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Customer Journeys: A Systematic Literature Review 

Abstract 

Purpose – Customer journeys has become an increasingly important topic in service management 
and design. The study reviews customer journey terminology and approaches within the research 
literature prior to 2013, mainly from the fields of design, management, and marketing. 

Design/methodology/approach - The study was conducted as a systematic literature review. 
Searches in Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Knowledge, ACM Digital Library, and ScienceDirect 
identified 45 papers for analysis. The papers were analysed with respect to customer journey 
terminology and approaches, the relation to customer experience, the referenced background, and 
the use of visualizations. 

Findings – Across the reviewed literature, customer journeys are described not only as a means to 
take the viewpoint of the customer, but also to reach insight into their experiences. A rich and at 
times incoherent customer journey terminology is analysed and discussed, as are two emerging 
customer journey approaches: customer journey mapping (analysis of a service process "as is") and 
customer journey proposition (generative activities leading towards a possible service "to be"). 

Research limitations/implications – The review is limited to analysing and making claims on 
research papers that explicitly apply the term customer journey. In most of the reviewed papers, 
customer journeys are not the main object of interest but are discussed as one of several topics. 

Practical implications - A nuanced discussion of customer journey terminology and approaches is 
provided, supporting the practical application of a customer journey perspective. 

Originality/value - The review contributes a needed common basis for future customer journey 
research and practice. 

Keywords - Customer Journeys, Literature Review, Service Management, Service Design 

1. Introduction

Within the service field, the processual and experiential aspects of services are acknowledged as 
highly important (Edvardsson et al., 2005). Customer experience, that is, the customer's cognitive, 
affective, emotional, social, and physical responses to a company (Verhoef et al., 2009) is a key 
competitive advantage in a range of service sectors (Meyer and Schwager, 2007). The notion that 



 

customer experience is shaped during (as well as before and after) the interactions between the 
customer and the service provider (Berry et al., 2002, 2006) has spawned much research on the 
drivers of customer experience (Carreira et al., 2013; Verhoef et al., 2009) and how customer 
experience evolves throughout the service process (Baron and Harris, 2010; Johnston and Kong, 
2011; Walter et al., 2010). Several frameworks and methods, such as service blueprinting (Bitner et 
al., 2008) and multilevel service design (Patrício et al., 2011), have been proposed to manage the 
processual and experiential as intertwined aspects of services. Nevertheless, how to enhance and 
manage customer experience across channels and customer interactions continues to be an 
important service research priority (Ostrom et al., 2015). 

Within this context, the term customer journey has been widely adopted in practical service 
management and design (Rawson, Duncan, and Jones, 2013; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, 2011). The 
term addresses the processual and experiential aspects of service processes as seen from the 
customer viewpoint. It is described as the repeated interactions between a service provider and the 
customer (Meroni and Sangiorgi, 2011), as an "engaging story" about the user's interaction with a 
service (Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010), or as a walk "in the customer's shoes" (Holmlid and 
Evenson, 2008). The customer journey perspective is key to the design processes of recognized 
service design agencies (Kimbell, 2011), is critical for involving customers in strategy work and 
business model development (Norton and Pine, 2013), and has also made its way into 
acknowledged books on service design (Miettinen and Koivisto; 2009; Polaine, Løvlie and Reason, 
2013; Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010). Throughout the paper we refer to that research and practice 
in which the term customer journey is explicitly applied to obtain a customer viewpoint on the 
service process as holding a customer journey perspective. When addressing the specific meanings 
given to customer journey and associated terms such as touchpoints, stages, steps, and events, we 
refer to these as customer journey terminology. 

Driven by the current interest in customer journeys, various customer journey approaches have 
emerged. We understand customer journey approaches to be methods and practices where the service 
process is analysed, modelled, managed, or (re)designed applying a customer journey perspective. 
Methods and practices in which the term customer journey is not explicitly applied are not included in 
what we in this paper refer to as customer journey approaches. 

Zomerdijk and Voss (2010, 2011) found that leading experiential service providers often use 
customer journey approaches in service management and design. Customer journeys are identified as a 
preferred means among service designers to summarize customer research (Segelström and Holmlid, 
2009), and are seen as valuable for communication and for strengthening stakeholder empathy with 
customers (Segelström, 2013). Customer journey approaches are also used for the management and 
design of public sector services (Parker and Heapy, 2006; HM Government, 2007), and for service 
innovation in consumer markets (Edelman and Singer, 2015). 

While the term customer journey is widely used, and customer journey approaches are 
commonly applied, there does not seem to be a common understanding of what customer journeys 



 

are and how different customer journey approaches may support service management and design. 
This is, for example, seen in the lack of a common customer journey terminology and reference 
literature. The current body of knowledge on customer journeys reflects a mix of related 
perspectives rather than a single commonly acknowledged customer journey perspective. Some 
view customer journeys as clearly delimited service processes with marked start- and endpoints 
(Whittle and Foster, 1991), others see customer journeys as more open-ended processes comparable 
to the customer loyalty staircase (Nichita et al., 2012). Some see touchpoints as the key building 
block of customer journeys (Meroni and Sangiorgi, 2011; Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010), others 
disregard touchpoints in their discussion of customer journeys and rather address events (Crosier 
and Handford, 2012) or service encounters (Tax et al., 2014). Some consider customer journeys as a 
tool for reporting and visualizing user research (e.g. Segelström, 2013), others discuss customer 
journeys in the context of generative design activities (e.g. Steen et al., 2011). Hence, the literature 
on customer journeys does not appear coherent. When we later in the paper refer to the customer 
journey perspective, in contrast to other general perspectives, this underlying plurality should be 
kept in mind. Recently, Halvorsrud and colleagues made a call for a common language of service 
design "to precisely model services and support a common service understanding" (Halvorsrud et 
al., 2014, p. 292), and presented a structuring framework for customer journey analysis (Halvorsrud 
et al., 2016). For customer journeys to advance as a mature topic of interest, it may be beneficial to 
address the current incoherence in terminology and approaches. 

This paper aims to contribute a needed basis for a common understanding of customer 
journeys and associated approaches. Specifically, it contributes an overview of how the term 
customer journey is used in the literature, as well as existing customer journey approaches. For this 
purpose, the paper presents a systematic literature review of peer-reviewed research papers from 
journals and conferences concerning customer journeys in the period 1991 to 2012. 

The paper is structured as follows. The next section presents a background on customer 
journeys and related approaches followed by the research questions (section 3), the review method 
(section 4) and the key findings (section 5). The paper concludes by discussing the implications and 
limitations of the findings, as well as future work (sections 6 and 7). 

2. Background 

2.1 Directions in customer journey research and practice 

The historical roots of the customer journey perspective are challenging to trace, as it has appeared 
in different fields of practice and research more or less in parallel. 

Within the field of design, Parker and Heapy's (2006) pamphlet The Journey to the Interface 
has been instrumental in sparking interest in customer journeys (Haukkamaa et al., 2010; Kimbell, 
2011; Manschot and Visser, 2011). This pamphlet presents journeys as a lens for "seeing services as 
people do" (p. 19). Parker and Heapy forcefully argue for the usefulness of this perspective, based 



 

on practical examples and interviews from case organizations within the private and public sectors. 

In the service management tradition, the works of Zomerdijk and Voss (Voss and Zomerdijk 
2007; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, 2011) have been influential in showing how the customer journey 
perspective has emerged as a topic of interest among practitioners. Through case studies with 
service providers, design agencies, and consulting firms, they found that experiential services often 
are designed through a customer journey approach, to strengthen the customer experience across the 
entire service process. Their work has been influential in service management research (Mahr et al., 
2013; Patrício et al., 2011; Shaw and Williams, 2009; Tax et al., 2014; Teixeira et al., 2012). 

Finally, a distinct customer journey approach has evolved within the field of marketing. Here, 
the focus has been on consumers' decision processes, from becoming aware of a company to 
making a purchase (Lee, 2010) or becoming a loyal customer (Buttle, 2003; Court et al., 2009). In 
this approach, customers' behaviour and experiences typically are analysed according to a 
predefined onboarding process, structured in steps such as awareness, familiarity, consideration, 
purchase, and loyalty (Court et al., 2009), or pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase (Lemon 
and Verhoef, 2016), often supported by customer relationship management (CRM) systems (Buttle, 
2003) or web analytics (Anderl et al., 2016; Lee, 2010; Muret, 2013). 

