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We are pleased to edit the paper proceedings of the research presented at the QUIS17 conference. The
research including 88 unique studies reflect five broad themes that provide new and important insights
about the current and future challenges faced by service-intensive organizations. The first theme
focuses on service design where scholars are examining the nature of and structural characteristics
associated with shared services, service ecosystems, and a wide array of service contexts  from
public service and non-profit organizations to pop ups and B2B relationships. In addition, there is
considerable emphasis on service innovation and the implications for design, primarily in response to
the competitive conditions that have evolved over the past two years.

The second theme covers several traditional and emerging topics within the consumer behavior,
consumer experience, and co-creation area. Continued attention is being given to constructs such as
delight, involvement, and voice, as well as segmentation. There is also increasing attention to the co-
creation process, including models that may be unique to online settings. Additionally, scholars are
exploring more granular psychological and physiological explanations of consumer attitudes, values,
intentions, and behaviors.

The third and fourth themes address service technologies and business disruption . The implications
of digitization, robotics, and Al are being examined in numerous settings and contexts. In addition,
research on environmental forces causing business disruption continues, particularly the ongoing
consequences of and mitigation strategies for the current pandemic.

The fifth theme considers several important and emerging sustainability topics. Again, in response to
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, many scholars are examining that factors that may influence
employee mental health and well-being, especially among those in front-line, customer-contact roles.
There are also several new developments in research on environmental impact and social responsibility
that offer important insights for service settings.

The studies presented at the conference represent diverse methodological approaches, including
literature reviews, bibliometric analyses, and conceptual papers. Empirical studies employing both
quantitative and qualitative approaches were conducted in several different sectors, including tourism,
hospitality, healthcare, retailing, and business-to-business. Some of the foundational theories used
include neuroscience, service management, service-dominant logic, pragmatist sociology, consumer
culture theory, and transformative service research.

Overall, the papers presented at the conference are indicative of the ongoing, emergent research
conducted in the global service research field. We would like thank all of the QUIS17 authors for their
contributions, and we encourage the service scholar community to build on the excellent work that is
represented in these proceedings and continue taking rigorous steps to advancing the extant body of
knowledge.

Kristina Heinonen, Hanken School of Economics
J. Bruce Tracey, Cornell University



More than 30 years have passed since the first edition of QUIS symposium was held in
Sweden in 1988. QUIS takes place every second year and attracts around 200-250 leading
researchers and executives from all over the world.

The QUIS symposium brings together the best interdisciplinary academic research and
management practices in a forum to advance the study of service management, service
dominant logic, service leadership, customer experience, technology and innovations in
service.

The pursuit of service excellence is a never-ending quest by organizations seeking to achieve
outstanding performance in their field. Benchmarking one’s own approaches against other
organizations best practices and gaining insights from their experiences are powerful means
for enhancing results.

The objectives of QUIS" unique high-level sharing and networking events are to:
. Promote the continuing improvement of service quality in all economic sectors around
the world
«  Gather thought leaders from the international business and academic communities
for an open exchange of insights and experiences
«  Share and advance the state of the art in theory and practice through presentation
and discussion of scholarly research and successful business strategies
«  Provide a forum for intensive international dialogue between researchers and
executives and to offer guidance for future academic study and business practices

In January 2022, QUIS headed towards Valencia Spain in its 17th edition, for what it was going
to be the first major face-to-face service conference after the declaration of the COVID-19
pandemic.

The delicate situation in terms of infections due to Omicron variant in the last days of
December 2021 and the firsts two weeks of January 2022 in Spain, resulted in a very difficult
scenario and forced QUIS17 to turn to a hybrid mode.

| want to express my gratitude to the members of Organizing Committee, the Doctoral
Consortium organizers and collaborators and the Conference Co-chairs, for their compromise
in the success of this QUIS conference. Hopefully, the next editions will be in a complete face-
to-face format. | also want to express my gratitude to all the researchers and participants,
especially those who travelled to Valencia, for their positive input that have allowed us to
gather this excellent event.

