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Service Ontology

Services have long been thought of as a type of 
goods (that is, objects). The earliest descriptions 
of services as constituting a “tertiary sector” 
distinct from extraction/agriculture and manu-
facturing did not distinguish services by their 
type, only as a residual of units of economic 
exchange left over when natural resources, agri-
cultural produce and manufactured products 
were subtracted.

Services subsequently came to be thought of as 
objects of increasingly bizarre types. Services, 
it was thought, are goods (again, objects) that 
are intangible (they cannot be touched, tasted, 

smelled or seen), immaterial (they are not 
physical), inseparable (their production cannot 
be separated from their consumption), heterog-
enous (they are difficult to standardize), perish-
able (they cannot be used at a later time), not 
storable (they cannot be stockpiled), not trans-
portable (they cannot be moved from place to 
place), not accumulative (one cannot have two 
of the same service) and so on. Ordinary objects 
that are heterogenous and perishable are com-
mon. Objects that are intangible and immaterial 
are not, particularly on a modern materialist 
basis (except perhaps mathematical objects and 
abstractions). Thus, the suggestion that ser-
vices are intangible and immaterial makes them 
sound ghostly and otherworldly.

Hill (1977) offered a radical ontological shift in 
our view of services. According to Hill’s theory, 
services are changes (that is, events). Whatever 
else may be wrong with Hill’s description of 
services, the notion that services might fall into 
a different ontological category from goods was 
groundbreaking. Whereas objects exist, events 
occur. Objects have relatively clear spatial bound-
aries, but their temporal boundaries are less clear; 
events are just the opposite. Objects can move, 
events cannot. The idea that services are events 
rather than objects solves some of the apparent 
mysteries about services: events are intangible, 
immaterial, perishable, not storable, not trans-
portable and not accumulative.

More recent theories of services have observed 
that services are of a more specific ontological 
type than changes or events. What distinguishes 
actions from mere events is intention—actions 
are deliberative, purposeful changes. The intents, 
the purposes of the actors matter. Indeed, ety-
mology suggests that a service is always associ-
ated with an act of attention and care towards the 
other. The term ‘service’ stems from the Latin 
verb “servire,” which is associated with attend-
ing to, caring for, serving or adapting to another. 
This notion of services as actions seems to have 
received its first modern expression in the claim 
that “a service is a deed, a performance, an effort” 
(Berry, 1980, p. 30).

Still more recent theorists have privileged the 
role of co-production in the definition of a ser-
vice. Services, it is claimed, are characterized 
by providers and beneficiaries working together 
to produce a change. The view that services are 
co-produced actions therefore brings the notion 
of joint intention into the domain of services. 
That is, the characteristic feature of services is 

    





there is one asymmetry, though. In many services, 
no good is exchanged. When I get a haircut, I ben-
efit from a service, but I do not receive a good. 
By contrast, in every exchange of goods, there is 
also an exchange of services (both the embedded 
services that created the object of exchange and 
the latent services whose potential is embodied in 
the object).
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