2.2 Customer journey visualizations 

The customer journey perspective is closely associated with the use of visualizations, often referred 
to as customer journey maps (Meroni and Sangiorgi, 2011; Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010). The 
benefit of such visualizations is highlighted in the seminal work of Parker and Heapy (2006), and 
method support in this regard has recently been strengthened (Halvorsrud et al., 2014, 2016; Moon 
et al., 2016).  

Different frameworks for classifying service design visualization techniques and purposes 
provide useful perspectives on the characteristics and purposes of customer journey maps. Diana, 
Pacenti, and Tassi (2009) classify visualization techniques in terms of their level of realism 
(iconicity) and the degree to which the temporal aspects of the service are reflected (time). The 
customer journey map is characterized as a flow type visualization technique where the 
visualizations are made at an abstract or diagrammatic form and represent the unfolding of the 
service process across time (Diana et al., 2009). 

Segelström (2013) distinguishes different purposes of service visualizations according to the 
analysis-synthesis bridge model (Dubberly et al., 2008). He in particular discusses customer 
journeys and customer journey maps as applied by service designers to interpret customer research. 

Blomkvist (2014), in his work on service prototypes, discusses customer journey maps in the 
context of service prototyping. The customer journey map is seen as a definite prototype, that is a 
prototype which reaches a stable state once it is created. Blomkvist notes that the dynamic character 
of services also may require more responsive prototype formats, referred to as ongoing prototypes, 
that is, prototypes which respond to actions. In particular, the service walkthrough is investigated as 



 

a means to prototype customer journeys in an ongoing manner (e.g. Blomkvist, Åberg, and Holmlid, 
2012; Arvola, Blomkvist, Holmlid, and Pezone, 2012; Blomkvist, Fjuk, and Sayapina, 2016). 

2.3 Related approaches and terms 

The customer journey perspective has been linked to other methods and terms in service research 
such as service blueprinting and service journeys. 

2.3.1 Service blueprinting 

Service blueprinting was developed in the 1980s by Shostack (1982, 1984) and has been further 
developed and taken up as a method to support service management (Bitner et al., 2008) and service 
design (Polaine et al., 2013) with the purpose of "illuminating the customer’s role in the service 
process" (Bitner et al., 2008, p. 71). Here, the service process is presented as diagrammatic 
visualizations, service blueprints. Like the customer journey map, the service blueprint is 
considered a flow in the classification system of Diana et al. (2009). However, in service 
blueprinting, the focus of attention typically is split between the customer's point of view and issues 
pertaining to the underlying service organization and infrastructure. To address the latter aspects of 
the service process, the service blueprint describes support processes and backstage actions, that is, 
the actions of the service provider that are invisible to the customer, in addition to customer actions, 
onstage actions of service employees, as well as service evidence, that is, the tangibles that 
customers are exposed to that may affect their service experience (Shostack, 1982; 1984). This is 
different from what would be expected in a customer journey approach, where the customer is 
consistently placed "at the heart of service system design" (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, p. 74) and 
the underlying service organization and infrastructure are not as prominent as in service 
blueprinting.  

2.3.2 Service journeys 

In early research on customer journeys (Johns, 1999; Johns and Clark, 1993; Whittle and Foster, 
1991) the term service journey was used more or less as a synonym to customer journey. Later, the 
customer journey perspective evolved to encompass research and practice that span and, to some 
extent, unite different strains of work on customer experience (as is seen e.g. in Kimbell, 2011; 
Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010). The term service journey, however, tends to be applied in research 
specifically addressing customer expectation management and service quality perceptions (e.g. 
Ghobadian et al., 1994; Gyimóthy, 2000a) drawing on service quality theory on experience as 
formed through disconfirmation of expectation (Parasuraman et al., 1985). Gyimóthy, in her work 
on vacation experiences, also criticizes service journeys as implying a "generic provider-oriented 
service process analysis" (Gyimóthy, 2000b) insufficient for capturing the rich experiences of 
vacationing tourists (Gyimóthy, 2000c). More recently, Hsieh, Yuan and colleagues (Hsieh and 
Yuan, 2010; Hsieh et al., 2011; Lin and Yuan; 2011) apply service journeys in their studies of 
technology and method support for customer expectation management and personalized customer 
process. Some recent research reports also apply service journey as a synonym to customer journey 



 

(e.g. Clatworthy, 2011; Gloppen, 2009). This use of the term is in line with that of Parker and 
Heapy (2006), who refer to their experience-oriented journey perspective as concerning service 
journeys without explicitly picking up on the link to customer expectation management. A journey 
perspective similar to that of Parker and Heapy also seems reflected in a small number of studies 
which use the term service journey rather than customer journey (e.g. Giusti and Zancanaro, 2009; 
Tollestrup, 2009). However, the term service journey arguably does not enjoy the same traction 
within service management and design as does customer journey, possibly due to service journeys 
mainly concerning customer expectation management. 

2.3.3 Orchestration of clues and customer process 

In addition to service blueprinting and service journeys, other approaches and terms have been 
proposed to address customer- and process-oriented service provision. For example, Berry et al.'s 
(2002, 2006) call for an orchestration of clues that gives attention to the customer experience 
throughout the service process in a manner that is similar to customer journey approaches. 
Furthermore, Edvardsson's (1998) term customer process reflects a similar sensitivity for the 
service process as seen from the customer's point of view as does the term customer journey. Given 
the growing interest in, and awareness of, service processes and customer experience over the last 
two or three decades, it should be no surprise that a wide range of research and practice related to 
customer journeys exists. However, as customer journeys have been the main focus of this interest 
in recent years, the field of service management and design is in particular need of insight into the 
lines of work which explicitly address customer journeys so as to enable further development of this 
body of knowledge. 

3. Research question 

Though the interest in customer journeys as a topic of research and practice has spread across a 
range of fields, comprehensive analyses of the literature on customer journeys is missing. This 
represents a fundamental shortcoming. For this topic to evolve in response to the combined 
experiences within and across the fields of service management and design, a comprehensive 
literature review is needed. 

This paper aims to provide an overview of existing uses of the term customer journey and 
existing customer journey approaches. This aim also entails the ambition to identify uses of related 
terms, such as touchpoints, and detail methods, procedures, or practices pertaining to the customer 
journey perspective. The aim of the study, hence, is to explore and understand the universe of 
conceptualizations and practices that are united by this term, not to map a body of literature 
corresponding to a detailed preconception of what customer journeys are. 

To guide the review, the following research questions were stated: 

1. How is the term customer journey used in the peer-reviewed literature?  
2. Which customer journey approaches are emerging in this literature? 



 

The study specifically aimed to identify, analyse, and critically discuss emerging approaches in 
which the term customer journey is explicitly applied.  

Since the current interest in customer journeys is driven by increased sensitivity to customer 
experience (e.g. Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010), the first research question was understood as 
encompassing the relation between customer experience and customer journeys. 

 

4. Method 

The review was conducted as a systematic literature review, which entails a thorough, transparent, 
and replicable process for literature search and analysis. This choice of method is suitable as the 
research questions require a quantitative overview of existing terminology use and customer 
journey approaches before considering their variations and issues of note. The review was guided 
by Kitchenham and Charters' (2007) recommendations. The review process, as is detailed below, 
departed from these recommendations (a) in the definition of the search term, and (b) in the final 
analysis of the papers, to identify and analyse qualitative similarities and differences in terminology 
and approaches as well as issues and opportunities. 

4.1 Scoping 

The review was scoped to include only papers which specifically use the term customer journey. This 
scoping supports a highly targeted review on a key topic of interest within service management and 
design. 

The scoping represents a departure from Kitchenham and Charters' (2007) recommendations, 
as these entail identifying synonyms and alternative terms. As such, the study does not provide 
systematic coverage of work on service blueprinting, service journeys, or customer experience. This 
does not limit the validity of the study with regard to the research objective, but poses limitations in 
the interpretation of the findings. In particular, the findings cannot be seen as holding implications 
for the general literature on these related terms and approaches. For example, the scoping allows us 
to use the findings to make new claims on how, for example, customer experience is treated in the 
peer-reviewed literature that explicitly uses the term customer journey, but not on how customer 
experience is understood in the general literature on customer journeys. Likewise, the scoping 
allows us to compare customer journey approaches to service blueprinting as presented in the 
background section, but not to make new claims on service blueprinting in general. 