QUIS17 has been hosted by Polytechnic University of Valencia in collaboration with School of Business
and Management, VVinUniversity, Vietnam; CTF, Service Research Center, Karlstad University, Sweden;
Cornell University, USA; Yonsei University, South Korea and W.P Carey School of Business Arizona State
University, USA.
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ABSTRACT

This paper is based on an evaluation of a telemental health service, ‘Let's Keep Talking’, based in Liverpool,
England. Telephone interviews were conducted with service users and volunteers, exploring both the utility
of the service model in the pandemic context and its long-term viability. Findings highlight multiple benefits
of this model, which has the potential to generate transformative change within the lives of both clients and
volunteers. However, the particular benefits of face-to-face contact were also emphasised, ultimately
supporting an argument for blended models of care. Key recommendations pertain to blended care and
revisiting the service communications strategy.

INTRODUCTION

Long before the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic, psychological researchers and practitioners were
lamenting national and global ‘epidemics’ of mental illness, for which health services were already
dangerously ill-equipped (e.g. Tucci and Moukaddam, 2017). Despite large-scale attempts to increase
access to psychological therapies in the UK since 2008, through the Improving Access to Psychological
Therapies (IAPT) programme (e.g. Clark, 2012), mental health services have retained low rates of successful
penetration, with long waiting lists and reduced services in many areas due to the impact of austerity
measures (Cummins, 2018; Stuckler et al., 2017). Furthermore, public mental health services in the IAPT era
have been criticised for a ‘one size fits all’ approach, taking a narrow view of mental wellbeing and not allowing
those with mental health issues to exercise real agency or choice (Dalal, 2018; McPherson, Evans, and
Richardson, 2009; Morgan-Ayres, 2014; Newnes, 2016).

In addition to a general need for further and broader research into effective mental health service delivery,
the specific question of the effectiveness of telehealth in delivering healthcare more generally has been of
increasing interest. Questions relating to this form of healthcare delivery have been highly pertinent
throughout the pandemic and particularly during lockdown periods, in which the importance of 'social
distancing' to reduce the spread of the disease necessitates decreasing person-to-person contact as much
as possible (e.g. Venkatesh and Edirappuli, 2020). Telehealth can also be beneficial in helping to overcome
barriers associated with geographical location and time limitations (e.g. Perle and Nierenberg, 2013), and
may prove effective as a longer-term solution to some of the aforementioned issues within the current UK
mental health system.

In addition to reducing the accessibility of face-to-face services, the COVID-19 pandemic is also believed to
have negative implications for mental wellbeing across the country. During the first lockdown, one survey
found that 24 per cent of UK adults and 44 per cent of young people (aged 18-24) reported experiencing
loneliness during the lockdown period (Niedzwiedz et al., 2020), while the most recent predictive model
developed by the Centre for Mental Health (in collaboration with the NHS) has estimated that up to 10 million
people (almost 20 per cent of the population) in England could require new or additional mental health support
as a direct consequence of the crisis. The majority of these are expected to need support for anxiety,
depression, or both, with a significant number also struggling with bereavement and/or trauma (O’Shea,
2020).

While this is not a complete picture, with evidence that effects of the pandemic on mental health have varied

drastically in accordance with socioeconomic factors (McBride et al., 2020), the combination of additional
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economic stressors, isolation, and reduced access to mental health services faced by many suggest that this
is nonetheless an important area of enquiry. The Liverpool City Region, in which this study is based, has
been particularly affected by both the chronic underfunding of mental health services and the government
advice on shielding (Johnson and Aru, 2021; Tyrrell, 2021).

This paper is based on the evaluation of one telemental health service, ‘Let’s Keep Talking’, a free telephone
support service established during the early days of the pandemic and delivered by the Liverpool-based
Psychological Therapies Unit. The service is entirely free and open to anyone in need. There are no long
waiting lists and no assessment process to determine eligibility. Clients are also not limited on the number of
calls they can receive, and call length is dependent on their individual needs and preferences, though these
are generally limited to a maximum of around 30 minutes. Calls are centred around chatting with clients about
what is helping them to keep going and how they'd like to be coping, also allowing space for people to talk
openly about their issues without being told what to do.

