a service in order to identify improvement opportunities.  

Shostack’s 1984 article “Designing Services that Deliver” published in the Harvard 

Business Review argued that services could be intentionally designed and laid out the 

original service blueprint model as a method of doing so.  She was primarily concerned 

with quality control, stating, “There is no way to ensure quality or uniformity in the 

absence of detailed design” (Shostack, 1984, p. 133).  At the time, Shostack (1984) used 

examples of a shoe shine business and a discount brokerage to chronologically depict the 

delivery of services.  These original blueprints included the steps within a service, 
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physical evidence of a service, a line of visibility, time elapsed at each step, and fail 

points (Shostack, 1984).  Though all of these elements remain common to service 

blueprints, later researchers have modified the technique in important ways.   

 Kingman-Brundage (1989) further developed the service blueprint, distinguishing 

between front stage and backstage organizational actions and adding two more lines:  the 

line of interaction and the line of internal interaction.  These elements emphasized the 

touchpoints between customers and organizations as well as points in which 

organizational employees and support processes cross paths.  Later Bitner et al. (2008) 

underscored the role of customers in the design of a service blueprint.  By collecting 

customer feedback through surveys, focus groups, anecdotes, and other methods and then 

incorporating the feedback into a service blueprint, the technique shifted further toward a 

customer-centric approach and in doing so stood out from other process mapping tools.  

“What makes blueprinting different from other flowcharting approaches is that the 

actions of the customer are central to the creation of the blueprint….” (Bitner et al., 2008, 

p. 72).   

 Other researchers have suggested additional swim lanes such as one for 

management (Kingman-Brundage, George, & Bowen, 1995) and new lines, such as a line 

of implementation (Kingman-Brundage et al., 1995) and a line of order penetration 

(Fliess & Kleinaltenkamp, 2004), however, these added elements have not been widely 

adopted.  Sparagen and Chan (2008, as cited in Wreiner et al., 2009) and Polaine, 

Aebersold, Bossart, and Mettler (2009) created modified blueprint formats that included 

customer emotions at each stage of the customer experience.  The proliferation of self-

service technological tools (e.g., kiosks, applications) led Ostrom et al. (2011) to add a 
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dedicated front stage technology swim lane.  The service blueprint will likely continue to 

evolve as it is applied to new settings and employed for new purposes.  Though the 

traditional blueprint includes five swim lanes and three lines, researchers recommend 

modifying the format or adding new swim lanes, depending on the characteristics of the 

service being blueprinted (Bitner et al., 2008; Ostrom et al., 2011).  

 Ostrom et al. (2011) explained service blueprinting as not only a technique but 

also a philosophy.  Tenets of this philosophy include:   

• Customers are the focal point 

• Customers view services in an integrated way, as opposed to recognizing when 

separate departments are responsible for individual service components 

• Employees involved in the service experience should understand all elements of a 

customer experience (not merely their own part) and participate in efforts to 

improve services 

• Visualizations are needed in order to more accurately describe the elements of an 

experience 

Example of a Service Blueprint 

 An example of a traditional service blueprint found in the literature (Figure 1) is 

on the next page.  It includes all of the most common elements plus the addition of a 

dedicated technology swim lane to map an overnight hotel stay.   
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Figure 1. Service Blueprint of Overnight Hotel Stay.  Reprinted from “Service 

Blueprinting: Transforming the Student Experience” by M. J. Bitner, A. L. Ostrom, and 

K. A. Burkhard, 2012, EDUCAUSE Review, 47(6), 38-50.  Copyright 2012 by Mary Jo 

Bitner, Amy Ostrom and Kevin Burkhard.  Reprinted with permission. 
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Developing a Service Blueprint 

 Zeithaml and Bitner (2000) described a six step process for developing service 

blueprints.  The steps include: 

1. Identify the service to be blueprinted 

2. Identify the customers 

3. Map the typical service experience from the customers’ perspective 

4. Map the actions of contact employees (both front stage and backstage actions) and 

technology involved 

5. Add support activities 

6. Add physical evidence present at each customer action. 

 A service blueprint starts with deciding which process and which type of 

customer should be the focus.  Blueprinting can be used to analyze any service 

experience.  Determining the scope of the experience to blueprint is another important 

early decision.  For instance, using the example of a hotel stay (Figure 1), a blueprint may 

be mapped for the entire stay or for only the reservation process.  Typically, the more 

limited the scope, the more detailed the service blueprint (Bitner et al., 2008).  Kingman-

Brundage (1992) recommended starting with a concept blueprint that includes the general 

end-to-end customer experience but is not very detailed.  Next, more detailed blueprints 

can be generated that focus on particular parts of the experience.  Additionally, Bitner et 

al. (2012) distinguished between macroprocesses (those involving multiple departments 

or organizations) and microprocesses (those involving one or few units) that may be 

blueprinted.   
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 At the outset, service designers often create multiple “personas” representing 

different types of customers because not all customers have the same needs or behave the 

same way in a particular process (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011).  Personas allow for 

people involved in a service design process to view a service experience from a variety of 

customer perspectives.  A persona is a profile of an individual customer that serves as a 

representative for a customer type (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011).  For instance, in the 

case of higher education, administration may create separate personas for a first-

generation entering freshman, a graduate student, an online student, and a student living 

on campus.  While they all may attend the same institution and all use some of the same 

campus services, the way each of them interacts with the university likely differs.  An 

alternative to personas more commonly used in marketing and management fields are 

customer segments (Bitner et al., 2008).  Even without developing personas or separating 

customers into segments, customer data is crucial in gaining an understanding of the 

viewpoint of the customer.   

 Normally service blueprinting is a team effort.  Bitner et al. (2008) recommended 

including “representatives of all groups involved in the design, delivery, and support of 

the service” (p. 80).  This diverse team might include a manager, frontline staff, and other 

support staff performing duties necessary to carry out a service.  Customers may also be 

added to the team to ensure the customer perspective remains present throughout the 

process (Bitner et al., 2008).   

 Once a process and customer type have been identified, the team can begin 

mapping customers’ actions during a particular service experience.  When customers are 

not included in the blueprinting process, common methods of learning about customer 
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actions and experiences include customer interviews, focus groups, and survey data.  

Other researchers have incorporated video diaries, written diaries, and photography into 

their customer perspective data collection methods (Baranova, Morrison, & Mutton, 

2011; Pretlow & Sobel, 2015).  After customer actions have been identified, front stage 

actions are added, followed by backstage actions, support processes, and physical 

evidence.  This process requires input from team members to accurately map out all steps 

involved.  Team members must also identify all interactions between employees and note 

any uses of technological systems involved in carrying out the service.  Fail points, areas 

of excessive wait, and other shortcomings can then be highlighted on a resulting 

blueprint.   

 Typically, service blueprints are created in a low-tech manner using sticky notes 

(Ostrom et al., 2011).  When blueprints are created in a group environment, sticky notes 

make the process approachable and easily customizable.  A blank service blueprint 

template with the five swim lanes and three lines may be laid out across a table or placed 

on a whiteboard or wall.  Based on discussions within the group, customer and 

organizational actions are written down on sticky notes and placed along the appropriate 

swim lanes.  Changes can easily be made by moving, adding, and removing sticky notes 

(Katzan, 2011).  After this hands-on approach is complete, a blueprint may be converted 

into a computerized format for storage, sharing, and future reference.  Several software 

products have also come to market that offer computer-based alternatives in which the 

low-tech practices are bypassed altogether (e.g., Canvanizer, Realtime Board).   

 After blueprinting is complete, an organization must prioritize changes.  As 

Paquet, St. Arnaud-McKenzie, Ferland, & Dube (2003) put it: 
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Although this systematic, integrative, client-centered map of the service is 

necessary to improve and to manage daily operations, it is nonetheless insufficient 

and may remain an academic exercise if not complemented with a richer 

understanding of how it can realistically be built into the unique context of 

application in terms of existing processes and procedures, nature and quantity of 

human resources, budgetary conditions and others. (p. 364)   

Some changes will cost nothing, while others may require new staff, technology, or other 

resources.  Other changes may involve dramatically modifying the way an organization 

functions and is structured.  Because buy-in from management is crucial to 

implementation, managers are normally included on blueprinting teams (Bitner et al., 

2008).     

How Blueprinting Differs from Other Process Mapping Techniques 

  Service blueprints resemble some other process mapping techniques used to 

improve organizations.  Bitner et al. (2008) explained that service blueprints share some 

elements in common with other process modeling techniques such as Business Process 

Modeling Notation and Unified Modeling Language.  However, other process mapping 

techniques like Lean Consumption tend to focus on profit and/or efficiency.  In contrast, 

the purpose of service blueprinting is to improve service experiences of customers.  

While the bottom line and identification of inefficiencies may often be byproducts of 

service blueprinting, these are not starting points or primary objectives of redesigning a 

service experience through blueprinting.  “In comparison to other process-oriented design 

techniques and tools, service blueprints are first and foremost customer-focused, allowing 

firms to visualize the service processes, points of customer contact, and the physical 
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evidence associated with their services from their customer’s perspective” (Bitner et al., 

2008, p. 67).   

 Other important differences between blueprinting and other process mapping 

techniques are its simplicity and low cost.  “Unlike [other methods], SB is very easy to 

perform and does not require any specialized skills or massive number of man-hours to 

be accomplished” (Calabrese & Corbo, 2015, p. 722).  While some organizations may 

prefer a consultant to facilitate a blueprinting project, the language, symbols, and process 

are simple enough for existing employees to learn and utilize without extensive training. 

Uses of Service Blueprinting 

 Service blueprinting has been employed in a wide range of industries.  Although 

its use is widespread in many industries and around the world, literature is limited.  This 

finding reflects the observation by Yee, Walker, and Menzfield (2012) that “design 

methods are rarely documented and evaluated within an organizational setting” (p. 1638).  

Overall, organizations use service blueprinting to improve an existing service or to create 

a new one.  However, there are other benefits to utilizing the technique.  This section 

describes the benefits of service blueprinting and examples of its use found in the 

literature.   

Benefits of Service Blueprinting 

 The literature cites many benefits to employing service blueprinting.  From a 

customer’s perspective, benefits include increased satisfaction, decreased frustration, and 

reduced waiting time (Bitner et al., 2008; Ostrom et al., 2011).  Organizations that have 

implemented service blueprinting have also noted several organizational advantages.  

Most importantly, organizations use the blueprints to improve a service experience, 
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which may result in competitive advantages such as satisfaction, retention, and profit 

(Saco & Goncalves, 2008).  Graphically depicting a service system can help an 

organization understand all elements involved (Shostack, 1984).  Managers may use 

blueprints to get a clearer picture of all employees engaged in a process and make 

adjustments to the front stage and backstage elements.  A service blueprint may also 

reveal insufficient or ineffective physical evidence of a service experience.  Some have 

also suggested using blueprints as training tools for new staff (Albrecht, 2014; Szende & 

Dalton, 2015).  Effective service blueprints have also been shown to mitigate the negative 

effects of customer non-compliance (Kostopoulos, Gounaris, & Rizomyliotis, 2014).    

 Understanding one’s customers is fundamental to running a successful 

organization and determining strategy.  In service organizations, the service experience is 

a top priority.  Based on this reasoning, Barbieri, Fragniere, Sitten, and Zambrano (2013) 

described service blueprints as not only being useful for making operational decisions, 

but also strategic ones.   

 A service blueprint is not merely the visual representation of a process; “rather, it 

is an evaluative and prescriptive tool that can be used to refine and enhance the service 

delivery system and its constituent elements and processes” (Radnor, Osborne, Kinder, & 

Mutton, 2014, p. 410).  The resulting enhancements differ, depending on the individual 

goals of a blueprinting effort.  In general, however, fail points and areas of excessive wait 

that were previously unknown are found during a blueprinting process.  Identification of 

all touchpoints and illustration of the flow of activities also provide opportunities for 

conversations about process improvement (Bitner et al., 2012).   
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 When done properly, service blueprinting involves a group of employees, and 

those directly involved in the effort benefit from the experience.  “Although the service 

blueprints themselves can be very useful, it is the process involved in creating them that 

is the true power behind the technique” (Ostrom et al., 2011).  Blueprinting can help 

employees take on the perspective of customers and view their own roles within a larger 

service system (Kingman-Brundage, 1989).  In some cases, this new perspective may 

become a part of the overall culture of an organization (Pretlow & Sobel, 2015).  Bitner 

et al. (2008) described the blueprinting process as a way to get employees “on the same 

page” (p. 88).  Similarly, Calabrese and Corbo (2015) described an outcome of 

blueprinting to be “developing a common vision about the service” (p. 729).  In 

summary, published reports suggest that service blueprinting can benefit customers, 

organizations, and individual employees. 

What Industries Use Service Blueprinting 

 Service blueprinting is a popular technique in many service industries.  Examples 

in the literature come from hospitality (Kostopoulos et al., 2014), tourism and guest 

services (Albrecht, 2014; Bitner, et al, 2008; Laws, 1998), parking and transit (Alonzo-

Helton, Fletcher-Brown, & Stephens, 2013; Bitner et al., 2008; Lee, Wang, & Trappey, 

2014; Wreiner et al., 2009), restaurants (Szende & Dalton, 2015), and healthcare (Bitner 

et al., 2008; Paquet et al., 2003; Rodie, Pol, Crabtree, & McIlvain, 1999).  There are also 

studies investigating the use of service blueprints to improve higher education (Ostrom et 

al., 2011; Baranova et al., 2011; Wegener, Menschner, & Leimeister, 2012), facilities 

management (Coenen, von Felten, & Schmid, 2011), libraries (Murphy, 2011; Pretlow & 

Sobel, 2015), and non-profit fundraising/donation exchanges (Polonsky & Garma, 2006).  
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While some studies in the literature go into great detail about the way blueprinting was 

employed, others are more ambiguous.  A sampling of studies describing the use of 

service blueprinting in a variety of industries follows. 

 Paquet et al. (2003) attempted to apply service blueprinting to the field of dietetics 

for the first time.  The researchers recognized a gap in the literature, stating, “Studies that 

have reported the use of such a technique have discussed its general application without 

providing a concrete illustration of its use to solve a real-life problem” (Paquet et al., 

2003, p. 364).  The researchers conducted a case study of a geriatric nursing facility, 

interviewing and observing patients and staff members over a six month period.  The data 

they collected was used to develop two service blueprints, one focusing on patient 

preferences, food preparation, and delivery, and the other mapping the meal experience 

of patients.  The resulting blueprints resembled the traditional service blueprint, though 

the researchers did make several modifications.  While the line of visibility was utilized, 

the other lines were not.  The typical five swim lanes were replaced by four case-specific 

swim lanes:  patient, nursing/clinical nutrition, other health professionals, and 

production/distribution.  Although patients were primary beneficiaries of the blueprinting 

effort, one of the blueprints had little to do with patients and instead focused on internal 

processes.  The blueprints were used to identify failure points, including inconsistent 

recipe yields and meal portions, inconsistent (some positive, some negative) interactions 

during food delivery, and a lack of needed feeding assistance for some patients.   

 Two case studies have addressed the use of blueprinting in the context of tourist 

attractions.  Albrecht (2014) described a service blueprinting project used to improve the 

management and visitor experience at a popular nature sanctuary in New Zealand.  She 
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used a questionnaire to garner visitor actions and views.  Based on 414 questionnaires 

from visitors, she created service blueprints that included visitors’ actions, front stage 

actions, backstage elements, and a line of visibility.  This format was based on Shostack’s 

(1984) original version of the service blueprint.  Though Albrecht (2014) did not mention 

the use of personas, she did create two separate blueprints for two different segments of 

visitors:  New Zealanders and international visitors.  By developing the blueprints, the 

researcher was able to identify fail points and areas of potential improvement.  It is 

unknown whether or not the recommended changes were ever implemented or what 

effects may have resulted from the blueprinting process.   

 Reporting on the blueprinting of the visitor experience at Leeds Castle in the 

U.K., Laws (1998) described using methods similar to Albrecht (2014).  An important 

departure is the data collection method for gaining an understanding of visitors’ 

experiences.  Rather than surveying visitors, Laws (1998) and his research assistant 

utilized diaries to document their own experiences at the castle.  Their prior knowledge of 

the attraction, observations noted in the diaries, and one semi-structured interview with 

the attraction’s managing director became the basis of the service blueprint.  It is very 

possible that the lack of customer data from surveys, interviews, or other means may 

have resulted in a blueprint that did not accurately reflect the experience of most visitors 

to the attraction. 

 Attempting to identify a suitable process modeling technique for the field of 

facilities management, Coenen et al. (2011) came to the conclusion that service 

blueprinting offered the appropriate balance of meeting customer needs and optimizing 

complex processes.  The researchers modified the traditional blueprint by differentiating 
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between core business and support business and by adding a swim lane capturing profit at 

each stage of the process.  They called their revised technique an FM blueprint, short for 

facilities management blueprint, and applied it to a healthcare stay (Coenen et al., 2011).  

While this version started with the service experience of patients, it also made a bottom-

line case for the use of service blueprinting and illustrated the flexibility of the 

blueprinting approach.   

 Non-profit organizations have also found value in service blueprinting.  Polonsky 

and Garma (2006) discussed the application of blueprinting to the donor exchange 

process.  The researchers examined the need to incorporate effective business practices 

into the non-profit world to improve levels of donor satisfaction and associated outcomes 

(i.e., repeated donations, longer relationship with donor) as well as to develop more 

efficient internal processes. With these goals in mind, Polonsky and Garma (2006) 

identified service blueprinting as an ideal method of visualizing donor experiences and 

organizational elements.  Though the researchers started with a traditional blueprint, they 

modified certain aspects to fit the particular service they blueprinted.  Two modifications 

included eliminating the physical evidence swim lane and adding a management systems 

swim lane highlighting important management practices throughout the donor exchange 

experience.  Unfortunately, the blueprint was merely hypothetical, and it is not known if 

the technique was ever used in a real-life non-profit donation experience.   

 Using an action research approach, Calabrese and Corbo (2015) studied the use of 

service blueprinting in supporting Total Quality Management implementation within a 

marketing and advertising consulting company.  In particular, the researchers focused on 

the firm’s brochure design and printing service.  The researchers interviewed managers 
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and other employees in order to draft a service blueprint for the existing state of the 

service process, but did not collect data from customers for the study.  Though the 

researchers may have utilized other customer data in gaining an understanding of the 

process from the customers’ perspective, this information is not mentioned in the article.  

The blueprint itself fully adhered to the traditional blueprint model.  Reviewing the 

blueprint for potential problems, the researchers and managers identified eight fail points.  

The researchers then created a second blueprint for the desired state of the service 

experience.  Through this process, the researchers demonstrated how blueprinting can 

address common barriers and pitfalls related to TQM implementation, including low 

customer focus and lack of planning for service quality (Calabrese & Corbo, 2015).    

Higher Education as a Service Industry 

 Higher education is a part of the service economy.  Services provided include 

teaching, housing, advising, dining, security, transit, and many more.  In the case of 

higher education, co-creators of these services are typically students (Mark, 2013).  

People who object to the word customer in the educational context may prefer the words 

user, student, parent, faculty member, staff member, or alumnus to refer to the user of a 

service.   

Students as Customers 

 To some, treating students as customers is a controversial concept.  Some 

researchers argue that in fact society is the customer of higher education (Franz, 1998).  

Under this argument, society invests in the pursuit of higher learning and is the ultimate 

beneficiary of the educational process that takes place.  Others suggest that future 

employers are customers of higher education (Bailey & Bennett, 1996; Wambsganss & 
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Kennett, 1995).  These arguments miss the fact that students are the individuals who 

directly use the services of a university and that they, along with their families, are the 

ones who pay most of the costs associated with the experience.   