4.2 Search and analysis 

A comprehensive overview of the relevant peer-reviewed literature required the search to be 
conducted in a broad literature base. Hence, we chose to make our search in Google Scholar 
(http://scholar.google.com). This search engine has a broader coverage of publication channels 
(Beel et al., 2010) and specific fields, for example within the social sciences (Harzing, 2013) and 

http://scholar.google.com/


 

marketing (Soutar and Murphy, 2009), than do academic search engines such as Scopus 
(http://www.elsevier.com/online-tools/scopus) and Web of Knowledge (WoK; http://wokinfo.com). 
To check the comprehensiveness of the Google Scholar search, and potentially complement it, the 
search was replicated in the following search engines: Scopus, WoK, ACM Digital Library 
(http://dl.acm.org), and ScienceDirect (http://sciencedirect.com). 

The search on "customer journey" in Google Scholar was conducted on February 25, 2013. 
The time-scope of the literature review was set to papers published prior to 2013. The total number 
of hits reported by Google Scholar was 1090. As Google Scholar shows only the first 1000 hits, 
only these were included. This limitation in Google Scholar did not cause concern as no relevant 
hits were found beyond the first 800 hits of the search result. 

All hits were collated in an Excel spreadsheet as a record of the search. In total, 93 were 
identified as peer-reviewed journal papers and 61 as peer-reviewed conference papers. Journals 
were classified as peer-reviewed by definition of WoK or Scopus. Conferences were identified as 
peer-reviewed by virtue of accepting papers upon peer review of the full manuscript, as described 
on the conference webpage or in the conference proceedings. 

The hits were analysed to filter out papers that mentioned customer journeys only in passing. 
This filtering was conducted by accessing the papers in question, reading their abstracts thoroughly, 
and briefly reading and searching the remainder of the paper. As an operational criterion for this 
filtering, this study excluded papers where the term customer journey was used only once or twice 
in the text unless the topic of customer journeys was treated in more detail in the paper by terms 
such as journey or user journey, provided these terms clearly were applied as synonyms to customer 
journey. Such inclusion due to combined use of the term customer journey and synonymous terms 
was relevant for five papers. In four of these, synonymy was identified in consequence of customer 
journey and the substitute term clearly being used in reference to the same type of process or 
process perspective. In one, synonymy is explicitly stated in the paper. This filtering excluded 99 
hits; sixteen of these based on reading the abstract only, as the full manuscripts were 
non-retrievable. 

Furthermore, 12 papers were excluded because they were non-retrievable (3), book reviews (2), 
duplicates (1), highly exploratory and brief (<3000 words) conference papers (2), or erroneously 
classified as peer-reviewed conference papers (4). 

The supplementary literature searches generated a total of 61 hits in the other search engines; 
Scopus (33), WoK (3), ACM Digital Library (11), and ScienceDirect (14) with four of these hits 
overlapping. Of these hits, 15 had already been identified in the Google Scholar search and included, 
while 30 had already been identified and excluded. Of the remaining 16 hits, 15 were excluded as 
they treated customer journeys only in passing (8), were published in a trade publication (3), were 
highly exploratory and brief conference papers (2), had been presented at a conference with peer 
review of abstracts only (1), or were non-retrievable (1). The remaining hit, a peer-reviewed 
conference paper, was included in the total set of papers. 

http://www.elsevier.com/online-tools/scopus
http://wokinfo.com/
http://dl.acm.org/
http://sciencedirect.com/


 

The retrieved papers were then scrutinized for background references on customer journeys. 
This process was conducted by accessing and analysing any source cited in conjunction with the 
term customer journey or customer journey approaches. One additional journal paper specifically 
addressing customer journeys (Whittle and Foster, 1991) was identified and included in the review. 
In all, the final count of reviewed papers was 45; 30 journal papers and 15 conference papers. These 
papers were analysed in terms of the aspects as described in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Aspects used for analysis of the papers included in the literature review. 

Aspect Coding Description 

Field of research Data-driven 

categories 

Identification of the field of research in which the paper is 

situated. If unclear from the paper's content, field of research 

was decided based on the paper's publication channel. 

Research contribution 

on customer journeys  

Data-driven 

categories 

Identification and categorization of whether the paper 

contributes original research or findings on customer journeys. 

Background on 

customer journeys 

Yes/no and 

data-driven 

categories 

Identification and categorization of the background sources on 

customer journeys reported in the paper (if any). 

Customer journey 

terminology 

Data-driven 

categories 

Identification and categorization of terminology applied to 

describe customer journeys or customer journey elements in the 

paper. 

Presented customer 

journey visualizations 

Yes/no and 

data-driven 

categories 

Identification and categorization of common structures in the 

customer journey visualizations presented in the paper (if any). 

Customer journey 

approaches and data 

collection methods 

Yes/no and 

data-driven 

categories 

Identification and categorization of methods, procedures, or 

practices where a customer journey perspective is applied to 

analyse, model, manage, or (re)design the service process as 

experienced by the customer, including data collection methods 

applied for this purpose (if any). 

The relation to 

customer experience 

Yes/no and 

data-driven 

categories 

Identification of links made between customer journeys and 

customer experience (if any), and analysis of how customer 

journey approaches are set up to support management and 

design for customer experience. 

 

The analysis of the papers involved three researchers (including the authors of this paper). One 
of these (the first author) was the main reader and coder of the papers. The two others were 
involved in planning the analysis, reading key papers, discussing during the analysis, and checking 



 

the analysis results. Establishing data-driven categories during the analysis followed Ezzy's (2013) 
recommendations for thematic analysis. The analysis was based on two data types: the (a) textual 
and (b) visual content of the reviewed papers. The visual content of interest included the presented 
customer journey visualizations. We will, in the results section, make clear when the analysis is 
based on the visual content of the reviewed papers. 

In a systematic literature review, the issue of publication bias should be addressed. Publication 
bias concerns the tendency of over-reporting findings that conform to the researchers expectations; 
in particular, the over-reporting of findings in line with the researchers' hypotheses. According to 
Kitchenham and Charters (2007), publication bias is a particular threat for reviews of studies 
reporting on hypotheses testing in classical experiments. Our review does not include any studies 
reporting on hypotheses testing, but rather studies reporting on method experiences and case studies. 
Here, publication bias may be discussed relative to whether the findings adhere to existing 
frameworks within the literature or perspectives with communities of researchers or practitioners. 
To check for potential publication bias, we have based the review on a background which also cover 
the non-peer-reviewed papers. For this purpose, we have scanned the practitioner literature. In 
particular, we have thoroughly considered all practitioner sources referenced as background on 
customer journeys in the reviewed papers. Furthermore, the inclusion of both conference and 
journal papers in the review may provide insight into publication bias, as conferences typically are 
lower threshold publication arenas than journals and, hence, a potential outlet for findings which go 
against established frameworks or perspectives. 

The next section presents the results of the analysis, structured as follows. First, an overview 
of the reviewed papers is provided (5.1). Then we present findings concerning the link between 
customer journeys and customer experience (5.2), customer journey terminology (5.3), and 
customer journey approaches (5.4). Throughout the results presentation, the analysis is augmented 
with details from some of the papers to serve as concrete examples. The papers chosen to exemplify 
the findings are selected based on their relevance for each analysis aspect. As the papers vary in 
their relevance for each analysis aspect, some papers are used more as examples than others. 

5. Results 

5.1 Overview of the reviewed papers and referred works 

Though the earliest identified peer-reviewed paper on customer journeys is more than 20 years old 
(Whittle and Foster, 1991), the vast majority of the papers are published since 2009. A detailed 
overview of the papers is provided in the Appendix. See Table 2 for an overview of the number of 
papers according to publication year. 

 

  



 

Table 2: Distribution of the reviewed papers according to publication year. 