This evaluation seeks to provide direct insights into if and how this specific service is effective, and more
broadly, contributes to an emergent research base regarding the delivery of mental health services during
the global coronavirus pandemic (e.g. Johnson et al., 2021; Li et al., 2020; Thome et al., 2020). The purpose
was to explore both the utility of the service in the current context and its potential long-term viability, seeking
to establish if this was best understood as a temporary adaptation or a permanent transformation of service
delivery (Berry et al., 2020). We explore this subject through a Transformative Service Research (TSR) lens,
seeking to understand the extent to which this form of telehealth has ‘the ability to uplift and transform
communities’ (Ostrom et al., 2010, p.10) and looking for evidence of transformative vs. habitual value creation
(Blocker and Barrios, 2015). While habitual value serves to maintain order and stability, transformative value
is associated with ‘positive disruption’ and meaningful long-term change (Blocker and Barrios, 2015, p.5).
Transformative value creation can be especially important for people experiencing vulnerability, including
many of those with mental health issues, who are typically less likely to realise maximum value from service
encounters (e.g. Hill and Sharma, 2020; Mick et al., 2012).

METHODS
Research design

After receiving full ethical approval from the University of Liverpool, researchers collaborated with the Let’s
Keep Talking team to gain access to participants. Different procedures were followed for client and volunteer
participant groups, which are explicated below.

Clients: The service manager sent out texts to current and former clients, letting them know about the
evaluation and asking if they would be interested in being interviewed. Those interested were asked to get
in touch with one of the researchers, either via email or via a freephone number linked to their personal
phone. Those who chose to participate were then sent a Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form,
either via email or (for those who did not use email) in the post. They were also asked to provide their
availability for an interview, and to specify if they would prefer for this to take place over the phone or using
a form of video software.

Volunteers: A brief overview of the study was sent to the organisation’s director to share with all volunteers
via email, including the email address of the researcher conducting the volunteer interviews. Volunteers were
asked to contact this researcher if interested. A volunteer Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form
was emailed to those who chose to participate, who were asked to sign and return the Consent Forms via
email and to indicate how and when they would like to be interviewed.

All participants were offered the right to withdraw from the study at any time and were assured by researchers
that their responses would remain anonymous. After being interviewed, participants were emailed a
debriefing sheet, briefly summarising the nature and purpose of the study and providing a list of helplines
they could contact should they experience ongoing distress related to the contents of the interview. The few
who did not have access to email were verbally debriefed.
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Empirical data was collected through semi-structured interviews with clients (n=10) and volunteers (n=5), all
of which were conducted either over the phone or using video software (e.g. Zoom). Interviews were guided
by sets of questions but followed participants’ leads in terms of the focus of the conversations. Client
interviews lasted between 15 minutes and one hour 23 minutes. Volunteer interviews lasted between 35 and
55 minutes.

Sample

The majority of interviewees were female: eight out of ten in the case of clients and four out of five in the case
of volunteers. Other demographic data was not collected.

Data analysis

Each interview was audio recorded with permission, transcribed verbatim and then subjected to rigorous in-
depth thematic analysis in order to identify common themes. Three researchers each conducted independent
analysis, combining use of NVivo software with manual thematic analysis. Individual findings were compared,
and conclusions were determined.

FINDINGS

There was a high level of consistency between clients’ and volunteers’ accounts of the benefits of the service.
Benefits were largely divisible into four overriding categories: accessibility and immediacy, building of trust,
collaboration and flexibility, and the mitigation of isolation. The ease and speed with which clients were able
to access the service was identified as a key point of difference with past service experiences, while
accessibility of support was also key for volunteers entering into an often-unfamiliar mode of service delivery.
Furthermore, the consistency of service provider proved important for building mutual trust and understanding
over time, enabling service users to confide in their callers and to feel more supported in their day-to-day
lives. Collaboration and flexibility related to the quota of sessions, the content of calls, and (for volunteers)
the nature of supervision. Both clients and volunteers often viewed the calls as something to rely on,
ameliorating feelings of isolation and giving some structure to their otherwise derailed lives.