 If the oft cited claim in the services literature that “users of services are 

customers” is true, then logic tells us that college students are customers (Polonsky & 

Garma, 2006, p. 5).  Being a customer does not imply that the customer is always right 

(for instance, consider internal customers in an organization).  The word customer merely 

identifies the user and co-creator of a service.  Although some researchers and 

professionals argue against treating college students as customers, this argument has 

historically centered on academic experiences within higher education (Scott, 1999; 

Scrabec, 2000).  In many non-academic college experiences (e.g., recruiting, housing, 

health services, libraries, career services, fitness center, security, financial aid), students 

are the primary customer (Hill, 1995; Magaud, 2007).  As services marketing researcher 

Nancy Stephens (2015) put it, “Colleges and universities everywhere are coming to the 

realization that for nonacademic purposes, students are customers, and they must be 

appealed to and treated as such” (“Students Are Customers” section). 

Student Satisfaction 

 Student satisfaction is an assessment of students’ experience in college (Astin, 

1993).  Just as customer satisfaction is enormously important to recruit and retain 

customers in the for-profit sector, student satisfaction is a crucial metric for recruiting and 

retaining college students.  Pioneering student retention researcher Alexander Astin 

(1977) asserted, “It is difficult to argue that student satisfaction can be legitimately 

subordinated to any other educational outcome” (p. 164).  Many important institutional 
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goals (e.g., retention, graduation rates) cannot be achieved directly through interventions; 

that said, universities can take actions that effect intermediary factors that are tied to such 

crucial institutional measures.  An obvious intermediary factor to target is student 

satisfaction, which is closely linked to student recruitment and retention levels (Elliott & 

Healy, 2001; Schreiner, 2009).  “Students engage in thousands of service encounters with 

a university as part of the larger higher education system that begins when they first 

contact the university and continues beyond graduation” (Ostrom, et al., 2011, p. 18).  

Improving their satisfaction with these service experiences could have a significant effect 

on their overall satisfaction with the university and likelihood to persist. 

Service Blueprinting in a Higher Education Context 

 As has already been discussed, service blueprinting may be used to improve an 

existing service or to create a new one.  The technique may be used in any service 

experience context.  Although it has historically primarily been used in for-profit 

businesses, higher education environments offer new opportunities for service 

improvement.   

Calls for Action 

 In 2011 and 2012 Ostrom, Bitner, and Burkhard published two calls for 

institutions of higher education to apply service blueprinting to various aspects of the 

college student experience (Bitner et al, 2012; Ostrom et al, 2011).  Introducing service 

blueprinting to policymakers and higher education professionals, the researchers 

described blueprinting as “an easy-to-use yet powerful technique that has the ability to 

help examine, improve, innovate, and transform higher education” (Ostrom et al., 2011, 

p. 3).  Although they argued that blueprinting be applied to all areas of the student 
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experience, they specifically recommended its application to advising, housing, credit 

transfer, billing, career services, and online course delivery (Bitner et al., 2012; Ostrom et 

al., 2011).  Students encountering poor service experiences ought to be a priority for 

institutions.  “These gaps can waste students’ time, cost them money, frustrate them, and 

hinder their progress in achieving their goals” (Ostrom et al., 2011, p. 18).  Just as 

important, the authors explained that the benefits to students would translate into vital 

institutional outcomes such as student satisfaction and retention (Ostrom et al., 2011).   

 In 2015 Stephens further advocated for employing service blueprinting within 

higher education and cited some recent cases of the use of the technique.  Reinforcing 

many of the messages espoused by Ostrom, Bitner, and colleagues regarding the 

importance of improving touchpoints between students and institutions, Stephens (2015) 

added, “In order to create student satisfaction, each of these interactions should meet 

three criteria:  they should be easy, convenient and timely” (“Students Are Customers” 

section).   She also used the example of poor parking and transportation on campus a 

student may encounter prior to taking a test to demonstrate that seemingly unrelated 

issues can lead to unnecessary added stress and an overall negative perception of an 

institution (Stephens, 2015). 

Examples of Service Blueprinting in Higher Education 

 The recommendation that universities employ service blueprinting to improve 

student experiences within higher education apparently had some effect.  Between 2011 

and 2015 several articles were published discussing service blueprinting efforts in both 

the academic and non-academic components of the college student experience.  These 

articles are described on the following pages.   
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 Academic student experiences.  A small number of researchers have discussed 

the use of service blueprinting to improve academic student experiences in higher 

education.  Wegener et al. (2012) published a study on the use of a modified blueprint 

they called a Didactical Student Blueprint to improve a large lecture format class.  

Employing an action research approach, the researchers studied one of their own courses 

in a German university to attempt to improve student satisfaction and perceived learning, 

increase interactivity, and enhance learning materials.  The researchers started by creating 

a blueprint from a student perspective but did not report using any student input in its 

development.  Based on this blueprint, they identified several problems with the 

interactivity, course materials, and course design, and then prioritized potential course 

improvements.  Next, they implemented many of the changes.  The researchers then 

developed a new service blueprint based on the new course experience.  Surveys 

measuring student satisfaction and perceived learning before and after the changes 

indicated significant improvements in both (Wegener et al., 2012).  Because 

simultaneously improving satisfaction and learning is a common goal among university 

faculty, the findings of this study are important in demonstrating the value of service 

blueprinting to improve academic student experiences.  Wegener et al. (2012) conceded, 

however, that some of the improvements may be have been the result of improved 

teacher effectiveness as the instructor of the course became more experienced in teaching 

the course. 

 Ostrom et al. (2011) also discussed the redesign of university course.  Though the 

researchers merely reported on an effort undertaken by a colleague and did not discuss 

the exact methods used to map how students experienced the course, they claimed that 
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the effort led to greater student satisfaction, improved student success (even though the 

course increased in difficulty), and a dramatic reduction in cost per student (Ostrom et al., 

2011).    

 Non-academic student experiences.  The literature pertaining to the application 

of service blueprinting to non-academic student experiences in higher education settings 

is scant, though there are some examples.  The few cases that do exist describe the use of 

the technique for a single service experience.  All examples were published after the 

publication of the 2011 report by Ostrom et al. described above in the sub-section “Calls 

for Action.” 

 Baranova et al. (2011) as well as Radnor et al. (2014) studied a service 

blueprinting initiative at the University of Derby in the United Kingdom.  This project 

focused solely on new student enrollment to the university, specifically targeting one 

customer segment:  incoming students to an honors program.  The team that led the 

blueprinting project collected qualitative and quantitative data to gain insights into 

student perceptions.  Data collection methods included student surveys, focus groups, 

video diaries, and mystery shoppers.  Over 100 students and employees contributed data 

used by the blueprinting team to develop a detailed blueprint of the entire service 

experience.  The team utilized a traditional blueprint format and noted common fail 

points.  Changes to the process were then implemented based on identified excessive wait 

time and other fail points deemed as top priorities by the blueprinting team.  Later 

assessment revealed positive outcomes included reduced waiting times, a more 

streamlined process, and increased student satisfaction from 32 to 68 percent (Baranova 

et al., 2011).  Other important consequences of service blueprinting included a change 
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among university staff of their perceptions of students (Radnor et al., 2014) and reduced 

employee stress (Baranova et al., 2011).   

 Pretlow and Sobel (2015) investigated a service blueprinting project within a 

library serving over 50,000 students at the University of Colorado – Denver, 

Metropolitan State University of Denver, and the Community College of Denver.  This 

project was part of a larger university-wide blueprinting initiative focused on many 

aspects of the student experience.  Pretlow and Sobel (2015) described in detail the 

blueprinting process utilized by the library staff to improve library services and shared 

the resulting blueprint they created.  First, a task force composed of library staff members 

with diverse roles and fields of expertise was appointed to lead the blueprinting project.  

Though blueprinting training was not described in the article, the authors did note their 

attendance at “university monthly blueprinting meetings to discuss the process and 

milestones” (Pretlow & Sobel, 2015, p. 7).  Faced with numerous potential services to 

target, the committee decided to blueprint student computer use experiences because they 

felt this priority area would be more manageable than others for a team using the 

blueprinting method for the first time.  This decision corresponds with Bitner et al.’s 

(2008) best practice that people new to blueprinting start with a relatively simple service.  

To reveal problems encountered by students during their computing experiences, the 

team analyzed the types of questions asked of the Help Desk staff over a 10 month 

period.  In addition to this quantitative data, the task force reviewed qualitative data 

obtained from comment cards from a one-year period and via semi-structured interviews 

with Help Desk staff members.  Also, five staff members used the computers for the first 

time, noting their experiences and any usability problems they observed.   
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 According to the researchers, the library’s service blueprinting task force used all 

collected data to develop a traditional blueprint of the entire computing experience 

(Pretlow & Sobel, 2015).  In the process, the task force identified eight fail points and 

four potential improvements (Pretlow & Sobel, 2015).  After completing the blueprint, 

staff members were assigned to work on each fail point and improvement area.  Though 

the researchers briefly listed some of the changes put into place, other effects of the 

service blueprinting project were not included in the study (Pretlow & Sobel, 2015).   

 In addition to academic research, examples of the application of service 

blueprinting to higher education institutions are found in professional publications.  

Murphy (2011) described the use of ServiceScapes, physical elements that are part of a 

service experience, and the promise of blueprinting student experiences at Ohio State 

University libraries.  Her article included a hypothetical service blueprint of library users 

attempting to find a journal article and described the features of a service blueprint for an 

academic librarian audience.  Similarly, in 2012 Steven Bell, then vice 

president/president-elect of the Association of College & Research Libraries called on 

academic libraries to look to service blueprinting as way to systematically improve the 

user experience.  He made the point, “Academic libraries may like to claim their library 

is user-centered or student-driven.  Service blueprints…may be our opportunity to move 

from talk to action” (Bell, 2012, para. 9).  Neither the Murphy nor Bell article included 

any empirical data.   

 Parking and transportation services have also been the target of blueprinting 

efforts in some higher education environments.  Recognizing dissatisfaction among 

students, Arizona State University’s parking services office underwent a blueprinting 
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initiative in 2012.  Parking employees mapped the booting and towing process from 

customers’ perspective and identified pain points.  Details of the blueprinting process 

were not included in the article, but effects of the use of blueprinting were described.  

Improvements to Arizona State University’s parking services attributed to service 

blueprinting included a 92% reduction in tows, increased staff engagement, and a more 

customer-focused perspective among employees (Alonzo-Helton et al., 2013).  Another 

use of service blueprinting in a higher education parking and transit context involved an 

effort by the University of Chicago to improve its Safe Ride program.  This program 

involved using busses to transport customers (primarily students, but also faculty and 

staff) across campus at night.  The blueprinting effort identified several key moments of 

truth and potential areas of improvement (Alonzo-Helton et al., 2013).  The procedures 

used and the effects of the blueprinting technique at the University of Chicago were not 

described in the article, however. 

 The deployment of service blueprinting within individual units of universities 

may reflect unique elements of higher education that may impede the widespread 

implementation of the technique.  Kezar (2001) concluded that higher education 

institutions possess characteristics that are distinct from other types of organizations.  

These qualities include loosely-coupled systems, shared governance, interdependence, 

and a unique academic culture.  She asserted that these unique characteristics make 

organizational change a particularly challenging task in these settings (Kezar, 2001).  

Therefore, implementing a centralized service blueprinting effort to improve student 

experiences across many units would be an arduous undertaking in any higher education 

institution.  Similarly, Ostrom et al. (2011) recognized challenges with utilizing service 
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blueprinting across institutions, stating, “The underpinning of service blueprinting is at 

odds with how higher education institutions have traditionally been built and operate” (p. 

19).  The researchers contended, however, that the act of blueprinting itself will 

encourage the necessary transformation by increasing collaboration, improving 

understanding of the entire service system, and reframing the decision-making process 

within institutions (Ostrom et al., 2011). 

 As aforementioned, there is little evidence of institutions of higher education 

employing service blueprinting across multiple departments.  Two exceptions include 

Arizona State University and the University of Colorado – Denver.  Bitner et al. (2012) 

listed examples within their home institution of Arizona State University to illustrate the 

application of the technique.  According to the article, blueprinted student experiences at 

Arizona State included the admissions process, parking, new student orientation, and 

student activities (Bitner et al., 2012).  Unfortunately, this article was not based on 

empirical data collected by the researchers.  Though the typical blueprinting steps were 

suggested, details of how these particular blueprints were created at Arizona State were 

not discussed by the researchers, and the blueprints themselves were not included or 

described in the article.  Also, the effects of the use of blueprinting of non-academic 

student experiences at Arizona State were not described in the article.   

 The University of Colorado – Denver has extensively utilized service blueprinting 

to improve non-academic student experiences.  Over 100 blueprints have been created 

across dozens of departments (Stephens, 2015).  Some of the student processes that were 

blueprinted include course registration, financial aid application, tuition payment, and 

academic advising (Casey, 2014).  Though one article has been published describing the 
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technique’s use in the university’s library (Pretlow & Sobel, 2015), no other research has 

investigated this major service blueprinting initiative.   

Summary 

 Service design is an emerging discipline actively evolving and defining itself; 

however, much of its tenets are rooted in concepts and a technique developed by Lynn 

Shostack in the 1980s.  The service blueprinting technique has matured since Shostack’s 

original version but most of its essential elements have remained the same.  Service 

blueprinting may be used to improve any service experience, starting with customers’ 

perspective.  While many fields have adopted the technique, literature describing the 

methods and effects are very limited.  Higher education in particular was slow to employ 

service blueprinting, though a push from researchers in 2011 and 2012 seems to have 

prompted some exploration into the use of the technique to improve non-academic 

student experiences.  Only two empirical studies exist in the literature demonstrating the 

use of the technique in higher education institutions.  Both examples describe the 

methods used in employing service blueprinting within single units in universities, and 

the effects of the blueprinting effort are only described in one of the two academic 

studies.  No prior research has examined a large scale service blueprinting initiative to 

improve non-academic college student experiences.   
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

 The purpose of the case study was to describe the use and effects of 

extensive service blueprinting of non-academic student experiences in one university in 

the United States.  The results of the study include recommendations for college leaders 

seeking out ways to improve student experiences and institutional outcomes (e.g., student 

satisfaction, retention).  This section describes the proposed methods to be used in the 

study.    

Research Question and Sub-Questions 

 The primary research question was:  How was service blueprinting applied to 

non-academic student experiences and what were its associated effects within one 

institution of higher education?  Sub-questions included the following: 

1. What were the objectives of employing service blueprinting within non-academic 

student experiences at this institution?  What types of university departments and 

student experiences were targeted for use of the technique? 

2. What methods were used in developing service blueprints? 

3. How do participants describe their perceptions of the consequences of service 

blueprinting?   

4. What was the effectiveness of using service blueprinting? 

 These sub-questions mirror Yin’s (2012) inputs-activities-outputs-outcomes 

model of case study research.   
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Research Design 

 For the study, the researcher chose a qualitative method for several reasons.  The 

researcher wanted to learn about the exact service blueprinting methods used (i.e., what 

adaptations were made to utilize the technique in a university setting), the process of 

implementation, departments that have utilized the technique, and potential 

organizational culture changes resulting from participation in service blueprinting and 

other potential outcomes of the use of service blueprinting.  Essentially, the study sought 

to uncover why blueprinting was employed, how it was implemented, and what effects 

were observed after its implementation.  Responses to these elements of service 

blueprinting were not easily quantifiable in a standardized questionnaire and do not lend 

themselves to an experimental design.  On the other hand, a qualitative methodology 

allowed for inclusion of a variety of data sources to create a picture of what a university 

that has undergone a widespread service blueprinting initiative looks like.     

 Though several options exist within qualitative research to investigate a 

phenomenon, the researcher chose to employ a case study approach.  According to 

Creswell (2013): 

Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a 

real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems 

(cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple 

sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and 

documents and reports), and reports a case description and case themes. (p. 97)   

A case study research design was selected for this dissertation project for numerous 

reasons. For one, the application of service blueprinting to a higher education context is a 
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topic almost completely absent in the literature.  Therefore, an in-depth description of 

how service blueprinting has been widely implemented at an institution provides a 

starting point for future qualitative and quantitative research.  With so little extant 

knowledge of the topic, an exploratory study was ideal (Creswell, 2013).   

 Additionally, few institutions have employed the service blueprinting technique, 

limiting the options for sites to study.  A single institution, as opposed to a multi-site case 

study, was selected for one primary reason:  it appears that this particular university has 

employed service blueprinting more extensively than any other higher education 

institution in the U.S. or abroad.  Most other universities utilizing service blueprinting 

have only used the technique in isolated units (e.g., parking services, library, admissions).  

One other institution is known to have created service blueprints for at least five student 

experiences.  In contrast, the institution in the present study developed over 100 

blueprints in under two years.  Studying a single university that has so widely employed 

the technique made for a strong instrumental case (Stake, 1995).   

 Although the researcher could have studied several departments within this single 

institution (e.g., financial aid office, registrar, career center) and compare them as 

separate cases in an embedded case design, the researcher anticipated that little would be 

learned from studying each department in isolation and then making cross-case 

comparisons.  Also, the service blueprinting initiative was led by a single project leader, 

supporting the rationale that this initiative be studied as a single case.  Additionally, as 

Creswell (2013) put it, “The study of more than one case dilutes the overall analysis; the 

more cases an individual studies, the less the depth in any single case” (Creswell, 2013, 

p. 101).  Therefore, the researcher decided to study the entire initiative as one project, or 
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what Yin (2009) referred to as a holistic case study.  While one might argue that an 

alternative option would have been to conduct a grounded theory study within this same 

single institution, the researcher was more interested in analyzing a variety of data 

sources, describing the case in-depth, identifying lessons learned, and developing 

practical recommendations for other college leaders as opposed to primarily generating 

theory.   

 Creswell (2013) recommended the use of purposeful sampling to select one or 

more cases that will best illustrate the problem or process under investigation.  Yin 

(2009) argued that the most important step in conducting case study research is the choice 

of case(s).  Locating institutions that have utilized service blueprinting was a difficult 

task.  With very little research conducted in this area and a lack of incentive for 

institutions to announce on their own websites that they have used service blueprinting, 

there was little evidence of which universities have employed the technique.  Through 

web searches, the researcher did identify four U.S. higher education institutions that had 

reported using service blueprinting.  Three of the potential cases were very limited in 

scope, using the technique to improve just one student experience.  The fourth institution 

had reported using service blueprinting in at least five departments.  Before approaching 

this fourth institution about potentially serving as a site for the proposed study, the 

researcher sought to identify other potential sites that had used service blueprinting more 

extensively.  The researcher contacted an expert in service blueprinting who co-authored 

a Center for American Progress report entitled “Leveraging Service Blueprinting to 

Rethink Higher Education” (Ostrom et al., 2011).  Although this expert is a strong 

promoter of using service blueprinting in the university setting and has led workshops for 
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college leaders on this topic, she had no knowledge of which institutions had actually 

implemented the technique.  That said, she was able to provide the name of an 

administrator who she knew had led an extensive service blueprinting effort at another 

university as well as supply a web link to a university newspaper article describing the 

initiative.  The article stated that over 100 service blueprints had been developed in 

dozens of departments across the university.  The researcher was then introduced to this 

administrator, and in May 2016 the researcher secured written permission to use this 

institution as the site for the proposed case study (see Appendix A).   

Participants/Data Sources 

 The site for the case study was a public research university with an enrollment of 

approximately 18,000 students located in an urban center in the western United States.  

The institution is part of a larger state university system.  The student population consists 

of approximately 70% undergraduates and 30% graduate students, studying subjects 

across a wide range of disciplines. All data collected for the study came from this site.  

The single bounded case investigated was the service blueprinting initiative that took 

place during 2013 and 2014 at this institution.  Yin (2009) argued that well-designed case 

studies include multiple data sources.  Data sources for this study included:  semi-

structured interviews with university leaders who initiated or coordinated the service 

blueprinting project, semi-structured interviews with blueprinting team leaders, semi-

structured interviews with other staff who participated in service blueprinting, 

observations, aggregate institutional data (e.g., results from student satisfaction surveys), 

and artifacts (e.g., service blueprints, reports, presentations).   
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 Prior to the site visit, the gatekeeper and project manager of the service 

blueprinting initiative agreed to help identify potential data sources.  This assistance 

included providing the researcher with artifacts, relevant aggregate data, and contact 

information of potential interviewees who were involved with blueprinting at the site.  To 

introduce the researcher to potential interviewees, the gatekeeper sent an email to current 

employees who had been involved with the service blueprinting initiative, briefly 

describing the study and encouraging participation (see Appendix B).  The researcher 

then sent a follow-up email to potential participants soliciting their participation in 

interviews (see Appendix C).  The objective during participant selection was to recruit 

individuals who had been most closely involved in the service blueprinting initiative.  