Year Journal Conference Total 

1991 1 0 1 

1993 1 0 1 

1999 1 0 1 

2007 1 0 1 

2008 0 2 2 

2009 4 5 9 

2010 5 3 8 

2011 9 1 10 

2012 8 4 12 

Total 30 15 45 

 

The papers concern application areas as diverse as tourism, transport, banking, eCommerce, 
telecom, amusement parks, education, and accessibility, and are distributed mainly across the fields 
of design (18), management (14), and marketing (13). These fields are in some of the papers sought 
bridged. For these papers, field classification was done according to the field targeted by its 
publication channel. 

The two most referenced background sources in the papers are Parker and Heapy's (2006) 
service design pamphlet The Journey to the Interface. How Public Service Design Can Connect 
Users to Reform (mentioned in four of the reviewed papers) and the work of Zomerdijk and Voss 
(mentioned in five of the papers), including their book chapter Innovation in Experiential Services - 
An Empirical View (Voss and Zomerdijk, 2007) and their journal paper Service Design for 
Experience-Centric Services (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010). Other previous works mentioned as 
background in more than one paper are Stickdorn's work on service design (Stickdorn, 2009; 
Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010), Richardson's book Innovation X: Solutions for the New Breed of 
Complex Problems Facing Business (Richardson, 2010), Dunn and Davis' Brand Touchpoint Wheel 
(Davis and Dunn, 2002; Dunn and Davis, 2003), Buttle's work on customer relationship 
management (Ang and Buttle, 2002; Buttle, 2003), and the HM Government guide on customer 
journey mapping (Varney, 2006; HM Government, 2007).  

In most of the reviewed papers, the customer journey perspective is not the key topic of 
interest. The term customer journey is not mentioned in the title, abstract, or keywords of the 
majority of the papers (32). Rather, the customer journey perspective is typically presented or 
discussed as one of several topics of relevance to service design or management, or customer 
journey approaches are used as parts of larger studies. For example, Bridge (2012) discusses 



 

customer journey mapping as one of several approaches to support the management and design of 
citizen centric services. Clatworthy (2010, 2011) treats customer journey mapping and redesign in 
the context of a service design method for touchpoint innovation. Kimbell (2011) presents three 
case studies of service design companies where customer journey mapping is one of several 
approaches in use by the studied service design agencies. 

Thirty-three of the papers were found to make original contributions of relevance for the 
customer journey perspective, in the form of case experiences (24), method support (14), or 
interviews with service designers (2). For example, Trischler and Zehrer (2012) present findings 
from a customer journey mapping in the case of an amusement park. Zomerdijk and Voss (2010, 
2011) report on the design of experiential services using customer journey approaches on the basis 
of data from multiple cases. Segelström and Holmlid (2009) discuss the use of customer journey 
visualizations in user research based on an interview study with service designers from different 
organizations. The 12 remaining papers present a customer journey perspective as background only. 

In the subsequent analyses, we do not distinguish between papers that make original 
contributions of relevance for the customer journey perspective and those that do not, as we have 
not found this to represent a key differentiator for the use of terminology or perspectives on various 
approaches. We nevertheless find this to be relevant background information as it provides an 
indication as to the degree to which the reviewed work contains original research contributions. 

Some papers also present customer journey visualizations (16 papers, e.g. Crosier and 
Handford, 2012; Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009; Trischler and Zehrer, 2012). The visualizations are 
highly diverse, as is exemplified by Figures 1–3 later in the paper. However, a few common features 
were identified. The journeys are typically visualized as processes spanning a number of steps, 
stages, touchpoints, or activities; as a horizontal line or row (11 papers, e.g. Bridge, 2012; Huang et 
al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2010) or a vertical line or column (Johns and Clark, 1993; Rasila et al., 
2009; Whittle and Foster, 1991). The visualizations were found to be augmented with diverse types 
of information such as customer emotions (e.g. Trischler and Zehrer, 2012), customer needs (e.g. 
Bridge, 2012), customer requirements (e.g. Huang et al., 2012), and pain-points (e.g. Rasila et al., 
2009). No visualizations include all the above-mentioned information types. Rather, the content of 
the visualizations seems to have been selected based on specific needs and preferences rather than 
commonly shared conventions. 

5.2 Customer journeys and customer experience 

As a first step in our investigation of how the term customer journey is used, we reviewed how 
customer experience is treated in the reviewed papers. We identified the papers explicitly linking 
the customer journey perspective to customer experience, and classified how these report on the 
customer journey perspective. 

5.2.1 Customer journeys to support management and design for customer experience 

We find the customer journey perspective to be closely linked to the notion of customer experience 



 

in the vast majority of the reviewed papers (40); sometimes termed service experience (e.g. Shaw 
and Williams, 2009; Segelström and Holmlid, 2009, 2012; Trischler and Zehrer, 2012) or user 
experience (e.g. Huang et al., 2012; Mangiaracina et al., 2009). The customer journey perspective is 
often presented as a means to understand customer experience. Trischler and Zehrer (2012) describe 
customer journey maps as a way to visualize research on experiences. Kankainen et al. (2012) view 
the customer journey perspective as a means to "describe the process of experiencing service" (p. 
221). Crosier and Handford (2012) consider customer journey mapping as an approach to analyse 
"emotional responses to products, goods, and services" (p. 68). In these papers, the customer 
journey perspective is not only seen as a means to take the customer's point of view, but also as a 
means to reach insight into their experiences. This aspect is in some papers related to "empathizing" 
with the customer, and is argued to be important on multiple levels for service designers (e.g. 
Miettinen et al., 2012; Spraragen and Chan, 2008; Steen et al., 2011) as well as service managers 
(e.g. Baranova et al., 2011; Peterson et al., 2010; Rasila et al., 2009). For example, Crosier and 
Handford (2012) assert that such empathizing is important to promote services for customers with 
special needs. Kimbell (2011) discusses how learning about customers' experiences attune service 
managers and designers to the needs of customers. Bridge (2012) connects empathizing with 
customers to improved involvement of customers in co-design processes, and Kronqvist and 
Korhonen (2009) show how such empathizing may drive the design process. 

In one of the earliest papers identified in the review, Johns and Clark (1993) argue that the 
customer journey perspective strengthens service experience management. This argument has since 
been expanded to a point where customer journey approaches can be used to change and improve 
customers' experiences as part of a design process (Steen et al., 2011). The customer journey 
perspective is seen as relevant not only as a means to understand the customer experience but also 
to design for customer experiences. 

5.2.2 Customer journeys and customer experience assessment 

The link between the customer journey perspective and customer experience is also illustrated in 
customer experience assessments, included as part of the customer journey visualizations in five of 
the reviewed papers (Crosier and Handford, 2012; Rasila et al., 2009; Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009; 
Trischler and Zehrer, 2012; Yeh et al., 2012). These were identified through our analysis of the 
visual content in the papers. For example, in a customer journey map by Trischler and Zehrer (see 
Figure 1), customer experience in terms of “dissatisfaction” and “satisfaction” is presented as a 
plotted line below a schematic presentation of the journey. Stickdorn and Zehrer (see Figure 2) 
present customer experience scores for each touchpoint in their customer journey map. And Crosier 
and Handford (see Figure 3) illustrate customer experience in terms of “emotional response” scores 
as an integrated part of the customer journey visualization. 



 

 

Figure 1: Example customer journey map to support management/marketing (redrawn from Trischler and 

Zehrer, 2012, p. 65). 

The data sources on which such customer experience assessments are based vary between the 
papers. In one of the papers (Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009), the visualized customer experience 
assessments is an aggregate of the customers' reported experience ratings. In the other papers 
(Crosier and Handford, 2012; Rasila et al., 2009, Trischler and Zehrer, 2012, Yeh et al., 2012), the 
customer experience assessments are based on the researchers' interpretations of qualitative 
experience data gathered through interviews or observations. Such data may also be reported as 
qualitative descriptions in the customer journey visualizations (e.g. Crosier and Handford, 2012; 
Yeh et al., 2012) as seen in Figure 3. 

