
matt simpson
experience design

case studies
Service Design for SSC Compensation Services

Service Design for SSC  
Compensation Services
Oct. 2019 - Mar. 2020

scenario

For decades, Canadian public servants had access to 
compensation advisors within the department or agency 
they worked for. In 2012 the government decided to 
centralize compensation services for its 290,00 plus 
employees across its 101 departments and agencies in an 
effort to lower costs to taxpayers. 

By 2016, the migration of these services to the new, leaner, 
and centralized PSPC Pay Centre in New Brunswick was 
completed, and hundreds of pay advisor positions formerly 
assigned to individual departments and agencies were 
eliminated.

However, this change was rolled out simultaneously 
with the Phoenix Pay System implementation. For huge 
swaths of government employees, thousands of pay issues 
(underpayments, over-payments, or in many cases, missing 
pay) were instantly triggered, causing pain and frustration 
for workers. The smaller team of compensation advisors 
in New Brunswick was quickly overwhelmed, creating a 
months-long backlog of cases that still persisted.

In 2018, Shared Services Canada (SSC) created a 
Pay Stabilization unit with a mission to improve both 
operational efficiency of compensation services and overall 
customer experience for its employees and managers. 
In fall 2019, the unit’s director formed a working group 
with members from the Human Resources and Workplace 
team that would be led by Design Thinking experts from 
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC). PwC hired me to co-lead 
the team.

project details

My role:

Deliverable:

Service Design Co-Lead 

Service Blueprints

design activities

User Research Task Analysis

Journey Mapping

Prototyping Service Design

Interaction Design

Usability Testing

Workshop Facilitation

User Interviews

Problem Definition Ideation

Design Strategy
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action

1. Governance

The PwC design team I co-led worked with SSC stakeholders to set up a project governance structure consisting of 
a Core Team (that I was a member of) that would be working on daily activities, an Extended Team of subject matter 
experts and leaders that would provide input when required (usually on a week-to-week basis), and an Oversight 
Team of executives and decision-makers that would be updated weekly and solicited as needed for key approvals and 
decisions.

I sent weekly PowerPoint newsletters to the Core, Extended, and Oversight teams to keep everyone updated on 
progress.

Our design team also quickly drew up a high-level work plan for the duration of the project that followed a variant of 
the classic British Design Council’s Double Diamond framework1 consisting mainly of four stages: Discovery, Define, 
Ideate, and Deliver.
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2. Discover

In the Discover phase, we interviewed upwards of 30 different SSC staff, many of which delivered compensation 
services. 

We also interviewed some of the Pay Stabilization team’s clients (employees and hiring managers) to hear about 
their own experiences, how they feel about compensation experience currently, and how they interact with Pay 
Stabilization.

Then, based on our learnings, we developed personas and journey maps that we felt represented the key players and 
journeys that make up the compensation services experience.
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3. Define

In this phase, we facilitated a full week of workshops with the Core and Extended teams where we explored the 
numerous pain points brought forward by interviewees in Discovery in our Define stage (outlined in personas and 
journey maps).

We created our 6 design principles - 3 for internal roles (service delivery agents), and 3 for clients/users that would 
be our guiding light for the remainder of the project.

With these principles in mind, workshop participants scored pain points brought forward against the design principles. 
Items that scored highly were then given priority as “Problems Most Worth Solving”.
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4. Ideate

Having determined our problems most worth solving, we then facilitated another week of workshops with our Core 
and Extended teams to explore the solution space. In these workshops we brainstormed potential ideas to solve 
problems. 

We came up with upwards of 70 different ideas which working group members scored against our design principles. 
The 31 ideas that best addressed our problems with respect to the design principles were selected as our Solutions 
Most Worth Building.

5. Prioritization, Alignment & Sprint Planning

As an extension to the Ideate phase, we facilitated an additional week of workshops to take our Solutions Most Worth 
Building to align and prioritize them into four initiatives canvases. 

To do this, we collectively mapped each initiative to the solutions we’re solving, stated our value proposition, 
assessed risks, desired outcomes from both customer and business perspectives, assumptions, issues, and 
dependencies. This would help us set the stage for presenting our options to our Oversight team, who would use our 
canvases to make a decision on which proposed initiative(s) were best aligned with SSC’s goals for compensation 
services.
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Representatives from our Core Team, including myself, 
presented the initiatives to the Oversight team.