These individuals consisted of the central project leaders (including the project manager 

and the senior administrator who initiated the project) and blueprinting team leads (called 

chairs).  The researcher also recruited a small number of university personnel who had 

not held a formal leadership role in relation to the blueprinting initiative but had 

participated in the creation of one or more blueprints.  It was thought that these additional 

individuals might give a different perspective to the initiative and its after effects.  Table 

1 lists the roles of the participants within the service blueprinting initiative. 

Table 1  

Categories of Participant Roles 

Role of Participants in Service Blueprinting Initiative                                                                        Number of Interviewees 
Blueprinting Team Chair 
Oversight Committee Member 
Blueprinting Participant 

7 
4 
3 
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 Participants represented a range of functional areas within the university, 

primarily housed within the Student Affairs division of the institution.  These areas 

included: 

• academic advising 

• bursar 

• career services 

• financial aid 

• information technology 

• institutional research 

• student conduct 

• student affairs 

• undergraduate admissions 

 Of the 14 interviewees, exactly half were women.  Positions held by participants 

were diverse, but were divided by the researcher into three broad categories:  university 

administrator, department director, and professional/service provider.  The distribution of 

participants among these position levels is shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Participant Positions 

Participant Positions                                                                       Number of Interviewees 
Department Director   
Professional/Service Provider  
University Administrator                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

6 
5 
3 
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Data Collection Tools 

 As an exploratory case study, the researcher sought to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the case.  These four sub-topics address the important areas that the 

researcher studied and highlighted for college leaders and researchers:  inputs, activities, 

outputs, and outcomes of applying service blueprinting to non-academic college student 

experiences.  In order to investigate these sub-topics, the researcher utilized the following 

data sources:  interviews, observations, aggregate institutional data, and artifacts.  To 

collect this data, the researcher served as the instrument in this case study. 

 An interview guide was used when conducting the interviews.  Several questions 

in the interview guide changed over time.  Each interview included approximately 10 

planned questions and 10 probe questions and lasted an average of 40 minutes.  

Interviews of the initiator of the service blueprinting initiative and the project manager 

were more extensive because of their intimate knowledge of the project.  All interviews 

took place in private offices with the door shut.  Prior to beginning each interview, the 

researcher reminded the participant of the purpose of the interview and provided a 

document describing potential risks of participating and rights of participants.  The 

researcher also attempted to establish rapport with interviewees at the start of each 

interview.  With the approval of participants, interviews were recorded using a digital 

recording device.   

 Sample interview questions included:  What methods were used to develop service 

blueprints in your department?, how was the voice of the student incorporated into the 

creation of the service blueprints?, and how has service blueprinting changed the culture 

of the university or your unit?  The researcher previously pre-tested the interview 
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questions with two professionals who have utilized service blueprinting in higher 

education settings to ensure that the questions were clear and types of responses helped 

address the research question.  As a result of the pre-testing, minor changes were made to 

the interview questions.  During the actual data collection process for the dissertation in 

practice, several interview questions were modified by the researcher.  Additionally, 

probe questions were asked to garner clarification or further understanding.   

Data Collection Procedures 

 Interviewees included multiple leaders of the service blueprinting initiative, 

blueprinting team leaders, and other university staff involved in the blueprinting 

initiative.  The researcher interviewed individuals representing a range of departments 

that were involved in the service blueprinting initiative, as opposed to focusing data 

collection on a small number of units.  The researcher carried out 14 total interviews, at 

which point data saturation was reached.     

 A second important type of data source was documents provided by the project 

manager and other participants of the service blueprinting project.  The total number of 

documents supplied to researcher was 128.  All documents were electronic copies.  Of the 

total number of documents, 114 were actual service blueprints.  Other types of documents 

included a service blueprint template, presentation slides, a handout for blueprinting 

participants, and a summary of the Ostrom et al. (2011) paper describing service 

blueprinting.  Additional documents included a document written by a participant about 

the process he used in blueprinting, project “scope documents,” “scorecards,” and an 

email to blueprinting chairs and its subsequent responses describing “lessons learned” 

through the project.   
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 In addition to interview transcripts and documents, another data source for the 

case study was field notes taken during observations and interviews.  During interviews 

the researcher made note of the interview environment, participant attire, affect, and other 

characteristics, and researcher reflections.  The researcher also documented anything 

relevant that occurred immediately prior to or after each interview.  In addition to 

recording observations during interviews, the researcher completed direct observations of 

the physical campus and campus community to provide rich context to the case study.  

These informal observations were conducted during a campus information session and 

tour as well as during time spent on campus between interviews, observing physical 

objects (e.g., facilities, signs) and interactions among individuals on campus.  These 

campus observations helped the researcher compile a meaningful description of the site in 

which the case took place. 

 Other data sources included documents as well as aggregate survey and 

institutional data.  Aggregate student data included student engagement survey results, 

retention, and graduation rates for several years.  The purpose of such longitudinal data 

was to potentially provide support regarding the effect of service blueprinting.  These 

data were treated as archival records and were not used for detailed quantitative data 

analysis.  Artifacts collected for analysis included copies of service blueprints developed 

at the site, handouts provided to employees involved in the blueprinting project, and other 

relevant documents.   

 Interview data and field notes were recorded for later analysis.  Validation 

strategies included triangulation, member checking, peer review, and audit trail.  Also, 



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  53 

self-reflection and recognition of researcher bias through bracketing added validation to 

the study. 

Ethical Considerations 

 There were a number of important ethical considerations with regard to this study.  

Prior to collecting any data, the research protocol and related materials were approved by 

Creighton University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) (see Appendix D).  Because this 

study involved research conducted at a university, the researcher also inquired whether 

that institution’s IRB office required submission of the research protocol or other 

materials prior to approval to commence data collection.  The research site’s IRB staff 

confirmed that no submission was required.   

 Informed consent of all participants ensured that they understood the purpose of 

the interviews and any potential risks involved.  To maintain the confidentiality of 

participants, the researcher did not collect signed consent letters; instead, he provided 

each interviewee an Information Letter (see Appendix E) that includes general 

information about the study as well as the Bill of Rights for Research Participants (see 

Appendix F).  The researcher was also respectful of the site and all participants before, 

during, and after data collection.   

 The researcher also employed strict data security and verification procedures.  

Professional transcription of interviews, subsequent transcript review by the researcher, 

and transcript review by participants helped ensure that interview data was accurate.  The 

researcher also made certain that all data were securely stored using a password-protected 

cloud storage software.  All data will be destroyed three years after the completion of the 

dissertation.  Participants were assigned a non-identifiable participant number (e.g., 
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Participant 1), and participant identities were henceforth anonymous.  The abbreviation P 

was used in place of the entire word participant in this manuscript.  For instance, 

Participant 3 was referred to as P3.  A key linking the names of participants with their 

associated participant number was maintained by the researcher in a password-protected 

file.  The researcher has assigned a pseudonym to the institution studied in the 

dissertation.   

 In order to mitigate the effect of the researcher’s own bias in the study, he used 

bracketing to document and reflect on prior experiences with the setting, phenomenon, 

and other aspects of the case before and during data collection.  The researcher also made 

use of peer review, member checking, and an audit trail for accuracy and trustworthiness 

of data analysis. 

Data Analysis 

 Interviews were digitally recorded and then transcribed utilizing a transcription 

service called Rev.com.  Interview transcripts were reviewed for accuracy by the 

researcher while listening to the original recordings.  Minor corrections were then made 

to the transcripts.  The researcher supplied these edited transcripts to individual 

participants and asked that they review them for any errors.  Participants were given one 

week to review their interview transcript and inform the researcher of any needed edits.  

They were told that if no response was provided, the researcher would assume the 

transcript to be accurate.  Four participants responded but only one identified changes to 

be made.  Final transcripts were uploaded to MAXQDA, a qualitative research analysis 

software product.   
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 Data analysis commenced in an inductive manner and later proceeded in an 

inductive-deductive process checking back and forth between the data and codes that 

emerged (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher first reviewed the raw data from the 

interviews, organizing the data that was relevant to the research question into codes.  All 

codes emerged from the data; that is, no predetermined codes were used.  After coding 

interview transcripts, data from other sources (e.g., observations, artifacts) were coded.  

Data was then re-coded to refine the original codes.  The process of reviewing coded 

segments was repeated multiple times, and common codes found in the data were 

organized into categories and sub-categories.  The researcher identified a total of 56 

codes; the total number of coded segments assigned to the data was 1,240.  The 

researcher followed Creswell’s (2013) advice of consolidating down to five to seven final 

categories for inclusion in the manuscript.  Representative quotes for each sub-category 

were also identified.  The findings, including categories, were organized into four 

sections:  inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes.  Yin’s (2012) inputs-activities-

outputs-outcomes model provided a useful framework because it closely mirrored the 

four research sub-questions of the study.   

 Data analysis took approximately eight weeks.  During this period the researcher 

analyzed interview data, field notes, aggregate institutional data, and a variety of artifacts.  

The researcher also employed triangulation vis-à-vis the literature, interviews, 

observations, and artifacts (Creswell, 2013).  Ultimately, the researcher developed 

assertions based on the most salient themes (Creswell, 2013).   
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Summary 

 The researcher chose a case study methodology for this dissertation in practice.  

He carefully selected a research site that, based on the literature and other available 

sources, had employed service blueprinting more extensively than any other institution of 

higher education.  A variety of data sources (i.e., interviews, observations, archival data, 

artifacts) were used to gain an understanding of the bounded case examined in this study:  

the service blueprinting initiative conducted at a public university in the western U.S. in 

2013 and 2014.  Through analysis of the data, the researcher identified important 

categories that address the research question.  The final manuscript includes a rich 

description and assertions regarding the case. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 Service blueprinting is a common process mapping technique employed in many 

service industries, though there is little evidence that it has caught on in higher education.  

The researcher studied a wide-ranging blueprinting initiative that took place at an 

institution of higher education in 2013 and 2014.  The purpose of the case study was to 

describe the use and effects of extensive service blueprinting of non-academic student 

experiences in one university in the United States.     

 The primary research question was:  How was service blueprinting applied to 

non-academic student experiences and what were its associated effects within one 

institution of higher education?  Sub-questions included the following: 

1. What were the objectives of employing service blueprinting within non-academic 

student experiences at this institution?  What types of university departments and 

student experiences were targeted for use of the technique? 

2. What methods were used in developing service blueprints? 

3. How do participants describe their perceptions of the consequences of service 

blueprinting?   

4. What was the effectiveness of using service blueprinting? 

Consistent with a case study methodology, the researcher collected data from a variety of 

sources to investigate these questions.  These data sources included interviews, 

documents, aggregate institutional data, and field notes.  The data sufficiently addressed 

the study’s overarching research question as well as the four sub-questions.  This chapter 

presents the findings from that data.    
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Presentation of the Findings 

 Yin (2012) recommended an inputs-activities-outputs-outcomes model as one 

approach to organizing case study research that includes the evaluation of programs or 

projects.  The researcher has organized the findings of the study into these four sections.  

Inputs include context and resources related to a program or project’s activities.  

Activities then are the actions that take place during the program or project.  Outputs are 

the “immediate results of the actions,” and outcomes are the long-term consequences 

(Yin, 2012, p. 172).  Findings were divided into the four elements of this model as 

follows:   

• Inputs:  History and description of the research site, the origins of the service 

blueprinting project, resources devoted to the project, oversight and structure of 

the project, and the project’s original objectives. 

• Activities:  Scope and scale of the project, training of blueprinting participants, 

meetings, blueprinting methods used, and identification of pain points, moments 

of truth, and opportunities for improvement. 

• Outputs:  Immediate results of the blueprinting project, including those affecting 

the organization and employees who participated in the project. 

• Outcomes:  Longer-term consequences of the service blueprinting project, 

including change implementation, changes to organizational culture, effect on 

student experience and institutional outcomes, and a perceived underachievement 

of the project.   
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Six categories and multiple sub-categories that emerged from the data are embedded 

within the outputs and outcomes sections.  Table 3 displays the categories and sub-

categories found in the data. 

Table 3 

Categories and Sub-Categories  

Categories Sub-Categories 
Organizational outputs 
 

• Documented processes 
• Problem identification 
• Creating an environment for change 
• Low hanging fruit 
• Communication across units 

Employee outputs • Reframing one’s perspective 
• A non-threatening look at what people are 

doing 
• Perceptions of service blueprinting 

Change implementation • Magnitude of change 
• Types of change 

Changes to organizational culture • Student-focused mindset 
• Common language and methodology 
• Diminished silos 
• Continued interest in and use of service 

blueprinting 
Effect on student experiences and 
institutional outcomes 

• Perceptions of effect on student experiences 
• Institutional outcomes 

Perceived underachievement of the 
project 

• A project that fizzled 
• Explanations for underachievement 

 

Following the sections on inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes, a concluding section 

provides a synthesis of the findings from the case study. 

Inputs 

 As aforementioned, the research site for this case study was a public research 

university with an enrollment of approximately 18,000 students located in an urban 

center in the western United States.  The university offers a wide range of undergraduate 
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and graduate programs and employs approximately 2,500 faculty and staff members.  

According to university documents, its annual economic impact to its state was estimated 

at over $700,000,000 in 2015.  Henceforth, the research site will be referred to by the 

pseudonym Rocky Mountain State University.   

 A unique institution history.  The institution’s relative youth of approximately 

40 years was noted by multiple interviewees as an important characteristic that sets it 

apart from many of its peer institutions.  While some participants viewed the university’s 

short history as a weakness, others indicated that this quality allowed the university to be 

more nimble.  Another related aspect of the university is that it had historically been an 

institution primarily offering graduate programs and serving graduate students.  In the 

two decades leading up to the blueprinting project, the make-up of campus shifted toward 

an emphasis on undergraduate education but the school’s culture did not necessarily 

evolve along with the demographic shift.   

Institutionally, in some ways, we’ve morphed and evolved, and we’ve had 

difficulty, internally, adjusting to that…a lot of the mentalities were fine, 

probably, in the grad world, 20 years ago, but not so much now when we have a 

very different complexion of enrollment. (P3)   

While graduate programs are typically smaller and more autonomous units within 

universities, undergraduate-serving colleges normally require more centralization in order 

to manage much larger numbers of students.  Also, as more undergraduates have been 

admitted (now composing nearly 60% of the university’s student population), enrollment 

has increased dramatically.  This enrollment shift has “changed dramatically this campus.  

The service required has also changed” (P1).    



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  61 

 Rapid expansion of enrollment has led to continual transformation of the campus 

in several ways:  physically, operationally, demographically, and culturally.  With regard 

to the physical environment, several new large buildings were present on campus and 

construction was ongoing in multiple parts of campus during the study.  Operationally, 

many aspects of the organizational structure have changed over time to strategically 

respond to the changing academic programs and student population.  Also, a number of 

change initiatives have been implemented in the last 10 years.  Demographically, the 

campus has become very ethnically diverse.  As of Fall 2015, 49% of undergraduates 

were students of color (IPEDS, 2016).  Also, the average age of students has dropped 

from 27 to 22 in the last seven years (P1).  Changes to the organizational culture have 

included a more student-centered approach and an expectation of flexibility as 

organizational change became a constant.  “There’s been a whole lot of people who’ve 

literally been here 30 years, where they’ve been used to doing what they’ve been doing 

and having gone with the changes in the demographics, have resisted that there is 

something brewing” (P1).  Recent change initiatives have compelled resistant employees 

to adapt to the emerging culture.  On the other hand, as people have chosen to leave the 

university, the institution has lost considerable institutional memory.  As one participant 

explained:    

The university has been in lots of transition lately and a lot of it has to do with lots 

of personnel changes and people that used to be here aren’t here anymore, from 

retirement, or decided to move on, all of those kinds of things.  So things that 

used to happen weren’t happening. (P12)   
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In this context of transition and continual reinvention of the institution, the service 

blueprinting initiative may be viewed as one wide-ranging experiment among many.   

 Project origins.  The service blueprinting project was initiated by the campus’s 

Senior Student Affairs Officer, who had previously been exposed to the technique while 

working for another higher education institution.  The academic college where he 

formerly worked used blueprinting to document and improve many of its student-facing 

processes while he was there.  He underwent blueprinting training and was impressed to 

learn that blueprinting had been used to greatly enhance customer experiences in service-

based companies such as five-star hotels.  He had also introduced service blueprinting to 

a public school system.   

 Relatively new to Rocky Mountain State University, the Senior Student Affairs 

Officer recognized a “dysfunction of services” and determined that change was needed in 

his Student Affairs division to improve the student experience (P1).  Noting that many of 

the 300 employees within the division had been with the institution for decades, the 

Senior Student Affairs Officer sought a method that would induce individuals to look at 

what they did on a daily basis, assess whether it was student-friendly, and determine if 

there could be superior ways to accomplish their work.  One of the main reasons he 

selected service blueprinting was because of his positive previous experiences with the 

technique.  The Senior Student Affairs Officer also thought that blueprinting was 

inexpensive, required minimal training, and could be managed in-house without the 

hiring of an outside consultant.  In summer 2013 he asked a trusted staff member with 

project management and analytical skills to lead the service blueprinting project.  Once 

the project was initiated, the Senior Student Affairs Officer informed the university 
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president of the blueprinting project.  Though he was not directly involved in the 

initiative, the campus’s senior administrator was reportedly supportive of the project, 

even championing it in a high-profile annual address to the university’s stakeholders.   

 Resources.  In addition to the assignment of a project manager, other resources 

devoted to the project included the cost of training as well as lunches provided at some 

meetings.  The total cost of training by Arizona State University’s Center for Services 

Leadership was $9,450.  The cost of lunches was not available.  Indirect costs primarily 

included the time spent by employees on work related to the blueprinting effort.  

Although no funds were initially dedicated to potential improvement projects that might 

later be identified through the blueprinting process, the Senior Student Affairs Officer 

intended to request funding from the senior administrator once the improvement projects 

were prioritized.  One example of an improvement project that was funded by the Senior 

Student Affairs Officer’s office was a facelift to the Career Center to create a more 

student-friendly lobby area with new furniture and brightly painted walls. 

 Oversight and structure of the project.  The project manager was an existing 

full-time employee with numerous other responsibilities; therefore, her work to manage 

the blueprinting project was, as one participant called it, a “side job” (P13).  In addition 

to the project manager, seven other administrators served on an oversight committee for 

the project.  The oversight committee consisted of university administrators and other 

employees who served as advisors during the project.  These oversight committee 

members were asked to “guide and help educate people” about the blueprinting process 

(P2).  A person appointed to the position of chair led each of the blueprinting teams 

across a total of 29 departments.  Team chairs were staff members within units that were 
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involved in the blueprinting project.  Chairs selected other employees with knowledge of 

the process being blueprinted to serve on their blueprinting team.     

 Original objectives.  Participants cited a variety of original objectives of the 

service blueprinting project.  From the perspective of the project’s initiator, the Senior 

Student Affairs Officer, the primary original objective of the service blueprinting project 

was to change the culture of the organization and the mindset of staff members to 

continuously think about how to improve processes that affect students.  He also hoped to 

give staff members a voice to identify problems in their areas and to suggest new ways of 

serving students.  Two other main goals according to both the initiator of the project and 

the project manager were:  (1) to map out the complete non-academic student experience 

from prior to admission to after graduation and (2) to implement changes to improve the 

student experience.  Most other participants agreed that one or both of these goals best 

described the original purpose of using service blueprinting at the university.  A handout 

provided to blueprinting team chairs stated that the outcomes for the project would be: 

• A gained understanding of what students at [Rocky Mountain State 

University] experience as a result of our student service processes. 