5.2.3 Customer journeys to investigate and communicate common experiences 

Though customer experience is often taken to concern responses of a subjective character (e.g. 
Teixeira et al., 2012), it is noteworthy that the analyses reported in the reviewed papers typically 
concern experiences that are common or typical rather than individual or subjective (e.g. Baranova 
et al., 2011; Clatworthy, 2010; Huang et al., 2012; Johns and Clark, 1993; Mangiaracina et al., 2009; 
Rasila et al., 2009). For example, Huang et al. (2012) present extended customer journey maps for 
different user types. The workshop-based service design method proposed by Clatworthy (2010) 
concerns the mapping and design of typical customer journeys for identified customer and actor 
constellations.  

This tendency to consider common or typical customer experience is exemplified in the 
customer journey visualizations presented in the reviewed papers. The presented visualizations 
consistently provide overviews of aggregates of observations or reports from multiple customers, 
rather than deep-dives into a single customer's experiences. For example, the customer journey 
visualizations presented in Figures 1–3 (Crosier and Handford, 2012; Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009; 
Trischler and Zehrer, 2012) are all visualized as a single sequence of events or touchpoints, based 
on the data from several people. This does not, however, imply that experience data are not gathered 
at the level of individual customers. For example, the visualizations presented in Figure 1-3 are all 
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based on data gathered at the level of individual customers and some, such as Crosier and Handford 
(2012), also report on example qualitative data from individual customers. 

5.3 Customer journey terminology 

We have already seen that customer journeys concern customer experience. But what is meant by 
the term customer journey? In the reviewed papers, this term is typically used in reference to a 
process, path, or sequence through which a customer access or use a service. The descriptions and 
definitions typically highlight the customer-centric character of the customer journey perspective. 
For example, Kankainen et al. (2012) describe the customer journey as "the process of experiencing 
service through different touchpoints from the customer’s point of view" (p. 221). Patrício et al. 
(2011) define the customer journey as "a series of touchpoints, involving all activities and events 
related to the delivery of the service from the customer’s perspective" (p. 182). Zomerdijk and Voss 
(2010) report that "case study companies often referred to a series of touchpoints as the customer 
journey. The customer journey involves all activities and events related to the delivery of a service 
from the customer’s perspective" (p. 74). 

5.3.1 Variations in the use of the term customer journey 

The reviewed papers vary considerably in their scoping of customer journeys. Some focus on 
clearly delimited journeys that "has a start and an end" (Whittle and Foster, 1991, p. 18), while 
others target more open-ended journeys such as the transition "from never-a-customer to 
always-a-customer" (Nichita et al., 2012). An example of the former is the decision journey 
described by Lee (2010), that is, "the online journey a customer makes from first interacting with a 
company’s online media through to the online purchase." (p. 17). An example of the latter is the 
retention journey of Stone and Liyanearachchi (2007) which encompasses the life-cycle stages of 
pre-acquisitions, welcoming, maturity, and renewal. 

Other papers scope the customer journey to concern a particular service offering, but slightly 
extended so as to capture issues immediately before and after service delivery. For example, 
Stickdorn and Zehrer (2009), in their presentation of a customer journey associated with a tourist 
destination, consider the journey to start with the customer's preparations for the hotel stay in the 
pre-service phase and end when the customer has answered the hotel rating request in the 
post-service phase (see Figure 2). Peterson et al. (2010) describe the customer journey as "starting 
from the moment customers initially indicate interest, through the time they spend gathering 
information, to when they complete a transaction and seek post-sale support" (p. 11). 

Considerable variation is also found in the degree to which the customer journey spans 
multiple touchpoints, channels, and service providers. On the one extreme, Mangiaracina et al. 
(2009) propose a customer journey approach to analyse the customer's process within a single 
e-commerce website. On the other extreme, Crosier and Handford (2012), in a paper on customer 
journey mapping as an advocacy tool for disabled people, present customer journey maps that 
encompass multiple channels and service providers (see Figure 3). Some customer journey 



 

approaches concern multiple points of contact within the same channel, such as the online customer 
journey analysis presented by Lee (2010) or the amusement park analysis presented by Trischler 
and Zehrer (2012). Other approaches concern multiple channels and multiple points of contact, such 
as the customer journeys presented by Patrício et al. (2011) in their case examples of multilevel 
service design. 

5.3.2 Variations in the use of the term touchpoint 

The reviewed papers vary not only in their scoping of customer journeys, but also in the 
terminology used to describe aspects of customer journeys, such as touchpoints, steps, stages, and 
periods. The same terms are given slightly different meanings, and different terms are given the 
same meaning. 

The term Touchpoint is used in most of the reviewed papers (30), though thoroughly described or 
defined in only a few (8). In these papers, touchpoints are seen as the building blocks of customer 
journeys in the sense that customer journeys are defined or described as a set or sequence of 
touchpoints (e.g. Gloppen, 2009; Clatworthy, 2011; Kankainen et al., 2012). While our analysis of 
the touchpoint term is based on the textual content of the reviewed papers, we note that touchpoints 
also are central in several of the presented customer journey visualizations (e.g. Xinhui, 2008; Shaw 
and Williams, 2009; Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009; Trischler and Zehrer, 2012; Yeh et al., 2012). 
Figure 2 presents an example customer journey with touchpoints, such as hotel website, hotel check 
in, and hotel rating website. 

 

 

Figure 2. Customer journey with touchpoints concerning a tourist destination (Stickdorn and Zehrer, 
2009, p. 8). Copyright held by Stickdorn and Zehrer (permission granted). 

Some variation exists in the reviewed papers concerning the touchpoint term. Some authors  
describe touchpoints as instances of interaction or communication between a customer and a service 
provider (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, 2011; Patrício et al., 2011). For example, Zomerdijk and Voss 
(2011) present touchpoints as "moments of contact between the customer and the organization" (p. 



 

74). Others view touchpoints as the location or channel mediating the interaction or communication 
(Clatworthy, 2010, 2011). Here, touchpoints are described to include, for example, physical buildings, 
websites, print-outs, self-service machines, and customer assistants. Yet others  make no clear 
distinction between the two above uses of touchpoints (Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009; Gloppen, 2009; 
Kimbell, 2011). These latter authors seem to see touchpoints as including instances of interaction and 
communication as well as tangible objects and the physical surroundings. 

Despite the importance attributed to touchpoints in most of the reviewed papers, a substantial 
minority of the papers (15) do not use this term at all. Nevertheless, most of these papers concern 
what could be referred to as touchpoints e.g. by Clatworthy (2010, 2011). For example, Johns and 
Clark (1993) include entry, museum exhibits and exit in their museum customer journey, though 
they do not refer to these as touchpoints. 

5.3.3 Variations in the sectioning of customer journeys. 

Customer journeys are often divided into sections (27 papers), typically termed steps or stages (e.g. 
Crosier and Handford, 2012; Kimbell, 2011; Patrício et al., 2011; Rasila et al., 2009). Other terms in 
use for such sections are events (Johns and Clark, 1993; Kankainen et al., 2012), or periods 
(Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009). This sectioning, while identified on the basis of the textual content of 
the reviewed papers, is also seen in the presented visualizations. Figure 3 presents a customer journey 
structured in sections. The figure represents the downtown shopping preparation and experiences of 
visually impaired people (Crosier and Handford, 2012). Such sectioning may be useful to add 
structure to the analysis and provide an easy overview of the visualized customer journey. 

 

Figure 3: Customer journey concerning blind or partially sighted people shopping (redrawn from 

Crosier and Handford, 2012, p. 75) Vertical axis: Emotional response. 
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Customer journeys are sectioned according to various characteristics. In some of the papers, 
the sectioning is conducted with reference to customers' activities. For example, in the analysis of a 
journey concerning arrival for work at a business park, Rasila et al. (2009) section the journey 
according to customer tasks like parking the bike, entering the building, taking a shower, and 
entering the main lobby. In other papers, the sectioning is conducted according to the overall 
structure of the service or service environment. For example, in the amusement park journey 
analysed by Trischler and Zehrer (2012), the journey is sectioned according to park zones such as 
car park, family zone, kids' zone, and departure (see Figure 1). Some also present journeys that are 
sectioned according to a pre-phase, a main service phase, and a post-phase, as for example in the 
tourist destination customer journey by Stickdorn and Zehrer (see Figure 2). 

5.4 Customer journey approaches 

In the analysis of the papers, it was found that customer journey approaches can be grouped into 
two broad groups: customer journey mapping and customer journey proposition, reflecting two 
complementary ways in which customer journeys are applied in service management and design. 
These two groups are presented below. 

