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c h a p t e r  f o U r :

J O U R n e y  M A P P i n g

Journey mapping is the representation, in a flowchart or other graphic format, of the customer’s experience as 
he or she interacts with your company in receiving its product or service. These maps can depict the customer’s 
actual or ideal journey. Either way, plotting its stages forces you to focus on your customers, rather than on your 
organization. As you map their journey, you’re walking a mile in their shoes. Along the way, you are looking for the 
emotional highs and lows and the meaning that the experience holds for the customer. These are the key to identify-
ing value-creating innovations. 

During What is, journey mapping leads you through your customer’s current experience, facilitated by data 
gathered through observation and interviewing. In doing so, it seeks to shift how you understand that experience. It 
provides a compelling description of unmet needs and helps you group the differences among customers and, in the 
process, identify opportunities for improvement. It is never about “proving” that your ideas are worthwhile (journey 
mapping is a no-selling zone). Instead, this tool is aimed at exploration that will yield ideas for future prototyping.

When to use it: Create the journey map as one of the first activities during What is, to document the existing 
customer experience and isolate the highs and lows. In the What if stage of a growth project, the journey map can 
help you generate ideas during brainstorming. During concept development (also part of What if), maps of ideal 
rather than actual experiences can be created to identify the novel elements of the concept and determine how to 
create them. Finally, during What wows, the journey map provides the elements for prototyping the new experience.

Why journey mapping de-risks your growth project: If we could add only one design tool to a manager’s rep-
ertoire, it would be journey mapping. The number one reason growth ideas fail is that we misjudge what customers 
want. The surest way to de-risk a project is to develop a deeper feel for that. Journey mapping gets you closer to 
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customers’ lives, to their problems and frustrations, as you seek to understand how to create value for them. This 
knowledge is the most important input to the search for profitable growth. 

As recently as a decade ago, we would invite groups of customers into an air-conditioned room with a one-way 
mirror, where they would succumb to groupthink and inexact memory. Today, designers have adopted the methods 
of anthropologists, observing customers in their natural settings and using techniques like journey maps to capture 
what they see and hear. Focus groups conducted with the users of Tide laundry soap, for example, reported high 
satisfaction with the packaging. When researchers went into their laundry rooms, however, they found quite a few 
washing machines with soap-encrusted screwdrivers nearby. “I use that to get the box open,” the subjects said. 

The journey map is a powerful tool to shift your focus from “What does my company want?” to “What is the 
customer trying to do?” It invites problem-solving teams to form a strong empathetic connection with the customer, 
not as a data point or a demographic, but as an individual with hopes and challenges worth considering. This field 
is sometimes called social research or design research, and it rewards patience, thoughtfulness, and reflection. An 
experienced social researcher encouraged us to “listen gently” and resist the temptation to declare a quick victory.

Emotions are a central focus here, offering powerful clues to what is really going on inside our heads (and hearts). 
Dr. Jill Taylor, a former Harvard Medical School brain researcher, noted:

“ Sensory information streams in through our sensory systems and is immediately processed 
through our limbic system. By the time a message reaches our cerebral cortex for higher thinking, 
we have already placed a ‘ feeling’ upon how we view that stimulation—is this pain or is this 
pleasure? Although many of us may think of ourselves as thinking creatures that feel, biologi-
cally we are feeling creatures that think.”7

Operations experts advise managers to “staple yourself to an order” to understand the flow of activities within 
your firm.8 We’re suggesting that you instead “staple yourself to a customer.” It may change what you believe about 
his or her order.
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getting started

Here’s how journey mapping typically works, illustrated with a recent journey mapping project undertaken at 
the Darden School of Business:

1. Select the customers whose experience you want to understand more fully. Spend some time investigating 
the context in which they do the “job” that your offering contributes to. Secondary data sources like websites 
and blogs are often a good place to begin.

A faculty/student team undertook the mapping of the MBA student’s journey at Darden. The 
aim was to improve the educational experience and increase student satisfaction. As team 
members began the project, they reviewed a wealth of published information about this gen-
eration of students.

2. Lay out your hypothetical view of what the customer’s journey looks like from beginning to end. Be sure to 
include all steps in the journey, not just the ones in which your firm participates.