• Improved student service processes where we discover “pain points” exist 

and change will improve the student experience. 

• The makings of a culture shift where we begin to view everything we do and 

everything we are through the eyes of our students.  

 The purpose of potential changes that were to be implemented as a result of 

blueprinting included removing “bottlenecks” (P5, P7, P8, P11) and “barriers” (P14), 

improving efficiencies, and eliminating “gaps” (P6, P12, P14) and sloppy handoffs 



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  65 

between offices.  Broader institutional and community outcomes were also reportedly 

tied to these potential changes.  One participant explained: 

I think upper administration really wanted to get at the bottom line of why aren’t 

our students persisting?  Why aren’t they graduating because it has so many other 

implications not just for the institution but the broader … our obligation to 

educate our community and prepare a workforce of qualified people and our role 

in that in higher ed. (P14) 

Service blueprinting was identified as a potential method for achieving these original 

objectives.  The original objectives and other inputs of the service blueprinting project 

laid the groundwork for the activities that would take place during the project.   

Activities 

 Yin (2012) defined activities as the actions that are performed during a program 

or project.  This section describes what actually took place during the service blueprinting 

project at Rocky Mountain State University.   

 Project scope and scale.  The service blueprinting project was an effort of 

significant scope and scale.  While individual teams developed blueprints within their 

departments, there was also one cohesive project across the Student Affairs division.  The 

project manager admitted that blueprinting experts consulted prior to initiating the project 

had recommended the project be small, limited to perhaps a few key departments.  

However, to better understand the student experience across the entire Student Affairs 

division and other student-facing units at the university, the Senior Student Affairs 

Officer chose to forge ahead with a grander, more comprehensive plan.   
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 Seventy-seven staff members representing 11 departments primarily within the 

Division of Student Affairs participated in phase one.  The phase one units were selected 

because they were centralized and interacted with the vast majority of students.  

Examples of phase one departments included the registrar, bursar, and financial aid.  

Phase one launched on September 29, 2013 and was completed on December 19, 2013.  

Analysis of the submitted blueprints began in January 2014.   

 The project manager and oversight committee had originally intended for the 

project to only consist of the 11 phase one departments; however, during phase one word 

spread across campus and representatives from a range of other departments began 

inquiring about how they could get involved.  Two blueprinting chairs reported being 

asked to present to campus-wide audiences about how their departments were using 

service blueprinting.  The project manager explained the expansion of the project into a 

second phase as follows: 

I think that it was because it was picking up some steam, and folks were talking 

about it with each other.  It is sort of that human nature piece of, “What is this 

thing going on?  Why can’t I be a part of it?  Don’t we matter?” (P2) 

Because of the expressed interest by a number of departments, the project manager 

organized a second phase to commence after the conclusion of phase one.  Phase two 

departments consisted of 18 smaller student-facing units that interfaced with fewer 

students than those involved in phase one.  Fifty-one staff members participated in phase 

two, including two employees who had also contributed to phase one.  Examples of 

departments engaged in phase two included the counseling center, learning resource 
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center, and student conduct.  Phase two commenced on March 6, 2014 and was 

completed on May 29, 2014.  Analysis of phase two blueprints started in May 2014.  

 In total, 29 departments and 126 employees participated in the service 

blueprinting project.  Ultimately, between both phases, a total of 114 service blueprints 

were created and submitted to the project manager.  Examples of blueprinted processes 

included determination of state residency, tutoring and supplemental instruction, course 

registration, and tracking and enforcement of satisfactory academic progress. 

 The scope of the service blueprinting project was primarily limited to units within 

the university’s Division of Student Affairs; however, a number of departments beyond 

this division also participated.  These departments outside of the Student Affairs division 

included student-facing units like the bursar’s office and the campus library.  

Participation in the project was voluntary.    

 Training.  Eighteen staff members completed a self-paced, non-credit online 

course called “Designing Customer-Focused Service Processes” offered by the Center for 

Services Leadership at Arizona State University.  Course modules included information 

about the benefits of service blueprinting, the importance of viewing a process through a 

customer’s perspective, and the elements of a service blueprint.  In addition, the online 

course resources included two service blueprint templates in a PowerPoint format that 

participants could use to create actual blueprints:  (1) a traditional service blueprint 

template and (2) a slightly modified version that included a technology actions swim 

lane.  A final module required course participants to create a blueprint based on a service 

experience depicted in the course materials.   
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 Eleven of the 18 course participants were chairs from phase one.  The other seven 

course participants were the project manager and other supporters of the blueprinting 

project who made up an oversight committee.  A final member of the oversight 

committee was the Senior Student Affairs Officer, who did not participate in the online 

course because he had previously been trained on the service blueprinting technique. 

 Those who participated in the online course considered it to be comprehensive, 

sufficiently preparing them for the service blueprinting they were to undertake.  Some 

described needing to figure out how to translate the blueprinting concept to a higher 

education context.  “It just took a little re-thinking to fit into our context, but not a whole 

lot of re-thinking” (P5).    

 Phase two team chairs did not take part in the online course but instead were 

trained by the project manager, who had completed the course.  This training included 

“an introduction, sharing the methodology, project plan, and then we walked through 

some sample blueprints” (P2).  Several phase one chairs attended this training and offered 

advice based on their experiences with blueprinting.  Some of the chairs from phase one 

also presented their team’s completed blueprints and described how the blueprints were 

created. 

 After completing the training, chairs were tasked with training their own teams on 

the concept of service blueprinting and methods used to create blueprints.  This training 

was considerably less extensive than the online course but provided teams with sufficient 

information for them to gain an understanding of how service blueprints could be used to 

fully document and analyze processes.  One participant explained, “It was just pretty 

simple, straight forward.  Showed us the template and told us what mindset they have as 
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we went through it, kind of trained to determine what the student would see as they went 

through” (P10).   

 Meetings.  During each phase, two-hour meetings were held every two weeks. 

These meetings were led by the project manager and members of the oversight committee 

and attended by blueprinting team chairs.  Early meetings reinforced the message that the 

reason for using service blueprinting was not as a way to assess blame but rather to 

improve the student experience.  A handout provided to blueprinting chairs asked them to 

“maintain an open mind, to maintain honesty and integrity about the process, and to help 

each other in order to help our students.”  During the remainder of the meetings, team 

chairs were invited to share their progress, ask questions, and discuss challenges they had 

faced in an informal roundtable format.   

 Between meetings, chairs worked with their teams to develop their departments’ 

service blueprints.  Chairs determined their own teams and the processes they would 

blueprint.  The size of the teams ranged from one to 13 staff members.  The largest teams 

were from the registrar’s office and academic advising, with 12 and 13 team members, 

respectively.  Some departments appointed multiple chairs, focusing on different 

processes so that one person was not responsible for blueprinting all processes within a 

unit.  The average number of blueprints drafted by each team was four.  A document 

distributed to blueprinting chairs requested that they blueprint processes that “capture the 

largest impacts to student experiences.”  In some instances, members of the oversight 

committee negotiated with chairs to include certain common processes not originally 

identified by chairs to be blueprinted.  By doing so, the project manager and oversight 
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committee ensured that teams did not simply select processes that were already running 

smoothly or affected few students.   

 Blueprinting methods.  After chairs determined their team members and the 

processes they would blueprint, they met internally with their team to create the 

blueprints.  Teams held numerous internal meetings to draft blueprints related to their 

department.  Chairs sometimes consulted with other staff members who were not 

officially part of a blueprinting team but had knowledge of a process.  Team chairs also 

sought standardization in terms of comprehensiveness, quality, and consistency across the 

multiple blueprints created within a department.  By doing so, chairs made sure that: 

We didn’t have one that was a 5,000 foot view and one that was a 10,000 foot 

view.  We had to make sure that we came back to create consistency within those 

blueprint processes, and that the steps were there, and we weren’t missing steps 

and missing any branches. (P6)   

 The project manager did not dictate the methods to be used by teams to 

brainstorm and identify the elements of a service system, but a training document did 

suggest using “a whiteboard or flipchart and the use of post-it notes.”  Initial methods 

utilized to document existing processes differed by unit.  Though many departments used 

white boards and sticky notes to initially map processes, others used pen and paper, and 

still others chose to use an electronic PowerPoint-based service blueprint template.   

 One common step of service blueprinting that was not consistently applied in the 

blueprinting project was the solicitation of customer input.  In this case, the project 

leaders decided against including the voice of the student.  The belief was that some 
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blueprinting participants would become defensive if students were added to teams or their 

opinions were otherwise solicited.  The project manager explained: 

When students come into the mix and people start bringing them into the 

conversation, the defenses come up immediately . . . It was not that we didn’t 

value the student, or that we didn’t think that that would be a value-add to add it 

to the process in the end. (P2) 

Though there was apparently a plan to solicit feedback from students at some point, this 

step never took place.  As the project manager put it, “We didn’t get there, but the idea 

originally had been we can introduce them at the end to take a look at all these blueprints 

and tell us if they think we got them right” (P2).   

 Instead of asking students directly for their input about their experiences with a 

particular service, blueprinting participants were tasked with thinking from a student’s 

perspective.  The most frequently cited method of gaining an understanding of customer 

actions and associated pain points was to utilize a mental exercise in which blueprinting 

participants temporarily viewed a service experience through the perspective of a student.  

This reframing process, a hallmark of service blueprinting, was an important output that 

will be discussed in a later section.  Some participants did report utilizing existing data to 

inform teams about which processes were particularly problematic for students.  Also, 

one oversight committee member indicated that she and several other blueprinting 

participants had been students at the university at one time and, therefore, understood 

how students experienced various campus services.  Another common way of achieving 

an adequate understanding of the students’ experience included garnering feedback from 
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student-facing employees who frequently interacted with students encountering 

problems.   

 Blueprinting teams completed the blueprints in the order recommended by 

Zeithaml and Bitner (2000).  That is, they started by plotting out customer actions, then 

front stage actions (which sometimes included technology), and next added backstage 

actions.  Subsequently, support processes were added, followed by physical evidence of 

the service.  Some chairs reported audio recording meetings or photographing initial 

drafts of blueprints in order to later comprehensively document and convey all service 

components team members had identified.   

 Regardless of the initial tools used to map a process, all team chairs submitted 

final drafts of the blueprints to the project manager in one of two standardized 

PowerPoint templates.  The only difference between the two templates was that one 

included the addition of a technology actions swim lane.  Because some blueprinting 

participants expressed confusion about the proper use of arrows to indicate the flow of 

processes, the project manager made the use of arrows optional.  Another adaptation 

adopted by some blueprinting teams was the utilization of abbreviations or footnotes in 

order to fit all elements of a service experience onto one document.   

 Identification of pain points, moments of truth, and opportunities for 

improvement.  After mapping service experiences using the service blueprinting 

technique, pain points, moments of truth, and opportunities for improvement were added 

to the blueprints by each team.  Though participants reported some confusion about the 

difference between these elements of a blueprint, significant numbers of all three 

elements were found on blueprints.  Between the two phases, 114 blueprints were 



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  73 

developed.  Table 4 lists the total number of identified pain points, moments of truth, and 

opportunities for improvement.   

Table 4 

Service Blueprint Data   

Blueprinting Feature                                                               Occurrences 
Pain Points 
Moments of Truth  
Opportunities for Improvement                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

425 
206 
247 

       

Outputs 

 According to Yin (2012), outputs are immediate and short-term effects of 

activities that are performed as part of a project or program.  In the case of the service 

blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University, there were many outputs that 

can be divided into two broad categories:  organizational outputs and employee outputs.  

That is, some of the immediate results of the blueprinting activities were related to the 

organization while others were tied to the employees who engaged in the service 

blueprinting project.   

 Category one:  Organizational outputs.  Many of the outputs stemming from 

the service blueprinting project were associated with the university and were, therefore, 

organizational outputs.  No negative outputs were noted in the data; instead, the data 

suggested that the process of conducting service blueprinting benefited the institution in a 

variety of ways.  These positive organizational outputs were produced during the 

blueprinting activities and in their immediate aftermath.   

 Documented processes.  Simply identifying how existing processes worked was 

an important output of blueprinting.  Participants frequently indicated that prior to 
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blueprinting, many departments at the university did not know how their own processes 

flowed from start to finish.  By creating blueprints, units captured all elements of 

individual service systems.  These tangible blueprints allowed departments to see who 

was involved in each process, how different elements were connected, and what physical 

evidence of the service existed.  As one participant explained, “The intent was, let’s just 

clinically look at what is, not what we would like to do or what we’re not doing, let’s just 

look at what is there, and then start to break that down” (P3).  Another participant 

described the advantage of having a tangible way of documenting university processes by 

stating, “It’s helpful for what I found on our end is just to really lay it all out on paper, 

and see it in writing of what happens, and what transitions are occurring and take place” 

(P9).   

 The blueprints also served as a starting point for other outputs (e.g., problem 

identification, change implementation).  One participant asserted, “I don’t think people 

really know from hand to hand how their processes work and who’s doing what or 

anything else.  I think that kind of sets the stage for improving business processes” (P10).  

Blueprinting offered an opportunity to document the flow of processes from a student 

perspective and then analyze them and consider potential improvements.   

 Problem identification. In addition to documenting existing processes, the 

blueprinting participants uncovered problems within those processes.  Consistent with the 

service blueprinting literature, these problems were termed pain points.  Some pain points 

were directly experienced by students (external), whereas others were problems within 

the organization that negatively affected the flow of the process (internal).  As noted in 

Table 4 above, a total of 425 pain points were identified during the service blueprinting 
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project.  Knowing where problems existed was both an output in and of itself as well as a 

prerequisite to discussing potential solutions.   

 Pain points were described using terms such as “barriers” (P14), “bottlenecks” 

(P5, P7, P8, P11), “hoops” (P4), and “too many steps” (P2).  Others spoke of pain points 

as problematic parts of processes that “trip students up” (P7) or cause students to get 

“hung up” (P10, P14).  One participant explained the identification of pain points as 

follows: 

We’re aware that some students are frustrated or feeling like they get bounced 

around from one office to another, to another or that there is too much red tape to 

get them to what they need, and if we’ve created that red tape, there’s things that 

we can do to make it less or just cut it out completely.  That will improve the 

student experience. (P4)   

Several participants cited excessive wait time as a pain point.  Said one, “They shouldn’t 

spend three days waiting to find out if they are going to get their financial aid or not, 

because that is taking away from their ability to focus on their studies” (P2).  

Consequently, the identification of a variety of types of problems that directly or 

indirectly affected students was an immediate organizational output of the blueprinting 

project.   

 Creating an environment for change.  By examining processes and discussing 

problem areas, the institution laid the groundwork for conversations about change.  The 

blueprinting process exposed problems that previously were only known to one or a few 

individuals.  By bringing them out into the open, there was some pressure to change.  

One oversight committee member put it the following way: 
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It’s sort of like, if you know you’re doing this practice, and only three of you 

know, it’s okay . . . We’ll sweep it under the rug, but then when you get it as part 

of a bigger initiative, and there’s like 10 people in the room, and everyone hears 

it, and they’re like, ‘Holy crap, what are we doing?  How long have we been 

doing it that way?”  Then you can’t sweep it under the rug, there is no rug 

anymore. (P3) 

Another participant explained that exposing problems led to conversations about changes 

that could improve the institution, stating, “We had that kick in the pants, that impetus, to 

do that to say, ‘Look at this gap.  Looking at this thing that we need to fix’” (P6).  An 

oversight committee member with a diverse career suggested that blueprinting helped lay 

the groundwork for change in an environment frequently averse to it:   

As I mentioned, my background is not necessarily in higher education, so there’s 

something to be said to come into the world of higher ed, and realize how 

embedded folks are in how things happen, or this is the way we do it and their 

resistance to change, where blueprinting really helped to support that need for 

change. (P13)   

The blueprinting process also gave staff members a voice and opportunity to discuss 

potential changes.  One participant commented: 

Some of it involves staff who had seen . . . things working a certain way, and it 

was the status quo, but it just didn’t make any sense at all.  They finally were able 

to have a voice in changing that. (P3)   

Blueprinting engaged employees who were directly involved in individual processes to 

conceive of potential improvements. One participant described that through blueprinting, 
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employees, “discussed what our jobs were, discussed where we as the people in the 

position thought it could be better and simple” (P8).   

 Low-hanging fruit.  After teams completed blueprinting, some departments made 

immediate internal changes.  Rather than waiting for permission from administration, 

some pain points were quickly addressed.  One participant described what happened in 

such instances where there was an obvious problem with an easy fix as follows: 

That’s a bad idea, or that’s a stupid practice we have.  We don’t need to study that 

to death, we just need to change that because I know that that’s a bad thing.  

There was a lot of that, kind of organic realization.  This is a bad idea, we need to 

just change that to do this instead. (P3)   

Another participant explained, “We just did what we thought was like, ‘Okay, yeah, 

makes sense.  Let’s change this so it’s two less things that a student has to do, and now 

it’s only one’” (P9).  Many of those quick and easy fixes have sustained over time.  

“Right after we went through the analysis of what we found, I think we did do a lot of 

those changes and a lot of that still remains today.”  (P5)   

 In addition to fixing inefficient processes, blueprinting results were immediately 

used to inform physical changes.  One office was quickly transformed to be much more 

inviting and student-friendly.  “The current design and the current layout of the center 

was a direct result of the blueprinting” (P1).  Features of a new building on campus that 

opened less than a year after blueprinting was completed were also associated with the 

use of the technique.  The Senior Student Affairs Officer explained: 

Some of the things, in the structure of this building, can be attributed to some of 

the blueprinting process, some of the lessons learned.  Because I was involved 
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with it, in the building of this, it influenced me in my thinking based on the 

reports I would hear, based on some of the outcomes of some of the pain points. 

(P1) 

One of those decisions informed by the blueprinting project was to locate the financial 

aid, bursar, and registrar offices on the same floor of the new building.  The 

implementation of changes during or immediately after blueprinting was common in 

most departments, though some made few or no immediate changes. 

 Communication across units.  The blueprinting project compelled people to meet 

and discuss what their units did and how their actions affected others.  As one participant 

put it, “I definitely think getting people together in a room to look at these things, and to 

talk about processes from a more holistic perspective, was definitely a positive outcome” 

(P6).  Another participant explained this cross-unit communication the following way: 

It brought siloed groups together to discuss, and really we had to get deep into 

what our jobs were, to discuss what we did, what we felt was holding the process 

back and opening our eyes to potentially new processes. (P8)   

Opening up these lines of communication allowed for greater understanding of what each 

party did and in some instances also led to cross-training.   

 Knowledge sharing was a significant output of the service blueprinting project.  

One participant described learning from other units as follows:     

Hearing what other people were doing going, “wow!”  Or even getting some ideas 

about how people are doing things, and going, “Gosh, maybe we ought to do it 

that way, that’s a great idea, let’s think about that.” . . . It’s a nice exchange of 

best practices to a certain degree.  (P12) 
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Such knowledge sharing allowed departments to learn from one another and potentially 

enact change to improve processes. 

 Category two:  Employee outputs.  In addition to outputs related to the 

university, there were several important outputs for employees themselves.  For the 

purpose of this study, employee outputs are defined as immediate results of the service 

blueprinting project that affected employees who had participated in the project.   

 Through training and participation in the project, those involved in the 

blueprinting project learned the concept, language, and skills related to service 

blueprinting.  They had used a traditional service blueprint template as well as engaged 

with others to discuss processes and identify pain points and potential areas for 

improvement.  Participants came away with skills necessary to effectively complete a 

service blueprint that could be utilized in their work or in other contexts (in fact, one 

participant described plans to employ blueprinting with his church).  Participation in the 

service blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University resulted in a variety of 

employee outcomes described in this section. 