5.4.1 Customer journey mapping 

Customer journey mapping is the activities to analyse an existing service process "as is". Hence, 
customer journey mapping addresses implemented service processes, and typically encompasses 
data collection with customers and/or internals, qualitative and/or quantitative data analysis, and 
presentations of findings, typically in the form of visualizations. Customer journey mapping is often 
presented as part of the research phase of a design process. 

About half the reviewed papers (24) were found to describe or discuss customer journey 
mapping (see the two columns on customer journey mapping in the Appendix). Often, this approach 
is explicitly referred to as mapping (e.g. Crosier and Handford, 2012; Trischler and Zehrer, 2012; 
Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010). However, some do not use this term but rather refer to this type of 
activity e.g. as documentation and assessment of customer journeys (Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009) or 
journey-based audits (Johns and Clark, 1993). Yet others do not use a specific term for customer 
journey mapping, but rather discuss customer journeys as a means for service designers to 
summarize or visualize customer research (e.g. Segelström, 2009; Segelström and Holmlid, 2012).  

Customer journey mapping is typically seen as part of a more comprehensive design process in 
the papers that described such mapping. For example, Steen et al. (2011) present a case where the 
mapped customer journey was used as input for redesigning a post box service. However, this link 
to design is not always present. For example, Johns and Clark (1993) present customer journey 
mapping as a way to monitor the service provided by museums and galleries. This variation indicate 
that customer journey mapping may be conducted both as part of service design processes and for 
the purpose of managing implemented services. 

The presented mappings are based on a diverse set of data sources, including input from 



 

customers, external consultants, and company internal experts. Data from customers are typically 
collected on an individual basis; in particular, through interviews and observation. Data from 
company internal resources are typically collected through collaborative methods or processes, such 
as workshops (Clatworthy, 2010, 2011) or other co-design processes (Steen et al., 2011); something 
that may enable sharing across organizational silos. Interestingly, only a few papers report on cases 
where customer journeys have been mapped on the basis of data from both company internals and 
customers (Baranova et al., 2011; Steen et al., 2011; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, 2011). 

Customer journey mapping is nearly ubiquitously reported as involving some kind of 
visualization. Of the 24 papers that concern customer journey mapping, 22 report on the use of 
some kind of visualization, typically referred to as a customer journey map (e.g. Kimbell, 2011; 
Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010) but also, for example, flow model (Yoo et 
al., 2010), flowchart of the visitor journey (Johns and Clark, 1993), or experience sheet (Rasila et 
al., 2009). 

5.4.2 Customer journey proposition 

In this study, customer journey proposition refers to generative design activities within a customer 
journey perspective which leads towards a possible service "to be". This is the second main group 
of customer journey approaches identified in the analysis. Customer journey proposition is typically 
reported as part of larger design processes; processes which may also include customer journey 
mapping. The term customer journey proposition is not used in any of the reviewed papers, but is a 
term of our making. The term is suitable because it alludes to the customer journey as something 
that can be designed for, bearing in mind that the actual journey is something each customer 
experiences in the meeting with the service provider. 

Customer journey proposition is treated in some detail in only six of the reviewed papers, with 
descriptions of participants and / or method support (see the two columns on customer journey 
proposition in the Appendix). More often, the reviewed papers were found to present the generative 
phases of development in more general terms without direct reference to the application of a 
specific customer journey approach (e.g. Bridge, 2012; Huang et al., 2012). Some (e.g. Kronqvist 
and Korhonen, 2009; Yoo et al., 2010) describe how customer journey maps may be used as 
background information in co-creative workshops, but without presenting any detail on how a 
customer journey perspective may be used to guide the generative workshop activities. Others 
report on cases involving design or redesign activities intended for service improvement on the 
basis of a customer journey perspective, but without details on how the generative design activities 
had proceeded (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, 2011). 

A small number of the reviewed papers do, however, present customer journey proposition in 
some detail. Steen et al. (2011) report on a workshop where all employees involved in a service 
design project jointly designed for an improved customer journey. Clatworthy (2010, 2011) presents 
a co-design activity where key touchpoints of a customer journey map are removed to spur 
reflection on what kind of touchpoint could serve as a better replacement. Kankainen et al. (2012) 



 

present customer journey proposition involving customers in the form of a storytelling group 
method where users were invited to formulate "dream journeys" during co-design workshops, and 
Miettinen et al. (2012) report on case experiences with design for a novel customer journey through 
service prototyping. Finally, Patrício et al. (2011), as part of the multilevel service design 
framework, present modelling support for visualization and analysis of novel customer journeys. 

6. Discussion 

In response to the need for a common understanding on which to base future work within the 
customer journey perspective, this study has provided findings from a systematic review of the 
peer-reviewed literature. The following sections discuss the reviewed literature based on the 
findings. The discussion is structured according to the main research questions concerning (1) how 
the term customer journey is used and (2) emerging customer journey approaches. 

6.1 How is the term customer journey used? 

To investigate how the term customer journey is used, we first analysed the relation between 
customer journeys and customer experience before investigating the customer journey terminology 
as applied in the reviewed papers. 

6.1.1 Customer journeys for customer experience 

Customer experience is seen as a key competitive advantage in the service sector. However, as 
argued by Meyer and Schwager (2007), while customer experience is potentially affected by every 
communication or interaction between the company and its customers, company decisions 
concerning particular aspects of a service are often made without considering their effect on the 
total customer experience. The increasing uptake of the customer journey perspective may, hence, 
be due to a growing awareness of the need to manage and design for customer experience across 
touchpoints and service offerings (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010). The customer journey perspective 
also reverberates the call of Berry and colleagues (Berry et al., 2002, 2006) for increased attention 
towards the series of customer communications and interactions that constitute the basis for 
customer experience. 

In the analysis of the reviewed papers, the close link between the customer journey perspective 
and the notion of customer experience is illustrated by the fact that almost all the reviewed papers 
concern both customer journeys and customer experience. As the customer journey perspective has 
been adopted to support the management and design for customer experience, customer journeys 
are understood to concern more than just the observable series of steps or touchpoints which a 
customer goes through as part of service provision; customer journeys are also taken to concern the 
emotional and cognitive responses in the customer. When Trischler and Zehrer (2012) present the 
mapped customer journey of an amusement park, they not only describe the journey in terms of its 
steps or touchpoints; they also describe what the customers think and feel throughout the park visit. 
Likewise, when Crosier and Handford (2012) report on the mapped customer journey of visually 



 

impaired shoppers, they highlight the shoppers' thoughts and feelings in addition to their observable 
behaviour. 

 

It is interesting to note that though the customer journey perspective concerns customer 
experience and the customer's point of view, the analysis is nearly always conducted at the level of 
common or typical customer experiences. This leaning towards the common or typical customer 
journey has previously been observed by Gudiksen and Brandt (2014), who argue that research on 
customer journeys "do not seem to question if customers always go through the same order of 
touchpoints" (p. 111). Based on our findings, we may complement and nuance this observation of 
Gudiksen and Brandt. Yes, research in service design seems to favour typical customer journeys. At 
the same time, customer journey analyses may also highlight variation. For example, the multilevel 
service design framework of Patrício et al. (2011) supports the analysis of multiple typical journeys 
depending on touchpoint or service interface configurations. And the customer journey analyses 
presented by, for example, Trischler and Zehrer (2012) show how different target groups may have 
different customer journeys. It may also be noted that whereas the customer journey routinely is 
analysed on the level of common or typical journeys, data are often gathered on the level of 
individual customers. Hence, it may be argued that the inclination towards aggregated customer 
journeys is due to a need to gain the overview required to comprehend and make use of the gathered 
material from individual customers. Nevertheless, pursuing the argument of Gudiksen and Brandt 
(2014), it may be beneficial also to consider individual customers' journeys as analysis output. 

6.1.2 Incoherent terminology? 

Existing customer journey terminology is associated with several issues. In the reviewed papers, 
terms such as customer journey and touchpoints are often used without being defined or described. 
Furthermore, there is significant divergence in how key terms are used. For example, presented 
customer journey analyses vary considerably in scope and the term touchpoints takes on various 
meanings. The variation observed in the visualizations of customer journeys may also serve as an 
indication of incoherence in terminology. 