After internal deliberations, the SSC Oversight team selected 
the initiative and solution the Core team should prepare to 
work on in design sprints: a Pay Service Desk. This service 
would create a quick-response team that SSC employees and 
managers can call or email to get support and assistance on 
compensation inquiries and issues.

one challenge we ran into...

Oftentimes, designers present a variety 
of options to stakeholders and decision-
makers, providing them the pros, cons, 
and risks with each option. This is often 
helpful for both parties as decision-
makers and stakeholders typically have 
more knowledge of strategic direction, 
political climate, appetite for risk, etc 
than external consultants would.

However after a few months working 
with out clients, we learned that 
our group didn’t respond well when 
presented with a variety of options 
to choose from. They quickly got 
overwhelmed, spending days discussing 
internally before getting back to us on a 
path forward.

We were on a tight schedule, so we 
learned to adjust our approach to 
suggesting options to our clients. We 
would still draw up plans for different 
approaches, but instead presenting 
all possible options, we’d propose 
what we thought would be the one our 
stakeholders would respond to the best 
while providing the most value to users, 
including our rationale for our proposed 
solution. 

If we got resistance to an idea, then 
we could present our other options and 
discuss the pros, cons, and risks of 
each.
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6. Deliver

With our core team’s immediate mandate now clear (to design a Pay Service Desk service), we quickly got back to 
work on our “Deliver” phase, which for our group would proceed as 3 weeks of design sprint workshops with a sprint 
team of 8-9 members chosen from our Core and Extended teams, led by me.

Week 1 focused on the front stage where together we ideated on the customer-facing experience for the Pay Service 
Desk in the ideal state.

Week 2 focused on the backstage, or the behind-the-scenes elements of the service that customers don’t see, but 
that the service delivery team needs to have in place in order to provide the front stage experience.

Then in week 3, our sprint team set about creating three desktop walk-through prototypes that we would put in front 
of clients for testing based on the front stage and back stage elements we designed together in the two previous 
weeks of workshops. Together, these prototypes would constitute a minimum viable service (MVS), a scaled-down 
version of the ideal state service, so that we could test the value proposition of the Pay Service Desk with a minimum 
amount of effort on our part.

Each of our three prototypes covered high-volume, high-impact scenarios employees and stakeholders discussed in 
Discovery: pay issues related to acting pay, transfers in (from other government departments/agencies), and general 
pay inquiries.
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7. Test

As part of our Deliver phase, we then held two weeks of usability testing sessions where we walked over a dozen 
SSC employees and managers through our Minimum Viable Service prototypes and scenarios, and solicited them for 
feedback on the customer experience with carefully curated questions. 

We also asked test participants to evaluate and score our service against our project design principles, so that we 
could assess how much our proposed service, even if conceptual, was on the path of achieving our objectives.

Once testing was complete, I summarized key test findings and recommendations for improvement in a detailed 
report for SSC stakeholders.
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result

Shared Services Canada rolled out the Pay Service Desk in Oct 2020 as a pilot, expanding in 2021 with immediate 
impact. As of spring 2021, it was receiving 250 requests per week, resolving 70% of pay issue requests without 
assistance from extra-departmental compensation services teams. Average resolution time of pay issues dropped 
from weeks (and in some cases months) to 5 business days. Pay issue requests previously directed to SSC’s HR 
Service Desk dropped by 70%, allowing it to focus on staffing actions instead of compensation requests.

Most importantly, SSC employees reported lower stress levels related to resolving their pay issues. 
 
Our team’s amazing work was nominated for an international award in service design by the Service Design Network2

8. Service Blueprinting

Based on the recommendations, we prepared draft, low-fidelity versions of 3 service blueprints (one for each of three 
minimum viable services we designed collaboratively) with the aim of getting Core team stakeholders to agree to the 
content of the blueprints before producing higher-fidelity versions of the artifacts intended for all SSC staff.
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1. Design Council Double Diamond - https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/what-framework-innovation-design-councils-
evolved-double-diamond 

2. Service Design Award 2020/21 Finalist Project (Service Design Network) - https://www.service-design-network.org/
community-knowledge/design-in-a-crisis-rescuing-the-pay-experience-for-federal-government-employees 
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