 Reframing one’s perspective.  As aforementioned, blueprinting team members 

were asked to use a student lens when thinking about university services.  Participants 

expressed that before service blueprinting they typically thought about university 

processes from their own perspective rather than students’.  In the words of one 

participant, “I don’t think we really thought about the actual steps in walking through 

their shoes, if you will, prior to blueprinting.  That definitely gave us the student 

perspective” (P9).  Another participant explained:  
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It was really tapping into our own personal experiences, exchanges with students 

and their frustrations and really being mindful of those experiences and comments 

to the best of our ability.  The ones that we knew were persistent problems. (P14)   

Participants reframed how they perceived processes by considering what students 

experienced as opposed to thinking solely about their contribution or their department’s 

contribution to a process.  As one participant put it, “It was about the student.  It wasn’t 

about my staff, it wasn’t about myself, it was about the student and how do we make that 

experience for the student better than it currently is” (P12).  Therefore, reframing one’s 

perspective to view a process through the eyes of students was an employee output of the 

service blueprinting project. 

 A non-threatening look at what people are doing.  The service blueprinting 

project afforded the Student Affairs division the opportunity to assess the role that 

departments, and in some instances individual employees, played in completing 

university processes that affected students.  This type of effort could have been viewed as 

threatening by some employees.  To combat potential concerns, the project manager and 

oversight committee conveyed to blueprinting project participants from the very 

beginning that discussing employee roles, tasks, and processes was not for the purpose of 

eliminating jobs or identifying poor performers.  Participants reported their understanding 

that they were to be honest and forthright without fear of penalty during the project.  One 

participant expressed: 

I remember hearing the message okay, this is not to be punitive.  This is not to be 

identifying problem areas.  It’s not about that, it’s about let’s come together to 

identify from the student’s perspective what isn’t there so that we can all 
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identify…warts will be exposed, that will happen but it’s not supposed to be 

something negative or something you should fear or anything (P14). 

Participants described discussing student experiences without assigning blame to 

problems that were identified.  For instance, a participant asserted, “I think it was 

successful in that it did bring the campus together to have that student centered focus and 

not be too much of a finger pointing, not feel like we were finger pointing” (P12).   

 Other participants expressed that, in retrospect, more discussions about change 

prior to blueprinting would have been valuable.  For some it was difficult to separate the 

processes from the people performing them.  One oversight committee member advised: 

I think that would be very helpful, very helpful to at least have some real and deep 

cultural conversations, about what are the ground rules we’re going to have to all 

have here to do a successful blueprinting initiative, because the other piece of it is, 

and human nature being what it is, you start blueprinting processes, and people 

are so intertwined emotionally to these processes, because they’ve been doing 

them for 10 years, or it’s all they’ve been doing them for 10 years, or it’s all 

they’ve ever known and they haven’t really been asked to think about it in any 

other way, or they created it, so they’re really invested in it, even though it 

doesn’t now serve the cause all that well. (P3)   

For the most part, however, participants expressed that the blueprinting technique 

allowed staff members to review how processes worked without feeling threatened or 

overly-emotional about individual contributions. 

 Perceptions of service blueprinting.  Perceptions of service blueprinting as a 

technique were overwhelmingly positive. One blueprinting chair conveyed, “I think it 



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  82 

was a really positive experience for everyone who went through it on my staff” (P4).  

Other participants called the blueprinting project “really worthwhile” (P10) and “a great 

exercise” (P12).   

 Participants believed that service blueprinting was highly applicable and useful 

within institutions of higher education.  As one participant explained: 

I think higher ed, it’s been around a long time, and it sort of reminds me, in that 

regard, of the federal government, or the Catholic Church, or the military, which 

are these longstanding bureaucracies that have done things a certain way, by and 

large, for a long time.  In many ways, they don’t work all that effectively 

anymore, and everyone knows it, but no one wants to tackle it.  I think 

blueprinting affords an option to tackle it . . . I don’t think there’s any dispute that 

blueprinting is absolutely necessary for higher ed, because it’s one of those 

bureaucracies that does not like change. (P3) 

Other participants echoed this sentiment, suggesting that colleges and universities may, in 

fact, have characteristics that make them particularly well-suited to service blueprinting.  

Said one participant: 

In some ways, I think it’s applicable here in higher ed in ways that it might not be 

in other organizations.  We have a somewhat consistent and long-term audience 

that we can really improve things for from one cycle to the next.  Our processes 

and our mission stays relatively consistent, in the fact that we’re not a bottom line 

business who is looking into opening up new avenues here, and there, and all 

over. (P6)   
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Overall, participants reported very positive experiences with service blueprinting and 

contended that the technique has strong potential within a higher education context. 

Outcomes 

 According to Yin (2012), outcomes are longer-term consequences of an 

intervention.  Three years after the implementation of the service blueprinting project, 

most units no longer used the technique.  One member of the oversight committee 

explained: 

My sense is that lots of offices thought that it was either a one and done kind of 

exercise, or someone else is going to make sure that it happens.  Well, it’s 

supposed to be, we are the ones that we’ve been waiting for, kind of mentality, 

and take it from there.  I don’t think culturally, across the university, that has been 

actualized very well. (P3)   

Although the continued use of service blueprinting was limited, the blueprinting project 

did produce a variety of outcomes.  Based on data obtained during this research, the 

following longer-term outcomes were found:  change implementation, a variety of 

changes to the organizational culture, a perceived improvement of student experiences, 

potential effects on retention and graduation rates, and a perceived underachievement of 

the project.  This section details these project outcomes.   

 Category three:  Change implementation.  As aforementioned, the 

implementation of changes to processes was a key goal of the service blueprinting effort.  

Documents and interviews provided data concerning both the magnitude of change that 

was implemented as well as the types of changes that were made.  The data suggested 

that the vast majority of such changes had persisted by the time of data collection. 



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  84 

 Magnitude of change.  At the behest of the campus’s senior administrator, the 

oversight committee created two scorecards used to monitor and report on progress 

toward addressing pain points.  Separate scorecards were used for each phase.  These 

scorecards were spreadsheets listing all pain points and the status of the proposed 

resolution (e.g., “not yet started,” “completed”) for each pain point.  In addition, each 

pain point indicated whether the resolution was purely internal or required 

interdepartmental cooperation.  Action steps, comments, and whether the pain point 

directly affected the customer (i.e., external pain point) or the department (i.e., internal 

pain point) were also indicated on the scorecards. 

 Combined, the scorecards listed 39 resolutions of pain points as “completed” or 

“resolved,” 76 “in progress” or “in process,” 16 “incomplete,” 141 “not yet started” or 

“under consideration,” and 147 as either “N/A,” no comments whatsoever, or one of a 

variety of other non-standard statuses suggesting no progress toward completion.  The 

scorecards were updated for the final time on September 12, 2014, six to 12 months after 

the blueprints were originally created.  It is entirely possible that some pain points were 

resolved after this date, but data collected for this case study did not confirm additional 

resolutions.   

 Departments’ success in implementing change as a result of the blueprinting 

project varied dramatically.  One blueprinting chair declared, “I think almost all of the 

changes we suggested were implemented in one form or another” (P5), whereas another 

reported, “I would say probably 50-60% we were able to effectively achieve [in my 

department]” (P6).  A third participant stated, “The true point of it was to try to fix things, 

and our office didn’t fix really anything” (P7).  The scorecards confirmed this mixed 
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record of success in implementing change across departments.  Though no pattern could 

be discerned by the researcher with regard to the departments or types of processes 

associated with more or less change, several members of the oversight committee 

suggested that processes that bridged between the Student Affairs division and other 

divisions were less likely to be changed.  One oversight committee member explained, 

“The things that Student Affairs could immediately change and do and have control over, 

we did those.  Outcomes that required us to involve others, some of these are continuing 

to be looked at, and having ongoing conversations about” (P13).   

 The Senior Student Affairs Officer reported that, university-wide, approximately 

half of the pain points had ultimately been addressed, with the other half still in progress. 

(Although the scorecards did not match his statement, as aforementioned, it is likely that 

more progress was made in addressing pain points after the scorecards were last updated.)  

Based on his belief that half of all pain points were resolved, the Senior Student Affairs 

Officer was both pleased and disappointed by this result, stating, “It’s still a win, but I’m 

not happy with it” (P1).  His attitude reflected a common theme among study participants 

who wished the project had resulted in more measurable, sustained changes.   

 Types of change.  As described in the Category 1: Organizational outputs 

section, departments implemented many less complex operational changes immediately 

after recognizing a problem through the blueprinting process.  Examples of pain point 

resolutions that were implemented with relative ease included a more interactive format 

for new student orientations, improved follow-up after counseling sessions, and the 

addition of graduate assistants to better serve a high-volume of students seeking out 

internships, research, and service learning opportunities.   
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 Other changes were more strategic in nature.  Blueprinting gave administrators a 

chance “to recognize opportunities for realignment that would be more efficient” (P13).  

One blueprinting participant directly affected by such changes described, “It kind of blew 

up the whole operations org really.  Like I said with cross-training, moving jobs around, 

yeah” (P8).  Administrators used results of the blueprinting project in strategic planning.  

One oversight committee member reported: 

I would say from a leadership perspective, it helped us identify what positions do 

we need to be asking budget for.  What are things that should be student fee-

funded versus institutionally-funded?  What are programs that we can get rid of?  

What are programs that need to be implemented?  Are we in a better position to 

anticipate what’s next?  What’s going to be the next big push for us?  What’s our 

next evolution? (P13) 

Although results were inconsistent across departments regarding the implementation of 

change as an outcome of the service blueprinting project, the data indicate that many 

substantial operational and strategic changes were made as a consequence of 

blueprinting. 

 Category four:  Changes to organizational culture.  Schein (1990, p. 111) 

defined organizational culture to be: 

(a) a pattern of basic assumptions, (b) invented, discovered, or developed by a 

given group, (c) as it learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and 

internal integration, (d) that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, 

therefore (e) is to be taught to new members as the (f) correct way to perceive, 

think, and feel in relation to those problems.  
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Even though departments tended not to continue utilizing blueprinting methods after the 

project ended, the project did have some lasting effects with regard to organizational 

culture.  Participants described a variety of ways in which the culture changed as a result 

of service blueprinting.   

 Student-focused mindset.   Although the use of the service blueprinting technique 

at Rocky Mountain State University did not continue in most departments long-term, a 

student-focused mindset persisted.  As one participant put it, “I do think there’s been a lot 

of focus on students more after the project…It’s in the air, the student perspective” (P7).  

Employees involved in the blueprinting project practiced the technique of viewing 

service experiences from the perspective of students, and this practice helped engrain a 

lasting student-focused mindset.  Describing this mind shift, one participant conveyed: 

I think for one it transitioned our thinking from how do we get our work done to 

how do we give a better experience to students.  I think that lens was probably the 

biggest fruit from going through that exercise.  We were so stuck in, look, here’s 

what we have to do in the course of a day, and then we started thinking more of, 

okay, wait a minute, what are we doing for the students’ experience?  I think that 

was probably the biggest fruit. (P5)   

This change in mindset affected the organizational culture.  One blueprinting chair 

described this culture change as follows: 

I think it’s influencing how we approach the culture here.  We definitely talk 

about students first and doing things on behalf of students…That approach from 

my perspective of keeping a student in mind as we go through and trying to figure 

out what the bottlenecks are, and trying to fix those things.  Here, yes, as a whole 
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we’ve continued as a university to focus on students and how they experience the 

student lifecycle (P7).   

He went on to say: 

I think one thing that it did do is it reminded us all, and something I carry through, 

is to think about the student as the driver of how we design things.  When we’re 

designing processes or we’re changing procedures, before we would think about 

what made sense for us in ease of the process.  Now we spend more time thinking 

about how the student would experience the process or the procedures.  And the 

timing of things we do, how is the student impacted by it, that wasn’t super 

prevalent in our office before.  That came out of it. (P7)   

An oversight committee member described this cultural shift in the following way: 

I would say most importantly was the fact that we recognized that a lot of the 

systems weren’t student-focused, and weren’t driven to make the student 

experience welcoming and/or easy, and that was really a shift in our philosophical 

make-up and culture that we wanted to make, and we’re continuing to try to move 

in that direction. (P13) 

The experience of going through the blueprinting process encouraged a long-term change 

in the way employees approached their work.  One participant stated, “I think it helped 

facilitate the conversation of does this benefit the student or does it benefit us?  I think 

that’s a good mindset to have” (P4).  This continued student-focused mindset is perhaps 

the strongest outcome of the service blueprinting project.   

 Common language and methodology.  In addition to providing staff with a new 

set of skills, the service blueprinting project gave participants a common language and 
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methodology to use to analyze and describe service experiences. To some extent, this 

common language sustained longer-term and became part of the university’s culture.  

Armed with new terms to describe processes and problems as well as a methodology for 

examining the flow and potential weaknesses of service experiences, some participants 

reported continuing to use these new skills as they worked with colleagues.  One 

participant explained: 

Even now today, there are folks using the language and terminology that we 

created out of this project for the way that they interact with one another in 

meeting settings . . .  Talking about pain points to discuss things that are working 

or not working.  Looking at things through the student lens instead of our own.  

Those are things that are still carrying on today” (P2).   

An oversight committee member remarked, “I do think that there’s a lot of times in 

conversations where we refer back to the blueprinting process” (P13).  This participant 

continued: 

I think blueprinting certainly helped have institutionally, culturally, a 

conversation around [student perspectives], and probably if nothing more than 

even the word pain point comes up, student-focused is in everybody’s 

conversations regardless.  Yeah, I think that that’s made a difference. (P13)   

Therefore, there is evidence that the blueprinting project had an effect on how some 

participants used language and a student lens in their work approximately three years 

after the blueprinting project started.    
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 However, others were less confident in such a long term effect, describing the 

fading of the use of a common blueprinting language over time.  In the words of one 

participant: 

During, when it was in motion, there was a heightened awareness, and a buzz 

about, with those terms.  I think more often than not, it was real, people knew this 

was happening, and it mattered, but not so much anymore. (P3)   

Referring to the blueprinting terminology and methods, another participant commented, 

“We used it, and we don’t use it anymore” (P4).  To have a lasting cultural effect, shared 

language and methods must also be taught to new employees (Robbins & Judge, 2016); 

participants indicated that newly-hired employees, including the new senior campus 

leader, had little or no knowledge about service blueprinting. 

 Diminished silos.  Institutions of higher education are frequently criticized for 

silos that build up over time, in which departments run fairly autonomously without 

effective cross-unit communication.  This characteristic is especially common in 

academic affairs where programs are divided up into disciplinary colleges or schools.  A 

less common but still problematic phenomenon is silos within a student affairs division 

where employees in one student affairs unit have little knowledge of what occurs in other 

units and cross-unit communication is limited. 

 Prior to blueprinting, some departments rarely communicated with one another to 

identify ways to improve processes that crossed units.  As one participant described: 

Some of the service areas that we were talking about had never been around the 

same table.  So, there is the benefit of figuring out how these folks should be 

talking to each other about how we are serving students collectively. (P2)   
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For example, even within a single department, silos had developed over time.  A member 

of the oversight committee described one example within the undergraduate admissions 

office as follows: 

There was sort of the recruiter folk, and there was the operations folk.  It was sort 

of like two different cities.  They didn’t really know each other, like each other, 

understand each other.  That’s not just admissions, we have other offices here that 

are like that too. (P3) 

Participants described long-standing silos within the Student Affairs division that were 

diminished as a result of service blueprinting.  As one participant succinctly put it, 

blueprinting led to “better communication, silos removed” (P8).  Another participant 

expanded on this topic, sharing the belief that blueprinting increased collaboration across 

units long-term: 

We’ve done a lot more work collaboratively, our office with other offices and I 

think that probably was an outcome of all us getting together.  I think when you 

sit down and you see all of these people from the other departments, it’s a 

realization that you need to take those people’s things into account as well.  

We’ve met a lot more with a bunch of other departments than we have in the past 

and it’s encouraged. (P7)   

 Once departments began communicating more often through the blueprinting 

process and associated meetings, they were able to learn about what one another did and 

how the procedures of one unit bumped up against another.  One participant described 

this shift in understanding by stating, “I think the blueprinting process made everybody 

just more aware and more cognizant of how the actions of each office impact the others” 
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(P6).  This participant went on to explain how this new awareness affected positive 

change.  “Those big gaps that existed where the hand off would be missed, or students 

would fall into a crater and just sit there for a while, we’ve been able to fix some of those 

inter-office issues” (P6).  Another participant described the reduced silos using a relay 

race analogy:   

So that we can break down those silos…it’s almost like a relay race to a certain 

degree, you know, pass the baton…so that students feel like that we are all 

working together, that it’s not like “stop here, now I gotta go here, I gotta go 

here,” that it really is this smooth transition from one operation to the other. (P12)   

The Senior Student Affairs Officer agreed that silos were slowly diminishing.  “That’s 

taking hold, but not as fast as I’d like” (P1).   

 Continued interest in and use of service blueprinting.  A small number of units 

continued to create new service blueprints as a method for documenting, analyzing, and 

redesigning processes three years after staff members learned of the technique.  When 

asked whether the use of service blueprinting was over in a particular technology-focused 

department, the team chair responded, “No, in fact it’s probably just now starting to take 

off in a lot of ways” (P10).  His supervisor had recently asked him to deploy blueprinting 

to document and analyze billing processes for the department.  An administrator 

overseeing some of the units involved in the blueprinting project indicated, “I know 

certain units still do [blueprint].  They still do go through blueprinting processes, ‘Well, 

how is this going to work?’  Maybe even sometimes before implementing something as 

well, they use it” (P13).   
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 Several participants discussed future plans to use the technique.  New to a 

position, one participant stated, “For [this] office now in this new capacity, I can tell you 

we are going to blueprint everything we do” (P2).  Another participant commented, 

“Yeah, we go back to the blueprint.  We actually have been talking with me and my 

supervisor about redoing the blueprint because so much has changed” (P9).  Participants 

discussed the value of the technique and nearly all expressed that they would welcome 

using it again.  One eager participant suggested:   

Let’s bring it back, let’s do it again, let’s revise it, what we talked about before.  

What has changed, and what hasn’t changed?  Are there more pain points that 

have happened, or where are the successes, where we have made some positive 

change or whatever it might be? (P12)  

Many participants stated they were waiting for direction from someone else to revive the 

wide scale use of blueprinting, as opposed to leading internal efforts within their own 

units.  Therefore, the data suggested that although many departments ceased utilizing the 

service blueprinting technique after the overall project ended, some continued using it 

and many hoped to resume its use in the future.  

 Category five:  Effect on student experiences and institutional outcomes.  No 

evaluation had been conducted by the university to determine whether blueprinting has 

had an effect on student perceptions of services or overall levels of satisfaction.  Within 

individual units that participated in the blueprinting project there were also no known 

pre- / post-test evaluations conducted to assess effectiveness of any changes implemented 

as a result of service blueprinting.  (Anecdotally, one participant did report that the year 

prior to blueprinting, a large number of student complaints were filed with the campus 
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ombudsman concerning a department’s poor quality of service; one year later, the 

ombudsman indicated no new complaints had been filed for that same office.)  Given the 

lack of direct measures created to determine effectiveness of service blueprinting to 

improve student experiences, other data sources were consulted.   

 Perceptions of effect on student experiences.  Perceptions by employees 

involved in the blueprinting project provided some insights into the extent to which the 

results of the project affected student experiences.  Some participants were confident that 

changes that had been implemented based on the blueprinting effort did directly improve 

the experiences of students when engaging with a variety of university processes.  “It 

definitely improved our student experience, no question” (P3).  Several other participants 

agreed that student experiences had been enhanced since the blueprinting project took 

place but were not certain that the positive changes could be linked to blueprinting. One 

participant articulated, “I think we have achieved more efficient and effective processes 

for our students since the blueprinting process was in place.  I don’t know how much of 

that to attribute to service blueprinting” (P6).   

 Institutional outcomes.  Archival institutional data were also consulted to 

determine whether any potential correlations existed between the timing of the service 

blueprinting project and observed changes to important institutional outcomes such as 

student engagement, retention, and graduation rates.  Although a detailed quantitative 

analysis of this data is beyond the scope of this study, descriptive statistics (i.e., mean 

scores, rates) pertaining to student engagement, retention, and graduation are presented 

below.  However, because most change efforts take several years to show up in 
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institutional outcome data, the value of the student engagement, retention, and graduation 

data is limited.   