Incoherence in terminology may represent a challenge when considering customer journeys as 
an object of rigorous study and analysis (Halvorsrud et al., 2014, 2016). Nevertheless, any study of 
customer journeys will need to be sensitive to the origins of the customer journey perspective. The 
customer journey perspective has not been developed through theoretically grounded academic 
enquiry. Rather, it has been developed as part of the evolving practice of service design, as is clearly 
seen in the two most cited background resources on this perspective: the pamphlet by Parker and 
Heapy (2006), written by practitioners for practitioners, and the work of Voss and Zomerdijk (2007; 
Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, 2011), a systematic study of service design practitioners. For the service 
practitioner, clarity in definitions may not be a goal in itself. On the contrary, if the objective of the 
customer journey perspective is to drive innovation in the domain of experiential services, a 
malleable terminology may be a strength rather than a weakness as this may support new insight 



 

and ideation. 

In the introductory sections to their book on service design thinking, Stickdorn and Schneider 
(2010), while aiming to "propose the basis for a common language of service design" (p. 29), point 
out that premature definitions of an evolving phenomenon might imply non-beneficial constraints. 
How can we adequately define what we yet do not know? While rigorous definitions indeed can 
reduce the flexible and versatile nature of the customer journey perspective and terminology, 
increased rigor in terminology may also potentially strengthen communication in multi-disciplinary 
teams and organizations. Possibly, the needed degree of rigor in customer journey terminology may 
depend on the service design context. Hence, flexibility in terminology may be beneficial for 
proposing new directions, whereas rigor in terminology may be beneficial from the perspective of 
cross-disciplinary collaboration in service implementation. 

6.1.3 Towards a common terminology of customer journeys 

Moving towards a common terminology for researchers and practitioners holding a customer 
journey perspective, requires sensitivity concerning the dual purposes such a terminology should 
support; rigorous analysis and theory building versus innovative and perspective-changing design 
practice. In the following, we will discuss some implications of these two ways to understand 
customer journey terminology in light of the reviewed papers. 

Customer journeys 
In the reviewed literature, it seems universally accepted that customer journeys concern the service 
process as seen from the customer viewpoint. Furthermore, customer journeys are typically 
described or defined as a series of steps and/or touchpoints. That is, the descriptions and definitions 
typically concern the observable elements of the customer journey. As such, customer journeys as 
presented in the reviewed papers, as well as acknowledged text books on service design (e.g. 
Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010; Meroni and Sangiorgi, 2011), are congruent with the classification 
of customer journey visualizations as flows in the framework of Diana et al. (2009); that is, visual 
representations of the service process as unfolding in time at a relatively high level of abstraction. 

It is, however, noteworthy that a description and definition of customer journeys as a series of 
steps and/or touchpoints does not explicitly address a key characteristic of customer journeys: the 
strong link to customer experience. Although customer experience is mentioned in relation to 
customer journeys in most of the reviewed papers, the term customer experience is hardly defined 
in any of these papers. Furthermore, customer experience is not explicitly included in the definitions 
of customer journeys. Hence, there seems to be a potential for improving existing definitions of 
customer journeys; a complete definition of customer journey may benefit from considering also the 
concern for the subjectively experienced aspects of customer journeys, not only the objectively 
observable string of touchpoints.  

What about the scope of customer journeys? Should this also be part of a general definition of 
customer journeys? We have seen that the scope of customer journeys is highly flexible across the 



 

reviewed papers. The journey can be a clearly defined service process, as in the amusement park 
journey of Trischler and Zehrer (2012), or a more open-ended process, as in the tourist destination 
journey of Stickdorn and Zehrer (2009). Furthermore, the journey may be single-channel (e.g. 
Mangiaracina et al., 2009) or multi-channel (e.g. Patrício et al., 2011), and it may concern either 
single (Trischler and Zehrer, 2012) or multiple (e.g. Crosier and Handford, 2012) service providers. 
There is no sign in the literature that this variation in the scope of customer journeys is seen as 
problematic. The variation in the scope of the journeys seems to reflect the rich and diverse nature 
of services targeted by the 45 papers we have reviewed. Possibly, this variation in scope is a 
manifestation of what Stickdorn and Schneider (2010) view as beneficial flexibility in terminology.  

The elements of customer journeys 
The  terminology concerning the elements of customer journeys may be divided in two main 
groups: terms referencing sections of customer journeys and terms referencing individual points of 
interaction or communication between the customer and the service provider. 

Terms referencing sections of customer journeys, such as steps, stages, or events were found 
typically to indicate an ad-hoc structuring of customer journeys. That is, the customer journey is 
structured according to the particular context of the customer journey under analysis, not according 
to a predefined framework. For example, the amusement park journey analysed by Trischler and 
Zehrer (2012) is structured according to the zones of a particular park. Such ad-hoc structuring may 
indeed signify useful flexibility in customer journey terminology. However, it may for some 
purposes be beneficial to section customer journeys according to a commonly applied set of units. 
An example of such units could be the division of customer journeys into pre-service, service, and 
post-service, as suggested by Stickdorn and Zehrer (2009). This structure reflects an established 
understanding of service, as is seen e.g. in early models of service consumption (Fisk, 1981). 
Stickdorn and Schneider (2010) likewise recommended this structure in their book on service 
design thinking. 

Touchpoints, the term typically used to reference the individual points of interaction or 
communication with the customer, may also be associated with some issues. First, not all authors 
use this term, though they describe customer journey elements that could be classified as 
touchpoints, following the understanding of this term as reflected in Clatworthy (2010, 2011). 
Second, the term touchpoints is given at least two different meanings in the reviewed literature; 
touchpoints understood as resembling the service encounters of the service management literature 
and touchpoints understood as encompassing also the channels or physical surroundings per se.  

For researchers and practitioners of service management and design, it will be important to be 
aware of the variation in the use of the term touchpoint. In tightly knit design or management teams, 
the lack of a common definition of touchpoints in the general literature will hardly be an issue. 
However, when communicating across disciplinary borders or organizational silos, such variation 
may be problematic.  



 

6.2 Which customer journey approaches are emerging? 

Customer journey mapping and customer journey proposition have been presented as two main 
customer journey approaches. For each of these, we will discuss key issues and opportunities.  

6.2.1 Issues and opportunities in customer journey mapping 

Customer journey mapping provides valuable insight in service provision "as is", and is by far the 
most reported customer journey approach. Customer journey mapping clearly is a useful and 
versatile approach for service designers and managers alike, as indicated by its prominence among 
practitioners (Segelström and Holmlid, 2009; Segelström, 2013). 

In the reviewed papers, customer journey mapping typically refers to a process of customer 
research including data collection and analysis, in addition to the use of visualizations. This is in 
line with Segelström's (2013) classification of customer journey visualizations as a means to 
support the design phase of interpretative research. However, the reviewed papers serve to extend 
Segelström's analysis as they provide insight into how the user research that is visualized in the 
customer journey maps has come into being. Customer journey mapping typically refers to a 
process that may involve observation studies (e.g. Huang et al., 2012; Yoo et al., 2010), interviews 
(e.g. Baranova et al., 2011; Crosier and Handford, 2012), and workshops (e.g. Clatworthy, 2010, 
2011), as well as complex qualitative and/or quantitative analysis where data from multiple sources 
are gathered to form customer journey maps (e.g. Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009; Trischler and Zehrer, 
2012). This rather complex process of data collection and analysis, however, does not seem to be 
treated in the needed detail in current introductory sources on customer journey mapping (e.g. 
Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010; Meroni and Sangiorgi, 2011). Here, the focus of attention rather is 
on presenting the customer journey perspective and visualizations of customer journeys, rather than 
the underlying data gathering and analysis needed to conduct customer journey mapping. The lack 
in common methodological guidance on customer journey mapping is also reflected in the great 
variation in data collection methods applied for this purpose; from informal interviews (e.g. 
Baranova et al., 2011) to data collection through smartphone apps (e.g. Stickdorn and Zehrer, 2009). 
Here, the literature review serves to identify the need for a commonly acknowledged understanding 
of the details of customer journey mapping. At the same time, as discussed by Segelström (2013), 
the purpose of customer journey mapping in general, and its visual output in particular, is not only 
to provide an overview of customer insight, but also to strengthen stakeholders' empathy with the 
customers. Hence, the need for increased methodological guidance on customer journey mapping 
should be seen in light of customer journey mapping as a process leading to increased stakeholder 
empathy something that may pose other requirements on the process and outcome than mere 
method and analytical rigor. Furthermore, for the visual output of customer journey mapping to 
serve a communicative purpose, it may not necessarily be beneficial that these are comprehensive 
and rigorous presentations. Rather, the researcher may benefit from flexibility in expression and 
choice of content. 