The MBA mapping team identified 11 key steps in the MBA journey, beginning with the deci-
sion to investigate getting the degree and ending with graduation.

Decide Start First Year Second Year

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
• Research
• Network
• Visit 
 Schools
• Commit

• Plan for
 Darden
• Move
• Prep

• Pre Darden
 Socials
• Pre-Mats
• Tests

• LT/Section
• Cold Calls
• Class
 Discussion
• Time Mgmt
• Exams

• Briefings
• Job Search
• Club
 Activities

• Social
 Traditions
• Emotions
• Relationships

• Career
 Planning
• Internship 
 O�er
• Accepting
 O�er
• Abroad Exp

• Club 
 Elections
• Internship
• Academic
 Reflection

• Summer
 Offer/Not
• Full Time
 Recruiting

• SY Program
• Class
• Discussion

• Club
 Leadership
• Mentoring
• Social
 Traditions

• More Time
• Full Time
 Offer/Not
• Graduation

H
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h
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tiPs for 
intervieWing

1. Put the interviewee at ease. Let him or her 

ask you questions.

2. Ask for stories and examples. Capture 

memorable quotes.

3. Be curious. Look for surprises and inconsis-

tencies and probe these.

4. Use silence. Don’t be afraid of it.

5. Pay attention. gesture and tone can say 

more than words.

6. Paraphrase. Don’t lead the witness.

7. Listen hard for inefficiencies, overexertion, 

and workarounds.

WatCH tHis! BeHaviors 
to LooK for DUring 
etHnograPHy

ethnography involves observing users in their natural context. 

That sounds clear enough. But what are we looking for? As you 

watch users interacting with your products or services, here are 

some behaviors to look for:

confusion: Watch the users’ facial expressions. A confused look 

signals an opportunity to make the experience more intuitive.

overexertion: notice moments when people must work too hard 

(even if they don’t realize it) as they seek to solve their problem. 

pain points: Look for moments that are acutely unpleasant or an-

noying. you will see it in users’ facial expressions and body language.

appropriation: Appropriation is the use of a product for a new 

purpose. Plastic milk cartons are often appropriated by college 

students to serve any number of functions.

skipped steps: if users skip a step, it might signal that they don’t 

need, want, or understand the value of that step.

if you don’t understand what you saw, you can always ask. Just save 

the asking for later, because your observation is often more valid than 

users’ explanations; they are often unaware of their behaviors.
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3. Identify a small number of customers (generally 12 to 20) representing the range of demographic attributes 
of interest to you.

16 Darden students, representing a cross-section of age, gender, nationality, marital status, and 
educational background, were identified.

4. Conduct a few pilot interviews. Using your hypothesized steps, ask the customer to walk you systematically 
through the journey to be sure that you are accurately capturing the steps and getting the kind of data you 
need. This is hard work—harder than you think. It is often necessary to probe a single step repeatedly in order 
to get your interviewee to reflect more deeply on what they were thinking and feeling and why. Don’t settle for 
superficial answers. Keep pushing (gently).

5. Finalize the questionnaire on the basis of what you learned from the initial interviews and conduct the remain-
ing interviews, focusing on the emotional highs and lows of the experience. We find it best for two researchers 
to interview one subject together. This allows the interviewer to give the interviewee his or her full attention 
while the second researcher takes notes.

6. Identify the essential moments of truth and other themes from the interviews. This is an intense phase of 
sense making. You begin by asking interviewers to summarize what they learned during each interview on a 
single template. Then you rip a sheet of flip chart paper down the middle and write the name of each interviewee 
across the top. As a team, you summarize the key emotional highs and lows as bullets on the flip chart. You then 
post these on a wall so that you can begin to look for themes.
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Th e Darden team created the matrix using the two dimensions selected:

Mainstream MBas 
are focused on why 
they’re here and what 
they want; The most 
likely to be satisfi ed with 
the status quo

Happy Wanderers 
tend to fi nd their 
niche in the Darden 
community but may 
struggle to get placed in 
internships/jobs

Map-Makers 
are challenged to fi nd 
community (must make their 
own maps); Have broader 
expectations and more 
diverse needs; Least likely to 
be satisfi ed at Darden

Mature ticket-Punchers 
are more “adult” or 
specialized in their 
interests; Tend to do OK 
academically but socially 
they subsist outside the 
mainstream (they ask less 
and add less)

9. Position each interviewee into one of the quadrants. Describe the archetype as fully as possible, focusing on 
the demographics and psychographics that make this archetype unique.
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Here is one of the personas the MBA team invented, using the bottom left quadrant: 

scott, the Happy Wanderer
•	 Scott enjoys Darden and assumes that getting a job will be easy 

with a degree from a top-tier school—as long as he does well in 
his courses.