 Student engagement.  The research site provided data from the institution’s two 

most recent administrations of the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE).  This 

valid and reliable survey was administered at Rocky Mountain State University in 2013 

and 2016.  A previous administration was conducted in 2010, but this data was not 

provided to the researcher and would have had little value because the survey was 

substantially updated in 2013.  One of the four themes evaluated by the NSSE survey that 

is relevant to the present study is Campus Environment.  Within this theme, there are two 

indicators:  Quality of Interactions and Supportive Environment.  NSSE defines Quality 

of Interactions as follows: 

College environments characterized by positive interpersonal relations promote 

student learning and success.  Students who enjoy supportive relationships with 

peers, advisors, faculty, and staff are better able to find assistance when needed, 

and to learn from and with those around them. (National Survey of Student 

Engagement, 2017, Campus Environment section) 

The following is the NSSE definition of the Supportive Environment indicator: 

Institutions that are committed to student success provide support and 

involvement across a variety of domains, including the cognitive, social, and 

physical.  These commitments foster higher levels of student performance and 

satisfaction.  This Engagement Indicator summarizes students’ perceptions of how 

much an institution emphasizes services and activities that support their learning 
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and development. (National Survey of Student Engagement, 2017, Campus 

Environment section) 

To determine change over time, indicator scores from before and after the blueprinting 

project were compared.  The NSSE Multi-Year Data Analysis Guide (n.d.) advised, 

“With data collected prior to and after the implementation of an initiative or program on 

campus, a multi-year analysis can mirror a pre-test/post-test research design by 

comparing engagement levels before and after implementation” (p. 2).  Table 5 displays 

the comparison of 2013 and 2016 results for Quality of Interactions and Supportive 

Environment for Rocky Mountain State University for first-year students and seniors.  An 

independent samples t-test was used to test whether there were any significant differences 

between scores for each indicator and population between 2013 and 2016.  The analysis 

revealed differences between the scores across all indicators and populations were not 

significant.   

Table 5 

NSSE Campus Environment Data 

Campus Environment Indicator 
by Student Population 

2013 Mean 2016 Mean Significance 

Quality of Interactions 
First-Year Students 
Seniors 

Supportive Environment 
First-Year Students 
Seniors 

 
39.2 
40.0 

 
33.8 
27.8 

 
39.5 
40.5 

 
32.3 
28.2 

 
No 
No 

 
No 
No 

 
 Retention and graduation rates.  The full-time freshman one-year retention rate 

did not increase after the completion of the service blueprinting project.  In fact, this rate 

dropped four percent from the 2013-2014 to 2014-2015 academic years.  It should be 

noted that the decreased retention rate mirrors an increase in student cohort size, which 
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could be one contributing factor to this phenomenon.  Also, these figures ignore the fact 

that the vast majority of students at this institution do not fall into the full-time freshman 

category.   

 At the time of data analysis for this dissertation, it was not yet possible to 

compare graduation rates of students who were admitted prior to the implementation of 

service blueprinting and students admitted after blueprinting.  That said, graduation rates 

have increased in the years since the service blueprinting project.  The full-time 

undergraduate six-year graduation rate, a popular measurement of university outcomes, 

increased over 7% when comparing the 2008 cohort (2014 graduates) with the 2010 

cohort (2016 graduates).  A 6% jump was also noted among part-time undergraduate 

students during the same years.  These strides are the result of many factors, some of 

which may have stemmed from the service blueprinting project.   

 Based on the available data, evidence of improved institutional outcomes at 

Rocky Mountain State University after performing service blueprinting is not conclusive.   

 Category six:  Perceived underachievement of the project.  Although the data 

suggested many positive outputs and outcomes resulting from the service blueprinting 

project, nearly all participants agreed that the project underachieved its potential.  As one 

blueprinting chair put it, “I think [the blueprinting project] helped move the needle in the 

right direction in those ways.  I wouldn’t say it was ineffective, I think that’s a little 

harsh, but I think it could have been more effective” (P14).  When asked about this 

perceived underachievement, participants overwhelmingly focused their answers on 

lingering pain points that had never been resolved.  For example, the Senior Student 

Affairs Officer who brought the technique to the campus expressed: 
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Taking care of just a couple of them is a success, because it helps our students.  

On the reverse side of it, we had the opportunity to, I also think, we had the 

opportunity to solve 400 pain points, and we didn’t. (P1) 

 A project that fizzled.  As aforementioned, few departments had continued 

utilizing service blueprinting by the time of data collection.  Participants indicated that 

the project “fizzled” (P2, P9), “faded” (P2, P3), “disappeared” (P7), or “lost steam” (P4).  

One participant commented, “The project kind of fell off the rails towards the end” (P7).  

After structured meetings ceased, the unified project essentially ended.  Instead, 

blueprinting chairs were encouraged to continue working on improvements their teams 

had identified.  They were also told that the scorecards would be submitted to the 

campus’s senior leader and there would be more follow up in the future.  One participant 

explained, “I know we changed some things based on what we found, but I don’t know 

what happened to the whole project after it left my hands and went to the [senior campus 

leader]” (P5).  Another participant recalled, “I think we had a wrap up meeting and it was 

like, ‘Thanks.  We look forward to working with you in the future.’  And then nothing 

after that” (P11).  Although the scorecards were provided to the senior campus leader at 

the time, continued monitoring of progress toward addressing pain points ended on 

September 12, 2014, approximately eight months after the conclusion of phase one and 

four months after phase two ended.  Based on the available data, it is unknown whether 

progress has been made on specific identified pain points since this date in 2014. 

 Explanations for underachievement.  Participants cited a diversity of reasons for 

the project’s perceived underachievement.  The most frequent explanations included 
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turnover in university leadership, competing priorities for the project manager, loss of 

momentum, and confusion over next steps.   

 Turnover in senior university leadership.  Participants suggested that turnover of 

the senior campus leader position stalled implementation of many improvements 

identified during the blueprinting project.  The project manager conceded, “It fizzled 

because it didn’t have enough legs to make it through a leadership change” (P2).  Another 

participant described working for five different senior campus leaders during her seven 

and a half year tenure at the university.  In the eyes of participants, churn in senior 

leadership over those years, including during and after the service blueprinting project, 

was an obstacle to implementing significant change.  One member of the oversight 

committee reported, “A lot of that certainly has influenced what we can or have not been 

able to do too, I think, because we have not had sustainable leadership who is willing to 

make some of those hard decisions” (P13).  While some changes within departments 

were implemented immediately after blueprinting, as discussed above in the 

organizational outputs section, changes that involved multiple departments, difficult 

decisions, or dedication of substantial resources were far less likely to be made.  As one 

participant put it, “The areas that we could control, we did, and then I think we’ve been in 

a holding pattern on the other areas that we identified that went through the blueprinting 

process” (P13).    

 Without direction and resources from the senior campus leader, some participants 

articulated that units felt they were paralyzed to move forward with changes.  One 

blueprinting chair commented: 
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To me it feels like there are people who are still waiting for permission to make a 

change . . . to processes before they actually did it.  I think there were a lot of 

people who maybe felt stuck versus actually making a positive change. (P4) 

This participant continued, “We were told that the [senior campus leader] was committed 

to this, the [senior campus leader] was going to commit resources to help fix pain points, 

and like I said, a lot of ours we had to have those external resources to fix” (P4).  With 

personnel changes in the senior campus leader position, those resources never 

materialized.  Therefore, turnover in senior leadership contributed to the 

underachievement of the service blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State 

University.   

 Lack of a full-time project manager.  Another factor cited by participants that 

limited the effectiveness of the blueprinting project was the fact that the project manager 

had other priorities that competed for her attention.  As described previously, the 

blueprinting project included 29 departments and the blueprinting of 114 processes 

between the two phases.  Managing this vast project while simultaneously being 

responsible for other completely separate assignments put significant pressure on the 

project manager.  As competing priorities piled up, she was unable to continue focusing 

time and attention on the service blueprinting project.  The project manager admitted: 

It got to the point where it needed somebody who was going to sit here and water 

this exclusively.  I mean, calling the meetings with all these groups to continue 

going through the scorecard, and “Where are we with these items?  Who is doing 

that?  What can we report back out?”  That was beyond capacity for me, and 

nobody picked it up. (P2) 
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 Many other participants agreed that it was unrealistic for the project manager to 

maintain attention on the blueprinting project long-term.  One participant explained: 

It wasn't her full-time position.  It wasn't, necessarily, what she was being paid to 

do, but she did it well. I think if there were somebody who was creating structure 

around it on a full-time basis, I think it could be very effective. (P6) 

When asked what he would have done differently if he could do the project over again, 

the Senior Student Affairs Officer’s immediate response was, “Probably would have 

hired a full-time staff to manage it.  [The project manager] was doing this on top of other 

jobs” (P1).  Therefore, the data suggested that the lack of a full-time project manager 

contributed to the underachievement of the service blueprinting project.   

 Loss of momentum/sustained focus.  Without the structure of regularly-scheduled 

meetings, many departments moved on to other tasks and ceased blueprinting.  Nearly all 

participants agreed with the sentiment, “Once we stopped meeting, that was it” (P12).  

Similarly, one oversight committee member related, “It maybe sort of became a lower 

priority as the formal group and process stopped, and people didn’t keep it going in their 

own neck of the woods, by and large” (P3).  For many, there were feelings of 

disappointment after months of high energy and hard work put into the project.  One 

participant expressed:   

I have to say it felt like we’re really excited, and it’s kind of like one of those 

balloons that you blow up and they’re all big and great and awesome, and then 

they kind of just deflate.  It kind of felt like that.  There was no celebration at the 

end, no big, “Yeah!  We did this!”  It was just more like, “All right.  We got 
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through that.  Let’s just get on to the next thing.”  It was kind of one of those, we 

were exhausted by the time it was done. (P13) 

Based on the data collected, a loss of momentum and sustained focus by blueprinting 

participants limited the effectiveness of the blueprinting project. 

 Confusion over next steps.  The disintegration of the overall project created 

confusion among blueprinting participants about what were the next steps.  In the words 

of one participant: 

There was a little lack of guidance on what the next steps were really supposed to 

be.  We did our blueprint.  We sent it on up, and then I don’t know what happened 

to it then . . .  We did find some benefits within our office to use it, but then it was 

like, “Now what?  There’s got to be a step two, right?  It’s not just you do it, make 

some tweaks and changes, and that’s it.”  Yeah, I don’t know what happened to it 

after. (P9) 

The project manager conceded, “It was almost like the blueprinting was the easy part.  

Then, it was like, ‘What are we doing now with all this?,’ because we had over 100 

blueprints” (P2).  The project manager informed blueprinting chairs that they were to 

continue blueprinting and addressing pain points in their areas without oversight or 

championing by anyone else.  One participant explained, “[The project manager] was 

like, ‘This is in your hands now, you need to keep doing this.’” (P4).  But this participant 

went on to express a perceived problem with this approach, suggesting, “There were a lot 

of people who need a leader and without that just didn’t continue to do anything” (P4). 

 Some expressed optimism that service blueprinting could be revived.  One 

oversight committee member expressed: 
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I think there’s the opportunity, now that we have sustainable leadership, to pick 

back up where we left off, and kind of finish what we started, because like I said, 

I think we got what we wanted to do, or what we could do, done, but I think 

there’s still this lingering appetite to figure out how we address the rest of it. 

(P13)   

Others desired either a renewed blueprinting effort or at least some closure.  Looking 

ahead, one participant suggested: 

I think what can happen, what should happen through that process is coming back 

together and finding the main themes and then really getting concrete with what 

can be done.  The looping back, the closing the loop on the project because right 

now I feel like we’re all hanging and out there like wondering what happened to 

it?  What are we doing with it, that we put a lot of time into that.  There are X 

number of pain points identified.  There are hundreds and hundreds of them and 

then dozens and dozens of blueprinted processes. (P14) 

Confusion over who was responsible for improving student-facing processes after the 

project dissolved appeared to play a substantial part in the perceived underachievement 

with regard to the more tangible outcomes of the service blueprinting project.  However, 

participants remained optimistic about resuming a comprehensive blueprinting project 

and expressed that such a renewed effort had potential to greatly improve the institution 

and student experiences at Rocky Mountain State University.     

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 The literature describing the application of service blueprinting in a higher 

education context is very limited.  This case study investigated the extensive use of 
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service blueprinting at Rocky Mountain State University during a project taking place in 

2013 and 2014.  The researcher also sought to determine the short-term and longer-term 

effects of the blueprinting project.  By analyzing data obtained from interviews, 

documents, aggregate institutional statistics, and field notes, the researcher learned about 

the inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes related to the blueprinting project (Yin, 

2012). 

 The university’s unique history, recent expansion of undergraduate programs, and 

new Senior Student Affairs Officer seeking to improve the organizational culture and 

student experiences made the enhancement of university processes a top goal for the 

institution.  The service blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University was a 

large undertaking that spanned 29 departments and lasted a full year from the start of 

phase one through the final update of the scorecards.  Methods used for the development 

of service blueprints were very similar to those recommended in the literature.  The 

project manager was able to effectively maintain momentum among the 126 employees 

engaged in the project through phases one and two, but a variety of factors contributed to 

the discontinuation of the overall project.  Without ongoing meetings and structures to 

ensure that identified pain points were resolved, the use of blueprinting in most 

departments “fizzled” (P2, P9). 

 Whether or not the blueprinting project was deemed successful depended on what 

success meant to individual participants.  Nearly all expressed a belief that the effort had 

been beneficial to the university and was a positive experience for employees.  There 

were both immediate and lasting effects of the project.  Changes to the organizational 

culture, especially in relation to the development of a more student-focused mindset, 
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were evident in the data.  However, the large number of persistent pain points that were 

never addressed led many participants to feel the project did not reach its potential.   

Summary 

 This chapter described the inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes of the service 

blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University.  Through analysis of the data, 

the following six categories emerged:  organizational outputs, employee outputs, change 

implementation, changes to organizational culture, effect on student experience and 

institutional outcomes, and perceived underachievement of the project.  Overall, the 

project resulted in a number of advantages to the institution.  On the other hand, 

participants consistently reported that the project could have produced far more positive 

changes to university processes.  Additionally, evidence linking service blueprinting to 

enhanced student experiences and to improved institutional measures was lacking.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Although researchers have called for employing service blueprinting in colleges 

and universities, few studies have investigated its use.  The current case study described 

the process and consequences of a large blueprinting effort in a single university.  The 

primary research question was:  How was service blueprinting applied to non-academic 

student experiences and what were its associated effects within one institution of higher 

education?  Sub-questions were as follows: 

1. What were the objectives of employing service blueprinting within non-academic 

student experiences at this institution?  What types of university departments and 

student experiences were targeted for use of the technique? 

2. What methods were used in developing service blueprints? 

3. How do participants describe their perceptions of the consequences of service 

blueprinting?   

4. What was the effectiveness of using service blueprinting? 

 The researcher used a case study methodology to investigate these questions.  The 

case study approach was ideal because the researcher intended to study both process and 

effects of the blueprinting project at one site.  Typical of case studies, the researcher 

collected multiple types of data to triangulate findings and, ultimately, to develop a rich, 

in-depth description of the case.  Data sources included 14 interview transcripts, 128 

artifacts, field notes, and institutional data.  The researcher interviewed blueprinting team 

chairs, oversight committee members, and other employees involved in the service 

blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University in 2013 and 2014.  The 
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participants represented a wide range of student-facing departments, predominantly 

within the institution’s Division of Student Affairs.  The artifacts included 114 service 

blueprints, materials provided to blueprinting team chairs, scorecards used to track pain 

points, and a variety of other relevant documents.  After reviewing the data and 

completing member checking of interview transcripts, the researcher conducted an initial 

coding of the interview data.  Subsequently, he coded field notes and artifacts.  After 

repeatedly re-coding the raw data, the researcher ultimately identified 1,240 coded 

segments representing 56 codes.  Analyses revealed six categories that addressed the 

study’s research question.  This final chapter provides a summary of the study, 

interpretations of the findings, and recommendations for future use and study of service 

blueprinting in institutions of higher education.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the case study was to describe the use and effects of extensive 

service blueprinting of non-academic student experiences in one university in the United 

States.    

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to develop recommendations for higher education 

leaders to map non-academic student experiences through service blueprinting.   

Summary of the Findings 

 Following a model suggested by Yin (2012), the findings of the case study were 

divided into four parts:  inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes.  This section 

summarizes the major findings of the study.   
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Inputs 

 The service blueprinting project described in this study took place at a large 

public research institution located in an urban center in western United States.  Referred 

to as Rocky Mountain State University in this study, the institution’s relative youth and 

recent changes to enrollment and student body composition were important 

characteristics in understanding the context for the case.  Noting an opportunity to 

improve the student services offered at the university while simultaneously enhancing 

aspects of the organizational culture, the Senior Student Affairs Officer selected service 

blueprinting for deployment across his division as well as some other student-facing units 

outside of student affairs.  The project required minimal resources to initiate, and was led 

by a project manager with many other responsibilities.  Several administrators also 

helped with project oversight, while blueprinting team chairs led blueprinting efforts 

within their departments.   

Activities 

 A total of 29 departments and 126 employees participated in the service 

blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University in 2013 and 2014.  Eighteen 

employees completed an online training course to learn how to create service blueprints.  

These 18 individuals then helped educate others involved in the blueprinting project 

about the technique.  Blueprinting team chairs determined which student processes to 

blueprint and formed their own teams.  Methods used to create blueprints were almost 

entirely consistent with those identified in the literature.  The primary technique for 

determining the steps students went through and any potential pain points they 

encountered in a specific process was to use a mental exercise of temporarily viewing a 



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  109 

process through a student’s perspective.  The project manager and oversight committee 

held meetings with the blueprinting team chairs every two weeks during the project to 

discuss progress and seek guidance.  During the blueprinting project, 114 blueprints were 

created and a total of 425 pain points were identified.   

Outputs 

 There were several immediate and short-term effects, or outputs, of the service 

blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University.  These immediate results 

included both organizational outputs and employee outputs.  The following were 

organizational outputs (Category 1) found in the data:  documenting of existing 

processes, problem identification, creating an environment for change, implementation of 

immediate internal changes, and enhanced communication across units.  Other immediate 

effects were directly associated with employees involved in the blueprinting project.  

Employee outputs (Category 2) included:  reframing one’s perspective, a non-threatening 

look at employee actions, and perceptions of service blueprinting.   

Outcomes 

 The study also attempted to identify longer-term consequences of the service 

blueprinting project to evaluate its effectiveness.  Data were collected approximately 

three years after the project began.  During the blueprinting initiative, project leaders 

created scorecards to track progress toward resolving each pain point.  The scorecards 

displayed dozens of pain points that had been addressed in the wake of service 

blueprinting.  Though these scorecards made it possible to assess the magnitude and type 

of change implementation (Category 3) to some extent, the scorecards ceased being 

updated approximately a year after the blueprinting project began and thus offered only 
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limited utility in assessing longer-term change.  The data suggested a variety of changes 

to the organizational culture (Category 4).  First and foremost, many participants 

reported that a student-focused mindset had persisted.  Other cultural changes included 

diminished silos and a common language and methodology that some participants 

continued to employ.  Although the data suggested that few departments had continued 

using service blueprinting by the time data were collected, many participants described a 

continued interest in using the technique and others discussed future plans to utilize it.  

The study also examined potential effects on student experiences and institutional 

outcomes (Category 5).  Interviews of blueprinting participants included diverse 

perspectives on whether or not service blueprinting had, in fact, improved student 

experiences.  Some were confident that blueprinting had enhanced student experiences 

while others were unsure if observed improvements were attributable to the blueprinting 

project.  Archival institutional data did not indicate significant changes to student 

engagement and retention after the blueprinting project.   Though graduation rates did 

increase after service blueprinting took place, it was beyond the scope of this case study 

to attempt to link this increase to the blueprinting project. 