 



 

Two main routes to customer journey mapping are identified in the reviewed papers. First, 
some of the presented studies solely base the customer journey mapping on data from customers. 
For example, Trischler and Zehrer (2012), in their analysis of an amusement park journey, gather 
insight data on the basis of customer interviews and observations only. Then, some of the presented 
studies consider the management expectations for customers' experience. For example, Clatworthy 
(2010) present a method for touchpoint innovation where customer journeys are mapped on the 
basis of data from company internals. Indeed, a few papers gather data from both customers and 
company internals (Baranova et al., 2011; Steen et al., 2011; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010, 2011), but 
none of these systematically compare the findings from these two data sources. From service 
research, we know that the service performance gap (Bitner et al., 2010) is a challenge to service 
providers. That is, service providers may fail to meet customers' expectations due to a discrepancy 
between intended service design and actual service delivery. To close this gap, systematic 
comparison of the customer journey as expected by company internals and the customer journey as 
experienced by customers may be valuable. Early method support for closing this gap was provided 
by the HM Government guide on customer journey mapping (HM Government, 2007), and more 
recently by Halvorsrud et al., (2016). 

, Our analysis of customer journey mapping serves as a valuable supplement to the conceptual 
model of Diana et al. (2009). The latter model addresses the output from customer journey mapping 
(i.e. a customer journey map), whereas customer journey mapping as presented in this paper 
concerns the entire mapping process, including data gathering and analysis in addition to the visual 
output. Likewise, our analysis of customer journey mapping extends that of Segelström (2013) by 
characterizing the process preceding the visual output. 

6.2.2 The unrealized potential of customer journey proposition 

Customer journey proposition is only infrequently described in detail in peer-reviewed publications 
that use the term customer journey. This customer journey approach is treated in some detail in only 
six of the reviewed papers. This lack of attention towards customer journey proposition in the 
reviewed papers also corresponds to what is found in Stickdorn and Schneider's (2010) introductory 
book on service design thinking; here, a customer journey approach is presented only for the 
exploratory user research phase, not in relation to service development or delivery. 

The lack of detailed descriptions of customer journey proposition, however, does not mean that 
this customer journey approach is irrelevant. In their book Design for Services (2011), Meroni and 
Sangiorgi support the idea of customer journey proposition as they see the customer journey map to 
be useful also later on in the service design process when specifying the detail of new services. 
Likewise, Koivisto (2009) argues for the use of the customer journey as a tool in the concept design 
phase. Also, in the reviewed papers, the term customer journey is often used in reference to the 
service one wants to invent through a generative design process. Hence, customer journey proposition 
may well be more common in service management and design than what is made explicit in the 
reviewed papers. That said, neither Meroni and Sangiorgi, Koivisto, nor the reviewed papers provide 



 

a comprehensive overview of customer journey proposition. Rather, different authors (e.g. Kankainen 
et al., 2012; Miettinen et al., 2012) offer relatively narrow glimpses into the generative design 
activities and support needed for this purpose. 

Why, if we suspect customer journey proposition to be a significant practical customer journey 
approach, do the reviewed papers contain so little detail on this? One answer to this question could 
be publication bias, that is, the situation where findings conforming to researcher expectations are 
more likely to be reported and published than findings going against expectations (Kitchenham and 
Charters, 2007). From Segelström (2013) we know that customer journeys are typically first used 
for interpretative research. Consequently, early research may be guided by the level of interest in 
customer journeys for this phase of the design process. Furthermore, in the early literature on 
customer journeys, customer journey mapping has been established as the main customer journey 
approach. Therefore, it may be seen as more relevant for researchers to report own experiences with 
customer journey mapping approach rather than doing the heavy work of establishing customer 
journey proposition as an approach worthy of reporting. Given that this is the case, the early success 
of the literature on customer journey mapping may now possibly be hampering the reporting of 
customer journey proposition as a complementary customer journey approach.  

Even so, it is possible that the prevalence of customer journey mapping in the literature may 
have motivated researchers to use other terms when reporting on approaches similar to customer 
journey proposition. Neither our knowledge of the practitioner literature, nor our scrutiny of the 
reviewed conference and journal papers, suggest that this is the case. Nevertheless, as our scoping 
of the review implies that claims can be made only for the peer-reviewed literature in which the 
term customer journey specifically is applied, there may in principle exist reports of approaches 
which resemble customer journey proposition of which we are unaware and which have not been 
covered in our analysis. This serves as a reminder of the limitation in this review due to its scoping. 
A literature search with a broader set of search terms could have allowed claims also regarding such 
resembling approaches. 

Within the peer-reviewed literature that explicitly and frequently use the term customer 
journey, there are few publications found and available on customer journey proposition as an 
approach. Research using other terms for this approach may be useful to include in future studies of 
customer journeys, and for such research to be published using the term customer journey. Here, 
Blomkvist's (2014) work on service prototyping could serve as a useful basis, as it provides a 
framework for investigating prototypes as means for exploration, evaluation, and communication in 
service design; all of which are key activities in papers reporting on customer journey proposition 
(Clatworthy, 2010, 2011; Kankainen et al., 2012; Miettinen et al., 2011; Steen et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, the work of Blomkvist and others on the service walkthrough method (e.g. Blomkvist 
et al., 2012; Arvola et al., 2012; Blomkvist et al., 2016) represents a relevant complement to the 
reviewed papers on customer journey proposition. Possibly, future work on customer journey 
proposition needs to address in detail the interplay between uses of what Blomkvist refers to as 
definite prototypes, such as customer journey maps, and ongoing prototypes, such as walkthroughs 



 

and role-play. This interplay is, for example, briefly alluded to in the service design introductory 
book of Polaine et al. (2013, p. 143).  

7. Conclusion 

The presented literature review indicates a relatively immature field of study, with opportunities for 
development both with regard to terminology and approaches. At the same time, the review holds 
important implications for the practical management and design of services, as well as for future 
research.  

The main contributions of the review are to provide an overview of the peer-reviewed 
literature in which the term customer journey is applied, and, thereby, to serve as a basis for future 
research and practice, particularly concerning the relation between customer experience and the 
customer journey perspective, issues concerning customer journey terminology, and opportunities 
concerning customer journey approaches. This contribution aligns with the research priorities 
identified by Ostrom et al. (2015) by providing new knowledge concerning how customer journey 
terminology and approaches may be applied to manage and enhance service experiences. 

The review is somewhat limited in that its search procedure included only peer-reviewed 
journal and conference papers on customer journeys. However, by scrutinizing the reported 
background on customer journeys in the reviewed papers, the review has included in its background 
those parts of the remaining literature, such as books and reports, which have made an impact on 
the peer-reviewed literature on customer journeys. There may, however, exist communities of 
practice on customer journeys that are shared only through channels other than journals and 
conferences with a peer-review process. The knowledge and experiences of such communities are 
not included in the presented review. Another limitation of the review is that customer journeys 
were not the main topic of the majority of the reviewed papers; rather customer journeys were 
typically presented or discussed as one of several approaches to support the management and design 
of services. This latter limitation may indicate the usefulness of replicating the review at a later 
point in time, as the literature on customer journeys then is likely to have been substantially 
extended. 

Despite this limitation, the review points out a number of relevant and interesting directions for 
future research and practice. In particular, we have noted the need for future work concerning (a) 
guidance on methods for data collection and analysis in customer journey mapping (b) customer 
journey proposition as a customer journey approach, and (c) the need to move towards a 
terminology of customer journeys that may support both rigorous analysis and innovative design 
practice. We hope that the review may serve as a needed common basis for future research on 
customer journeys and motivate the further development of customer journeys in support of service 
management and design. 
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