•	 Scott has a BS from Cornell in mechanical engineering.

•	 After two years at a rewarding engineering job, Scott was told by 
the head of his department that he’d need a graduate degree to 
advance in the company.

•	 Scott applied to top-tier business schools and was accepted by 
several. He chose the one with the best weather and facilities.

•	 Scott focuses on his course work and enjoying club activities with 
peers more than on job-search activities. 

•	 Scott is an extrovert, which occasionally helps him do well at 
recruiting events, but he doesn’t have a strategic approach to the 
events; he mostly goes for fun.

Managers often want to know what percentage of the market a given persona represents. That is not the purpose 
of personas: They are not meant to represent actual target market segments. They are devices, meant instead to reveal 
deeper insights into the various kinds of experiences that customers are having and to help generate innovative ideas 
about how to improve those experiences. 
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10. Map the journey of each persona. Each persona should reveal its own set of low points. These are the “pain 
points” that represent the most valuable innovation opportunities for that customer type. Some low points may 
be shared across personas, making them a particularly fruitful target for innovation.

Here is Scott, the happy wanderer’s, Darden journey:

Decide Start First Year Second Year

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
• Research
• Network
• Visit 
 Schools
• Commit

• Plan for
 Darden
• Move
• Prep

• Pre Darden
 Socials
• Pre-Mats
• Tests

• LT/Section
• Cold Calls
• Class
 Discussion
• Time Mgmt
• Exams

• Briefings
• Job Search
• Club
 Activities

• Social
 Traditions
• Emotions
• Relationships

• Career
 Planning
• Internship 
 O�er
• Accepting
 O�er
• Abroad Exp

• Club 
 Elections
• Internship
• Academic
 Reflection

• Summer
 Offer/Not
• Full Time
 Recruiting

• SY Program
• Class
• Discussion

• Club
 Leadership
• Mentoring
• Social
 Traditions

• More Time
• Full Time
 Offer/Not
• Graduation

H
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Looking at Scott’s journey map, we can make many observations. For example, his three most 
significant pain points involved his decision about what school to attend (too many choices), 
the job search (again, too many choices and not enough time to pursue all of them and study), 
and some classroom issues (other students are not as committed to their studies). All suggest 
fruitful innovation opportunities.

The MBA journey mapping project gave faculty an insight into the lives of students that pro-
foundly altered many of their beliefs about the Darden experience. After a presentation by 
student members of the mapping team, one long-tenured faculty member commented, “I’ve 
learned more about the real lives of our students in the last hour than I have in the last 20 years!”

DesigningForGrowth.indb   70 1/6/11   10:49 AM



J o U r n e Y  m a p p i n g  7 1

Faculty began, in particular, to appreciate that the experience was holistic yet very different for 
different students. For all students, what happened in the classroom, on the job market, or at a 
happy hour party were part of the same overall experience. This drew attention to the signifi-
cance of the work of non-academic colleagues in areas like Student Career Services. Having 
previously dismissed the job search as a necessary evil, faculty began to see it was perhaps the 
most significant factor in students’ experience at Darden—and that the disconnect between 
classroom activities and those related to the job hunt was a prime source of dissatisfaction. They 
also saw that different students needed and expected radically different things from that search 
process. Scott, for instance, needed a lot of upfront counseling to help him set some priorities. 
The “mature ticket-punchers,” on the other hand, entered Darden focused on a particular ca-
reer and needed a very different kind of attention. This new understanding of students’ current 
experience—as seen through their eyes—laid the foundation for significant innovation and 
ushered in a new level of collaboration between faculty and Career Services staff.