 A final outcome of the case study is a perceived underachievement of the service 

blueprinting project (Category 6).  As described above, there were many positive 

consequences of the blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University.  However, 

participants consistently articulated that the project did not reach its potential, especially 

with regard to change implementation.  Reasons for this perceived underachievement 

included:  turnover in senior university leadership, lack of a full-time project manager, 

loss of momentum, and confusion over next steps.  While participants expressed some 
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disappointment in the effects of the project, they overwhelmingly indicated they would 

welcome the return of the widespread use of service blueprinting at the university.   

Proposed Solution 
 

Findings from the case study and the literature serve as the basis for 

recommendations in this chapter.  While findings provide lessons learned, literature 

grounds the proposed solution in established research.  Because the literature is very 

limited, the proposed solution relies heavily on the findings of the case study. 

The first question a reader may ask is whether or not service blueprinting is a 

worthwhile endeavor in a higher education setting.  The literature and the findings of the 

case study support the contention that service blueprinting has a place in higher education 

and that universities may see significant benefits from employing the technique to non-

academic student experiences.  Blueprinting also offers the opportunity to create a more 

student-centered approach to providing university services.   

 Many characteristics of Rocky Mountain State University’s service blueprinting 

project are recommended for future university blueprinting efforts.  For instance, the 

identification of a project manager, thorough training, regularly-scheduled meetings, and 

the tracking of change implementation via a scorecard are all recommended by the 

researcher to be features of future service blueprinting initiatives in higher education 

settings.  However, the researcher also recommends several adjustments based on lessons 

learned from the case study and the literature.  These changes include a more manageable 

project scale or a full-time project manager, the addition of student input in identifying 

pain points, and the long-term assessment of outcomes.   
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Evidence-Based Recommendations 

 The following are evidence-based recommendations based on findings from the 

case study or the literature.  The recommended plan of action for a college or university 

administrator pursuing the use of service blueprinting to improve services includes the 

following steps.  They are organized in an approximately chronological order, however, 

some steps would be performed in parallel.  A more detailed timeline is provided later in 

this chapter. 

• Dedicate sufficient project management resources 

• Form a steering committee 

• Dedicate funding for training of blueprinting team leaders 

• Recruit directors of student affairs departments to participate in and help lead 

blueprinting efforts 

• Allow blueprinting team leaders to select team members 

• At the outset, focus on single department (versus interdepartmental) processes 

• Hold regularly-scheduled meetings from the start of training and continue 

meetings indefinitely (more frequent at the beginning, less frequent after initial 

blueprints are created) 

• Solicit student input (e.g., surveys, focus groups) in identifying external pain 

points 

• Quickly implement changes identified as low-hanging fruit 

• After an initial round of blueprinting single department processes, form 

interdepartmental work groups to blueprint cross-unit processes 

• Track change implementation long-term using scorecards 
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• Train new employees in the use of service blueprinting 

• Review blueprints annually, make updates, and create new blueprints as necessary 

• Embed service blueprinting accomplishments into departmental annual reports 

and director performance reviews 

• Request funding for high-priority changes for the next budget year 

Overall, the researcher recommends that higher education student affairs professionals 

explore the use of service blueprinting as an additional tool to create a more student-

centered approach to providing university services.   

Support for the Proposed Solution 

 Further details and support for each of the above recommendations are below. 

 Dedicate sufficient project management resources.  To ensure sufficient 

capacity to support the project, the first recommendation is that the project scale be 

limited or that a full-time project manager be assigned to the service blueprinting project.  

The rationale for this recommendation stems from the finding in the case study that the 

project manager was unable to devote the necessary time to the project over an extended 

period of time.  Participants suggested that the project would have been more successful 

had the project manager been able to solely devote her work time to the project.  Ideally, 

a full-time project manager would be assigned to such a project.  That said, in most 

institutions of higher education this arrangement is not likely to be realistic because of 

budgetary limitations; therefore, limiting competing priorities for the project manager, 

limiting the scale and scope of the project, and/or utilizing a graduate assistant would 

offer alternative ways to ensure proper project management on a long-term basis.   
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 Form a steering committee.  The next recommendation for a student affairs 

administrator initiating a service blueprinting project is to appoint a steering committee.  

The oversight committee at Rocky Mountain State University served in this capacity, 

providing guidance and support to the project manager and blueprinting team chairs.  

Members of the oversight committee also described utilizing information gleaned from 

blueprints for making strategic decisions.  Such a group can also ensure consistency 

across blueprints, evaluate the effects of the overall project, and submit requests for funds 

from the administration.   

 Dedicate funding for training of blueprinting team leaders.  Although the 

direct costs associated with developing a service blueprinting initiative are relatively low, 

an administrator should dedicate sufficient funding for training.  In the Rocky Mountain 

State University case, members of the oversight committee and phase one blueprinting 

chairs completed an online training course on service blueprinting from a highly-regarded 

leader in the service blueprinting technique.  Phase two chairs were not offered the 

formal training, but instead were taught the blueprinting technique by those who had 

completed it.  The researcher recommends that steering committee members and all 

blueprinting chairs undergo the same formal training to ensure that all have equal 

preparation.  Other blueprinting participants can successfully be trained by those leaders 

who have received the formal training.   

 Recruit directors of student affairs departments to participate in and help 

lead blueprinting efforts.  The fourth recommendation is that the administrator or 

project manager inform directors of student affairs departments of the project, solicit buy-

in, and ask that they serve as blueprinting team leaders or assign a designee.  In the case 
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study, blueprinting team chairs explained that they were not pressured to participate in 

the project but were encouraged to join in.  Many of the chairs were department directors, 

though in some cases directors asked other staff members to facilitate blueprinting efforts 

in their department.  Regardless of whether a blueprinting team chair was a director or a 

designee appointed by the director, these individuals frequently expressed that they felt 

positive about being part of an effort aimed at improving the quality of students’ 

experiences.  Requiring that department directors serve as chairs could backfire in cases 

where a director is not supportive of blueprinting.  Therefore, anyone not eager to 

facilitate blueprinting for a department should not be forced into the role; instead, the 

researcher recommends that an alternative staff member with an interest in taking part in 

the blueprinting training and leading blueprinting effort for the department be appointed 

chair.  By doing so, the enthusiasm of blueprinting team chairs will likely be felt by other 

team members. 

 Allow blueprinting team leaders to select team members.  The case study 

findings and the literature suggest that the employees involved in implementing various 

processes be the ones who carry out the blueprinting.  Therefore, the next 

recommendation is that blueprinting team leaders recruit employees within their units to 

serve on blueprinting teams.  Participation should be voluntary. 

 At the outset, focus on single department (versus interdepartmental) 

processes.  The researcher recommends that when first introducing service blueprinting 

to a campus, the focus should be on simpler single department, as opposed to 

interdepartmental, processes.  This recommendation is based on both the advice of 

service blueprinting researchers who suggest starting with simpler processes (Bitner et 
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al., 2008) and the finding in the case study that change was quicker to implement when 

processes did not span across units.  Individuals new to service blueprinting will find it 

easier to create blueprints and implement changes when they can fully document and 

analyze a process without relying on input from employees in other departments. 

 Hold regularly-scheduled meetings from the start of training and continue 

meetings indefinitely (more frequent at the beginning, less frequent after initial 

blueprints are created).  Participants indicated that when meetings ended, blueprinting 

was discontinued in most departments.  As a result, the researcher recommends holding 

regularly-scheduled meetings that commence prior to training and that continue 

indefinitely.  At the outset, meetings should be held more frequently, perhaps every two 

weeks.  After the initial blueprints are created, the researcher suggests meeting frequency 

could be reduced to once per month.  Ongoing meetings should guard against the type of 

loss of momentum noted in the Rocky Mountain State University case.   

 Solicit student input (e.g., surveys, focus groups) in identifying external pain 

points.  Service design research supports the capturing of customer input as a method of 

gaining insight into potential pain points they experience (Bitner et al, 2008; Baranova et 

al., 2011).  Although the service blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University 

did not pursue this step, the researcher recommends including this practice.  This student 

input should improve the validity of the pain point identification process and ensue that 

any changes truly reflect the needs and wishes of students.  The steering committee could 

advise blueprinting team leaders about possible ways to solicit student input (e.g., 

surveys, focus groups).  For instance, the committee could create a survey template that 
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could be used by multiple blueprinting teams to gather student perspectives on how 

particular processes are experienced by students. 

 Quickly implement changes identified as low-hanging fruit.  Once blueprinting 

teams complete blueprints within their units, the researcher recommends that departments 

quickly make changes based on the low-hanging fruit that was identified.  This 

recommendation is based on the finding in the case study that many of the internal 

changes that were made immediately after blueprinting derived from uncovering obvious 

problems and solutions teams had identified during the blueprinting process.  Immediate, 

visible changes will likely be seen by employees as early successes, helping to build 

increased buy-in and momentum for ongoing blueprinting.   

 After an initial round of blueprinting single department processes, form 

interdepartmental work groups to blueprint cross-unit processes.  As 

aforementioned, the researcher advises that initial blueprints focus on simpler internal 

processes.  However, after an initial round of blueprinting intradepartmental processes, 

the researcher recommends forming interdepartmental work groups to blueprint cross-

unit processes.  This recommendation is based on the finding that processes that spanned 

multiple departments were more challenging to blueprint and to change.  These 

interdepartmental blueprinting teams should be handled delicately and be facilitated by 

the project manager or an impartial member of the steering committee.  By appointing a 

neutral party to facilitate cross-unit blueprinting teams, the case study’s characterization 

of blueprinting being a blameless and open process may be maintained. 

 Track change implementation long-term using scorecards.  The researcher 

also recommends that the project manager and steering committee track change 
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implementation longitudinally using scorecards.  Rocky Mountain State University’s use 

of scorecards tracking progress toward completion of hundreds of pain points served as a 

useful model for how future blueprinting projects may monitor change implementation.  

However, in the case described in this study, the use of the scorecards ceased 

approximately one year after the project started.  The project manager could post the 

scorecard on a shared network drive or a cloud storage drive that is accessible to the 

steering committee and blueprinting team leaders.  The project manager could task 

blueprinting team leaders with updating the information about their blueprints and 

progress toward pain point resolution on an ongoing or monthly basis and build scorecard 

review into the regular meetings.  By doing so, the steering committee could monitor 

change implementation long-term across all departments involved in the blueprinting 

project.   

 Train new employees in the use of service blueprinting.  A finding from the 

case study was that employees hired after the service blueprinting project dissolved were 

not trained on the use of service blueprinting.  The literature suggests that incorporating 

blueprinting training into the on-boarding of new employees is one way to promote the 

continued use of the technique long-term (Ostrom et al., 2011).  The researcher 

recommends that new employees hired by departments involved in service blueprinting 

be trained by a blueprinting team leader as part of employee on-boarding to maintain the 

staff’s capacity to do this type of work.  Similarly, as blueprinting team leaders leave the 

institution, new team leaders should be appointed and formally trained on the use of 

service blueprinting by completing the same training other team leaders have undergone.  
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These steps should help with continuity and renewed momentum for service blueprinting 

at the institution. 

 Review blueprints annually, make updates, and create new blueprints as 

necessary.  Processes change over time, whether as a result of blueprinting or other 

change initiatives.  Therefore, it is important to continuously review processes to ensure 

that blueprints are still accurate.  The literature strongly supports the continual updating 

of blueprints (Bitner et al., 2008).  In the case at Rocky Mountain State University, only a 

limited number of participants reported continuing to update blueprints over time, 

although others expressed that doing so would be beneficial.  The researcher recommends 

that blueprinting teams review service blueprints annually and make updates to them as 

necessary.  The project manager can send an annual reminder to all blueprinting team 

leaders about this component of the project.  Additionally, as new pain points arise, 

blueprinting team leaders should convey this information to the project manager.  Also, 

as new processes are created at the institution, they should be blueprinted.  The project 

manager then can update the scorecard with additional blueprints and associated pain 

points and track progress toward their resolution.   

 Embed service blueprinting accomplishments into annual reports and 

performance reviews.  As described in the study findings, only a limited number of units 

continued using service blueprinting long-term at Rocky Mountain State University.  One 

oversight committee member explained that many people involved in the service 

blueprinting project viewed it as a “one and done” exercise as opposed to a more 

permanent “lifestyle change” (P3).  The literature also supports “that organizations seek 

ongoing processes, efforts, and initiatives with which service blueprinting can be 
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integrated” (Ostrom et al., 2011, p. 54).  To ensure long-term sustained use of service 

blueprinting by student-facing departments, the researcher recommends integrating 

service blueprinting accomplishments into departmental annual reports and director 

performance reviews.   

 Request funding for high-priority changes for the next budget year.  

Addressing significant pain points for students and/or employees will sometimes require 

funding.  In the case of Rocky Mountain State University, no money was dedicated to 

potential changes up front and there was no evidence that funding had been requested for 

larger change projects later on.  As a result, nearly all of the changes that were 

implemented cost nothing.  Although implementing dozens of changes at no cost was a 

positive outcome, this lack of resources limited the scope and scale of change.   

 The researcher’s recommendations above are rooted in either the findings or the 

literature.  Other important factors related to the implementation of service blueprinting 

in a higher education context are described in the next section. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution – Higher Education as Context 

 Service blueprinting may be used in any service industry.  Although higher 

education has some unique elements that distinguish it from the industries, it is still a part 

of the service economy.  Research supports applying service blueprinting to higher 

education contexts (Baranova et al., 2011; Pretlow & Sobel, 2015; Radnor et al., 2014; 

Wegener et al., 2012).  Similarly, study participants consistently expressed the usefulness 

of utilizing service blueprinting in a postsecondary education setting.  Therefore, colleges 

and universities seeking to improve service quality would be wise to consider the use of 

service blueprinting.   
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 Silos are commonly found in institutions of higher education.  Because colleges 

and universities are typically structured as loosely-coupled systems (Kezar, 2001), this 

phenomenon should not be surprising.  Pain points may be more pronounced and more 

difficult to resolve when an organizational structure divides departments that are part of a 

single process.  For instance, at Rocky Mountain State University the financial aid office 

was in the university’s finance division whereas the admissions office was located within 

student affairs.  As the findings indicated, service blueprinting offers an opportunity to 

address long-standing disconnects between departments.  The study also revealed, 

however, that attempting to work across multiple divisions does slow down the 

implementation of change.  Institutions should be mindful of the challenges associated 

with changing processes that span across departments.  Experiencing early successes by 

implementing less complex internal changes first may contribute to continued buy-in and 

openness to discussions of cross-unit process changes.   

  Other unique elements of higher education institutions to consider when 

implementing service blueprinting include shared governance and a distinctive academic 

culture (Kezar, 2001).  Institutions with shared governance in which the administration 

and faculty are partners in decision-making will likely want to introduce the concept of 

service blueprinting to the provost and faculty senate prior to implementation.  Annual or 

semi-annual updates would also allow the faculty senate to feel included in the initiative.  

This sense of inclusion and buy-in would be particularly important if the initiative 

expanded into the academic realm (e.g., the blueprinting of processes facilitated by 

academic advisors housed within academic units).  Similarly, the unique academic 

culture found in universities could present a challenge for implementation of service 
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blueprinting.  Strategies to preempt potential resistance on grounds that the technique 

does not represent the ideals of an academic environment include pointing to research 

suggesting benefits to students, employees, and the institution and framing the technique 

as a collective effort to improve non-academic student experiences.    

 Potential obstacles to proposed solution.  Historically, universities have been 

run very differently than businesses, and therefore some non-profit university employees 

may be resistant to the adoption of a technique that uses words commonly found in the 

for-profit sector such as customer.  However, as was found in the case of Rocky 

Mountain State University, employees who are particularly motivated to care for students 

will likely embrace blueprinting, seeing it as a systematic way of viewing university 

processes through the eyes of students.   

 Individuals resistant to change can be found in any industry (Burke, 2011), 

however, this phenomenon may be even more pronounced in higher education.  Change 

tends to come slowly to institutions of higher education in comparison to the more 

competitive business world.  Although external pressures are forcing colleges and 

universities to change, many individuals employed in the higher education sector may not 

be in favor of such change.  In particular, individuals employed by a single institution for 

a long period of time are likely to be more resistant to the implementation of service 

blueprinting simply because it represents something new.  As the findings of this study 

indicated, the practice of blueprinting university processes can lay the groundwork for 

discussions about change.  Including employees at all levels in the discussions during 

service blueprinting can increase buy-in and reduce anxiety about change.  By helping to 
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identify problems and come up with solutions, employees who might otherwise be 

resistant toward change may become more receptive to doing things differently.  

 Changes in senior leadership are another potential obstacle.  CEO turnover within 

any organization is disruptive, but perhaps especially so when it happens during 

implementation of a broad-ranging, long-term initiative.  As described earlier, churn at 

the senior campus leader level at Rocky Mountain State University contributed to the 

delay of the implementation of costly or more complex changes.  While service 

blueprinting cannot be expected to solve issues related to turnover in senior university 

leadership, a student affairs administrator can take steps to guard against potential 

negative effects of such instability.  As discussed in the previous section on finances, the 

administrator could dedicate some funds to cover the cost of projects in advance.  Also, 

by embedding blueprinting into existing campus operations, service blueprinting is more 

likely to continue even in the event of a change in senior university leadership.  In a 

circumstance where turnover in the senior campus leader position does occur, the student 

affairs administrator could brief the new president or chancellor on the use of service 

blueprinting at the university as soon as possible.  Gaining buy-in early on from the 

senior campus leader will help the student affairs administrator make the case for the 

maintenance and funding of high-priority change initiatives moving forward.  The 

technique may resonate more with some leaders than others.  A particularly supportive 

president or chancellor may also publicly extol the innovative use of service blueprinting 

at the institution and encourage that the technique be applied in new areas (e.g., academic 

affairs, business operations).  Doing so will encourage other stakeholders to recognize the 

importance of the blueprinting initiative. 
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 Financial issues related to proposed solution.  Service blueprinting is a 

relatively low cost method of analyzing processes and determining areas for 

improvement.  Eighteen staff members at Rocky Mountain State University completed an 

online blueprinting training offered by Arizona State University’s Center for Services 

Leadership at a cost of approximately $500 per employee.  If everyone involved in the 

blueprinting project had completed this training, the total cost would have exceeded 

$50,000; however, as Rocky Mountain State University demonstrated, not everyone 

needs to undergo such comprehensive training.  Based on the results of this study, the 

researcher recommends that all blueprinting team leaders (referred to as chairs in the case 

study) complete a training conducted by service blueprinting experts.  Therefore, the cost 

of training would depend on the number of individuals leading blueprinting efforts.  In a 

setting with a manageable 10 blueprinting team leaders, the cost would be approximately 

$5,000.  These team leaders could train other blueprinting participants, as was done at 

Rocky Mountain State University. 

 Dedicating sufficient project management resources is another important financial 

consideration with regard to the implementation of service blueprinting in a higher 

education setting.  Depending on the scale of the blueprinting initiative, the project 

manager may need to commit half or more of their work time to managing the project at 

least in the early stages.  After the first year, the project manager would likely need to 

dedicate significantly less time to the project.  Additionally, the time spent in meetings by 

employees to discuss processes and create blueprints is an indirect cost that must be taken 

into account.  Administrators should remember, however, that these meetings can have 

very positive value.  As the project manager at Rocky Mountain State University 



THE USE OF SERVICE BLUEPRINTING  125 

explained, “When you change the conversation to, ‘This is what is happening for our 

students.  This is why is doesn’t work.’ . . . You can’t put a price on that” (P2).  In other 

words, the meetings needed to keep a blueprinting project going have substantial value 

and therefore should not be discontinued simply to give back time to employees for other 

work responsibilities.   

 Any blueprinting process will likely identify some big-ticket projects that could 

have high-impact.  Therefore, implementation of changes with high costs attached, such 

as the purchase of a new student records system or the hiring of new positions, represents 

another significant financial implication tied to service blueprinting.  As described in the 

evidence-based recommendations section, administrators should in advance set aside 

some funds to be used toward high-priority change.  Committing such funding ahead of 

time should ensure that the project is properly resourced and that important changes can 

be carried out even in the face of potential turnover in senior campus leadership.   