Journey mapping differs substantially from market research tools such as focus groups and surveys. Managers 
trained in those methods are often uncomfortable with the findings of ethnographic data because the number of 
subjects is much smaller. But a small sample is a deliberate choice, because the data gathering is deep and intense. 
The process uses observation and intensive interviews (ideally done in real time, while the customer is in the middle 
of the experience), in which the researcher walks the customer through each element of an experience, using open-
ended questions. These may be supplemented by photo diaries and videos.

Like visualization, journey mapping does not produce generalizable or statistically significant results; it does not 
“prove” anything. Instead, it spurs creative thinking about the unarticulated needs of customers, often inaccessible 
using methods with larger sample sizes. Its aim is not to produce a set of recommendations for action; rather, it is to 
produce a set of hypotheses for testing.
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try this at Home

Pick an everyday process, such as taking your child to school in the morning. Follow these steps to map the 
journey. Remember, the focus is on representing What is, not on brainstorming new possibilities.

1. List eight to ten steps in the process, starting with “Child wakes up” and ending with “School day starts.”
2. Take an 8 1/2-by-11-inch sheet of paper and orient it horizontally in front of you. Draw a horizontal line across 

it, towards the top of the page. Plot the eight to ten steps as points on the journey represented by numbered 
circles. Above each step, label the person or institution that is primarily responsible.

Mom

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

DadChild ChildMom MomSchool

H
ig

h
Lo

w

“Bacon!” “I get to sit next 
to my best friend.”

“Awesome! Snack 
in my lunchbox.”

“I don’t want to 
go to school.” “No time for breakfast.” “I missed the bus.”

“I forgot my 
homework.”

The resulting map contains the full sequence of steps but shows the entire journey as neutral. Now we can make 
some judgments about the experience.

3. Start by drawing a large rectangle below the journey map that runs the length of the journey. Divide the 
rectangle in half horizontally. On the left side of the paper, label the area above the horizon line as emotional 
high points and the area below as low points. This will let you capture the range of emotional highs and lows.

Now you will map the emotional highs and lows of the journey from your child’s point of view. 

4. Draw the best case scenario of the emotions that your child would experience throughout the journey. If 
everything went smoothly, what would be the best parts? Which parts would still be negative emotionally? 
Make a list of three or four emotional high points you have observed (or heard about from your child) and 
plot those points along the journey in the “emotional highs.” Label each high point with a short description, 
such as “gets to sit next to friend.” Connect the dots of the best case scenario with a smooth blue line.  

5. Next, draw the worst case scenario of the emotions that your child would experience throughout the journey. 
If everything went wrong, what would be the worst parts of the journey? Which parts would still be positive 
emotionally? Start by making a list of three or four emotional low points and plot those points along the 
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journey in the  “emotional lows” box. Label each low point with a short description, such as “misses the bus.” 
(Note: A key step can often contain emotional highs and lows.) Connect the dots of the worst case scenario 
with a smooth black line.  

Mom

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

DadChild ChildMom MomSchool
H

ig
h

Lo
w

“Bacon!” “I get to sit next 
to my best friend.”

“Awesome! Snack 
in my lunchbox.”

“I don’t want to 
go to school.” “No time for breakfast.” “I missed the bus.”

“I forgot my 
homework.”

6. Reflect on your work. Now the journey map reflects multiple dimensions: Sequence, responsible party, and 
emotional variability. Look at the entire map and see what jumps out at you. Which steps have low points 
but not high points? What might be some unmet needs for your child? For you? Where do your emotional 
low points occur?

7. As the final step in the process, make a list of two or three possible unmet needs for you and for your child. 
As a reference, consider these ten needs from Center for Nonviolent Communication’s list of universal hu-
man needs:

connection physical well-being peace autonomy

Affection
Consideration
Inclusion
Safety

Rest/sleep Ease
Harmony
Inspiration

Choice
Independence

The goal isn’t to nail it; the goal is to identify new hypotheses that may help you reinvent the process. For what 
it’s worth, an acquaintance told us her daughter came up with the idea of wearing her clothes to bed in order to have 
enough time in the morning to wake up gently and eat a proper breakfast before school. An unorthodox solution, 
but one that met the needs of that family! 
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