 Implications of service blueprinting on organizational policies.  The 

implementation of a service blueprinting initiative within a higher education institution 

would be unlikely to run afoul of any policies.  However, potential changes implemented 

after completing service blueprinting could require policy changes.  For instance, staff 

members within a registrar’s office that undertakes the blueprinting of a registration 

process might find that deadlines pertaining to dropping and adding courses are a serious 

pain point for students.  Modifying such dates would require policy decisions by the 

university.   
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Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 An institution seeking to centralize procedures or to make them consistent across 

the university would find service blueprinting a particularly useful approach.  Rocky 

Mountain State University’s growth among its undergraduate population created pressure 

to streamline processes.  Many other institutions are currently undergoing similar 

enrollment shifts that may make blueprinting an attractive choice.  Though the enrollment 

at Rocky Mountain State University was large, a smaller college with weak processes 

and/or faced with sudden growth would likely benefit from implementation of service 

blueprinting.  In small institutions, employees often rely on relationships rather than clear 

policies and procedures to do business.  As colleges expand or employees leave, 

maintaining effective process flow is less likely and student experiences can suffer.   

 Higher education institutions routinely seek out ways to improve retention and 

graduation rates.  Although evidence of improved institutional outcomes stemming from 

the service blueprinting project at Rocky Mountain State University was inconclusive, the 

literature does support that improved service experiences increases student satisfaction, 

which is then tied to student retention (Elliott & Healy, 2001; Schreiner, 2009).  A leader 

choosing to employ service blueprinting at a college or university should develop an 

implementation timeline and evaluation plan.  The role of the leader, a proposed timeline, 

and a description of such an evaluation are described below.   

Leader’s Role in Implementing Proposed Solution  

 A student affairs administrator seeking to improve students’ experiences and 

university processes may consider employing service blueprinting.  Because service 

blueprinting is not commonly used in higher education contexts, implementing 
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blueprinting at an institution would require a leader with a penchant for trying new 

things.  Rogers (2003) described such individuals as innovators.  This leader would need 

to be optimistic about the application of service blueprinting and help instill that positive 

spirit in others.  This student affairs administrator would be a vocal advocate and change 

agent.  Effective communication of the benefits of employing service blueprinting for the 

institution, students, and employees would be crucial in gaining support of the initiative 

across a student affairs division.  Through describing his vision, the leader-initiator would 

seek to inspire the project manager and rest of the steering committee to embrace the 

technique by touting its potential to lay the groundwork for significant change.  

Additionally, this leader should clearly articulate how the initiative aligns with the values 

and culture of the institution.  Although the project manager and steering committee 

would be the chief actors responsible for the implementation of the proposed solution, the 

student affairs administrator could attend meetings, routinely communicate to employees 

the value of their blueprinting-related work, provide financial support, and seek 

additional funding when necessary. 

Timeline for Implementation 

 The recommended timeline for implementation of service blueprinting across a 

student affairs division is partially inspired by the timeline used at Rocky Mountain State 

University.  The suggested timeline is as follows: 

Month 1:  Appoint project manager and other steering committee members, require that 

all complete training, capture baseline data for evaluation purposes 
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Month 2:  Select student-facing units to be included in service blueprinting, identify 

blueprinting team leaders, require that all complete training, begin meetings every two 

weeks 

Month 3:  Ask blueprinting team leaders to determine processes to blueprint and to 

identify blueprinting team members, blueprinting team leaders train their blueprinting 

team members, teams solicit student input about pain points they experience via surveys 

or focus groups, begin blueprinting, meetings continue every two weeks 

Month 4:  Teams perform service blueprinting; steering committee creates scorecard 

listing all blueprints, pain points, progress toward resolution, and other relevant data; 

meetings continue every two weeks 

Month 5:  Teams continue to perform service blueprinting on additional processes, teams 

immediately make changes based on low-hanging fruit, teams report progress to project 

manager using scorecard, meetings continue every two weeks 

Month 6:  Teams finish service blueprinting, teams continue making immediate changes 

based on low-hanging fruit, meetings continue every two weeks 

Month 7:  Take stock, steering committee prioritizes changes that require funding and 

makes recommendation to student affairs division leader about which ones to support, 

report out and celebrate successes, meetings continue every two weeks 

Month 8:  Form interdepartmental workgroups to perform service blueprinting on cross-

unit processes, distribute funds to enact changes that require funding, meetings continue 

every two weeks 

Tasks to be completed on an annual basis: 
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• Confirm that new personnel within units involved in service blueprinting have 

been trained on the technique by a blueprinting team leader 

• Review blueprints, make updates, and create new blueprints as necessary 

• Report on service blueprinting accomplishments in departmental annual reports, 

provide campus leadership with annual service blueprinting update 

• Include progress toward pain point resolution on department director performance 

reviews 

• Evaluate the effects of service blueprinting 

• Request funding for high-priority changes for the next budget year 

Evaluation of Proposed Solution 

 The findings of the case study and the literature suggest that there is a multitude 

of benefits associated with service blueprinting.  However, it is crucial that an 

organization evaluate these effects longitudinally.  In the case study, there had been no 

long-term measurement of potential effects of blueprinting.  Although Rocky Mountain 

State University did create scorecards to track change implementation, the scorecards 

ceased to be updated after less than one year.  Similarly, the institution had collected 

student engagement data but there was no indication that anyone had previously 

attempted to correlate the results with changes that stemmed from the service 

blueprinting project.  Documents drafted at the beginning of the blueprinting project 

stated several original objectives for the project (i.e., a new understanding of student 

actions within processes, improved processes, organizational culture change); however, 

there is no evidence that outcomes were ever assessed.   
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 Based on the results of the case study and the literature, the researcher 

recommends that the steering committee evaluate the effects of service blueprinting on an 

annual basis.  For instance, student perceptions about a particular process could be 

solicited prior to and after change implementation via a survey.  Also, a valid and reliable 

measurement of student satisfaction, such as the Student Satisfaction Inventory, could be 

administered prior to the start of service blueprinting and annually thereafter to measure a 

potential global change in student satisfaction.  The steering committee should also 

conduct an annual review of the number of pain points resolved, new pain points 

identified, and progress toward improved processes.  In addition, employees involved in 

service blueprinting should be surveyed annually to gauge their perceptions of the 

effectiveness of blueprinting and to solicit input for future blueprinting efforts.  Changes 

to organizational culture could be assessed on an annual basis through an employee 

questionnaire.  Finally, institutional outcomes such as retention and graduation rates 

should also be included in the annual evaluation. 

Implications 

 This case study has implications for both practice and research.  The findings and 

conclusions have practical implications for higher education administrators and service 

design professionals.  Also, the study has implications for researchers in service science, 

higher education administration, and leadership.     

Practical Implications 

 Most immediately, Rocky Mountain State University administrators will benefit 

from the findings of this study.  Based on the positive feedback of participants, they may 

choose to revive the overarching blueprinting project, update the scorecards, or hold 
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meetings to discuss findings of this study.  They may also learn about some areas that can 

be improved upon for future use of service blueprinting at the institution. 

 Higher education professionals from across the U.S. and beyond may find value 

in the study’s rich description of how service blueprinting was applied at a university as 

well as lessons learned from that project.  The proposed solution in this chapter provides 

higher education professionals with evidence-based recommendations for implementing 

service blueprinting at another institution.  The low cost and variety of benefits will likely 

be attractive to higher education professionals.  They may choose to use the technique in 

institutions as an additional tool for improving student experiences and to introduce a 

more student-focused mindset to the institutional culture.   

Implications for Research 

 The findings support much of the extant limited research on the application and 

advantages of the service blueprinting technique.  For instance, Ostrom et al. (2011) 

described the value of the team-based blueprinting process and Pretlow and Sobel (2015) 

noted cultural effects linked to service blueprinting.  Also mirroring the case study 

findings, prior researchers have described the benefits of viewing a service experience 

through customers’ lenses as a result of the blueprinting process (Kingman-Brundage, 

1989).  Additionally, aligned with the findings, Baranova et al. (2011) described service 

blueprinting as a “silo-breaking tool” (p. 124).   

 Researchers in service design and services marketing may glean new insights into 

how techniques from their disciplines can be applied to institutions of higher education.  

Similarly, researchers in the academic field of higher education administration may view 

the results of this study as an early exploration into the application of techniques largely 
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employed in for-profit industries to non-profit and educational contexts.  The case study 

also provides researchers with ample opportunity to build upon in terms of further study.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Leaders play a key role in shaping and reflecting organizational values as well as 

creating change in an organization (Burke, 2011).  Consequently, a leader seeking to 

create a student affairs division that works better for students should continuously 

espouse the importance of a positive, efficient, and student-centered institutional culture.  

This behavior will likely increase the adoption of a student-focused mentality by 

employees across the division, even if taking on a student lens may lead employees to 

recognize a need for change within their unit.  Change is not always easy for people, but 

including them in the process will often help them feel more positive about potential 

impending changes.  As Burke (2011, p. 110) put it, “The degree of ease and success with 

which an organization change is introduced is therefore directly proportional to the 

amount of choice that people feel they have in determining and implementing the 

change.”  As described in the findings of the case study, service blueprinting helped 

create an environment for change among employees.  Therefore, higher education leaders 

may view blueprinting as a method for including voices of employees in producing small 

or large changes for students. 

 While effective leadership and project management are important in developing 

and sustaining an extensive service blueprinting initiative, blueprinting involves many 

followers who play an active role.  Unlike some other process mapping techniques, the 

people involved in carrying out a particular process are the individuals responsible for the 

creation of service blueprints.  That is, an outside consultant does not visit an 
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organization, analyze how the organization functions, and make change 

recommendations; rather, the people who play a major role in the organization’s 

processes do such analysis themselves and then make recommendations for 

improvement.  Therefore, both the people and process are critical elements of a 

successful blueprinting initiative.  Individuals must come together to discuss how a 

current process functions and how it may be improved.  Listening and respecting others 

during such dialogue is essential.  Koonce (2016, p. 10-11) described a dialogical 

mindset as “an individual (self), relational (e.g., dyadic), or collective (e.g., team or 

organizational) approach which people use to lead and follow other people in the pursuit 

of goals and initiatives.”  Contrastingly, a hierarchical mindset relies on “authority and 

control over followers” (Koonce, 2016, p. 10).  Blueprinting requires a dialogical mindset 

among leaders willing to give up some control in favor of collective decision-making.  

Ideally, a service blueprinting initiative would exhibit a more collaborative or cohesive 

orientation, in which there is a stronger emphasis on both people and process (Koonce, 

2016).  Such an orientation would be particularly important when examining cross-unit 

processes in which members of multiple departments collectively determine how best to 

address problems and accomplish goals.   

 Service blueprinting requires that an individual view a process from a holistic 

perspective as opposed to a selfish one.  Employees must take into account all elements 

of a service system, including how their actions affect other employees and how potential 

pain points are perceived by customers (or students).  However, if basic employee needs 

are not met, it is unlikely that they will be able or willing to consider the needs of others 

(Price, 2008).  This contention stems from Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of human needs 
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which suggests that prior to focusing on growth needs (e.g., concern for the welfare of 

others, problem-centered as opposed to self-centered, self-awareness), individuals must 

first satisfy deficiency needs (e.g., physiological needs, safety, belongingness).  

Therefore, leaders implementing a blueprinting initiative should ensure that the being 

needs of followers are be met before asking them to view processes in a broader, more 

holistic manner.  

 The adoption of the use of service blueprinting in institutions of higher education 

may be examined using Rogers’ (2003) five elements of diffusion.  Within Rocky 

Mountain State University, blueprinting spread quickly; in response, the project manager 

initiated a second phase that included 18 additional departments.  On a national scale, 

evidence suggests that diffusion has been slow, however some institutions appear to be 

recognizing the relative advantage of service blueprinting to alternative ways of 

improving processes that affect students.  Unlike process mapping tools that required 

extensive training or the hiring of a consultant, university employees can learn the 

technique relatively easily and at a low cost.  Compatibility is another characteristic of 

diffusion.  Historically, academia has been skeptical of the application of concepts and 

techniques commonly used in for-profit companies.  However, recent pressures have 

caused institutions to consider new ways of increasing efficiency while simultaneously 

improving outcomes.  Institutions searching for a method to improve student experiences 

and streamline processes will likely view service blueprinting as compatible with the 

organization’s values and needs.  Based on its ease of use, service blueprinting will likely 

be perceived as low in complexity by higher education professionals.  Additionally, 

service blueprinting clearly exhibits trialability in that organizations can pilot the 
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technique in individual departments before a large scale roll-out.  Visibility is another 

predictor of the rate of diffusion.  Whether or not the results of blueprinting are visible 

beyond the walls of an institution depends on the reporting of such results in publications 

and at conferences attended by higher education leaders.  Studies investigating the 

application of service blueprinting within colleges and universities thus far are very 

limited.   

Implications for Future Research 

 There are many opportunities for future research on the employment of service 

blueprinting in higher education contexts.  While the present investigation explored the 

use of blueprinting at one large public university, other researchers could study the 

application of the technique in other types or sizes of institutions.  Also, future research 

could compare blueprinting across multiple sites or could compare multiple cases 

embedded within one site.  Whereas the current case study used a qualitative research 

design, future studies could use a quantitative or mixed method to investigate the 

effectiveness of the technique in a university setting.  Other researchers may study the 

use of blueprinting to improve academic, as opposed to non-academic, aspects of 

students’ experiences in higher education.  For instance, how might blueprinting be used 

to improve students’ experiences in an online course?  Researchers may want to also 

assess the value of using service blueprinting to improve university processes that have 

internal customers (e.g., faculty members completing the IRB submission process, 

employees signing up for benefits through the human resources department).  

Additionally, a comparison of the effects of different types of process mapping 

techniques in a higher education context may help educational researchers and 
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practitioners determine whether service blueprinting or another technique delivers 

superior outcomes.   

 Some of the findings raised additional questions that could be explored by future 

researchers.  The effect of turnover in senior leadership on change implementation is one 

area for further research.  Other suggested areas for investigation include the use of 

service blueprinting in decentralized organizations, the effect of project scale on the 

success of blueprinting initiatives, and the effect of project structure and project 

management on the consequences of service blueprinting.  The effect of the inclusion of 

the customer (or student) input via survey data, interviews, and/or focus groups as a way 

to increase the accuracy of pain point identification during service blueprinting is another 

potential area of study.  The findings related to the development of a student-focused 

mindset as a result of blueprinting could also serve as a starting point for future research 

on student-centeredness in higher education student affairs.    

Summary of the Study 

 Service blueprinting is a process mapping technique commonly used in many 

service industries, though the literature includes few examples in a higher education 

context.  In 2011 researchers began calling on institutions of higher education to employ 

the technique as a method to enhance college student experiences and to improve 

institutional outcomes.  The extant literature describes the limited blueprinting within 

single departments.  The dissertation in practice sought to describe an extensive service 

blueprinting project encompassing 29 departments conducted at a large public university 

in the U.S.  In addition to studying the objectives and methods pertaining to the 

blueprinting project, the researcher studied the effects of the initiative.  The researcher 
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employed a qualitative case study approach that included the collection of a variety of 

data sources.  Data analysis revealed six categories that addressed the research question:  

organizational outputs, employee outputs, change implementation, changes to 

organizational culture, effect on student experience and institutional outcomes, and 

perceived underachievement of the project.  The blueprinting project produced numerous 

benefits to the institution, including enhancements to organizational culture (e.g., a 

persistent student-focused mindset among employees) and implementation of dozens of 

process improvements.  At the same time, interview participants indicated that the service 

blueprinting project achieved less than its potential.   

 Based on the case study findings and limited academic literature, the researcher 

developed a series of evidence-based recommendations for higher education student 

affairs administrators.  The recommendations may be used by leaders seeking to improve 

non-academic college student experiences through service blueprinting.  Additionally, the 

study described implications for practice and research in the higher education, service 

science, and leadership disciplines as well as suggestions for future research.   
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Appendix B 

Email Sent by Informant 

 

Subject:  Interviews for Dissertation on Service Blueprinting 
 
Dear service blueprinting project members, 
 
A doctoral student from Creighton University (Omaha, NE) will be visiting our campus 
for two weeks in October to collect data regarding our service blueprinting project.  His 
name is Will Roberts.  One of the primary data sources for his dissertation will be 
interviews with staff members on our campus who have been involved in service 
blueprinting.  You may also see Mr. Roberts around campus doing observations during 
his visit.  He will be emailing you separately requesting your participation in his study.   
 
Your participation is completely optional, but please do consider participating.  We have 
granted him permission to use our campus for the site of his research, and we would like 
to help connect him with potential people to interview. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
{Name} 
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Appendix C 

Email Invitation for Interview 
 

Dear Potential Research Participant, 
 
I am a doctoral student in the Interdisciplinary Doctoral Program in Leadership at 
Creighton University.  I am currently working on my dissertation titled “Service 
Blueprinting as a Method of Improving Non-Academic College Student Experiences.”  
This project is an exploratory case study focusing on the service blueprinting project at 
the University of Colorado Denver.  I would like to invite you to be a participant in this 
research study by agreeing to be interviewed.   
 
During the interview, I will ask questions about your perceptions of the service 
blueprinting project you were involved with.  I expect the interview will take 
approximately 45 minutes to complete.  Each interview will be recorded and then 
transcribed by a professional service.  A copy of the transcript will be made available to 
you.  In some cases, a short follow-up call may be requested to clarify responses or gather 
additional data.  Please know that your responses will remain confidential.       
 
Your participation in the study is completely voluntary and you are under no obligation to 
participate.  Should you choose to participate, please let me know as soon as possible of 
your interest.  I am available if you have any questions regarding the study.  I have 
attached a copy of the informed consent document with additional information about the 
purpose of the study and the nature of the interview.  If you are available for an 
interview, please email me back.  Thank you in advance for your time. 
 
Regards, 
 
Will Roberts, EdD Candidate 
Creighton University 
(240) 353-8033 
willroberts@creighton.edu 
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Appendix D 

Creighton University IRB Exempt Status Letter
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Appendix E 

Information Letter 
 

Title of the Study:  Service Blueprinting as a Method of Improving Non-Academic 
College Student Experiences 
 
Investigator:  Will Roberts, EdD Candidate, Creighton University 
 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of the proposed case study is to describe the use and effects of extensive 
service blueprinting of non-academic student experiences in one university in the United 
States.  The aim of the study is to develop recommendations for higher education leaders 
to map non-academic student experiences through service blueprinting.   
 
Your Participation 
You are being invited to participate in this study because you were involved in a service 
blueprinting project on your campus.  Participation is voluntary and consists of one 
interview lasting approximately 45 minutes.  You will be asked a series of open-ended 
questions.  You may pass on any question, and you may discontinue the interview and 
your participation in the study at any time. 
 
Benefits and Risks 
There are very few studies researching the application and effects of service blueprinting 
in a higher education context.  Your participation will add new insights into the methods 
and value of this practice.  There are no risks associated with participating in this study. 
 
Confidentiality 
The interview will be recorded using an audio recording device to accurately capture 
your comments.  Your name and identifying information will not be associated with any 
part of the written report of the research.  All of your information and interview responses 
will be kept confidential.   
 
Costs and Compensation 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study, and you will not be 
compensated for participating in this study. 
 
Questions 
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me at 
willroberts@creighton.edu or (240) 353-8033.  If you have questions about research 
subjects’ rights, you may contact the Creighton University Institutional Review Board at 
(402) 280-2126. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Will Roberts 
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Appendix F 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research 
study, and to make that decision without any pressure from the people 
who are conducting the research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time 
after you begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to 
you, and what you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the 
study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the 
study and whether you will be compensated for participating in the 
study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you 
and how your confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about 
research-related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you 
have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a 
research-related injury, and who will pay for research-related 
treatment.  
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