Both clients and volunteers also described particular benefits associated with phone contact. These included
flexibility in hours and location, for example avoiding the expenses and inconveniences associated with travel
and providing or receiving support outside of usual office hours. Moreover, some clients highlighted how the
(mental and/or physical) inability to leave the house was a long-term issue outside of the context of the
pandemic, making some form of telehealth the only viable option. A few clients also found it easier to open
up over the phone than in person, while some less experienced volunteers found this was beneficial in
reducing distractions and helping them to focus on honing their skills. However, another common theme
among clients was the importance of nonverbal communication and a common sentiment that phone contact
was inherently unsuited to addressing more serious issues, associated with widespread intentions to seek
face-to-face therapy after the lifting of restrictions. Some volunteers also described unique difficulties that
arose from working from home, with the lines between work and personal life being increasingly blurred.

When asked whether they would continue to use Let's Keep Talking post-pandemic, clients largely fell into
one of three categories:

a) Would continue using the service as a primary source of mental health support.
b) Would continue using the service but in conjunction with face-to-face therapy.
c) Would stop using the service and seek face-to-face therapy.

The vast maijority of clients stated either that they planned on continuing to use the service or, if they were
no longer receiving calls, that they would get back in touch if they found themselves needing it again. All
volunteers expressed enthusiasm for continuing to play a role in the service after the pandemic, referring to
both an ongoing need for the service and the benefits they personally derived from being involved. Combined
with the accessibility of support, these benefits may be crucial for ensuring the long-term viability of the
service from a provider perspective, reducing the likelihood of volunteer burnout, which is often a major issue
among mental health professionals (e.g. Johnson, Corker, and O’Connor, 2020).
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While all interviewees foresaw some kind of postpandemic purpose for the service, there was substantial
variation in the extent to which this was experienced as personally transformative. Several clients did describe
a turning point of sorts, and a shift in their thinking with real-world effects persisting outside of the calls.
However, there was a common perception that the service was unsuited to the most serious mental health
issues, which some felt could only be addressed face to face. Overall, findings suggest that the service has
transformative potential but does not detract entirely from the value of ‘human touch’ (e.g. Eastwood, Snook,
and Luther, 2012), supporting the case for (postpandemic) ‘blended care’ combining telehealth and face-to-
face support (e.g. Wentzel et al., 2016).

RECOMMENDATIONS
Revisiting the service communications strategy

There was some evidence that clients were confused as to the full scope of the service. The complete
elimination of confusion and misunderstandings seems unlikely, particularly for elderly clients and those
engaged in multiple, somewhat similar services. Nonetheless, efforts to provide greater clarity at the
beginning of clients’ service experiences may be beneficial here. Ensuring all clients are given a clear
(possibly written and/or visual flowchart) overview of the nature and remits of the service may be beneficial
in shaping more accurate and/or positive expectations of the service.

Exploring opportunities for blended care

Overall, findings point towards the viability of a longer-term model of ‘blended care’ combining telehealth and
face-to-face support (e.g. Wentzel et al., 2016). As Let's Keep Talking is a project of the Psychological
Therapies Unit, who do provide face-to-face therapy, it may be that combining the two is an effective way to
provide integrated ongoing support. Given sufficient time, funding, and collaboration, it may also be possible
for Let's Keep Talking to build upon and increase their relationships with other organisations, in taking
referrals from a wider range of sources and/or adopting a more active role in signposting clients to other
organisations. Ultimately, some of the key strengths of Let's Keep Talking (accessibility, immediacy, and a
collaborative/client-centred approach) may be able to contribute towards improving clients’ experiences not
only of individual mental health services but also of broader mental health systems.
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ABSTRACT

It is the ultimate aim of this study to establish valuable insights into client experiences of integrated
homelessness and mental health support. This is achieved through the adaptation and application of the
Trajectory Touchpoint Technique (TTT), a service evaluation technique employing a rich pictures
methodology. An adapted version of the TTT is first developed and then applied to evaluate three integrated
residential services. Building on recent work on value cocreation in contexts of vulnerability, this research
explores facilitators and prohibitors of the cocreation of transformative value in the experience, highlighting
opportunities for innovation across the customer journey.

INTRODUCTION

Over recent years, the field of service research has undergone a paradigm shift, due in large part to
increasing interest in (and recognition of) the central role of customers in value creation. The shift towards a
more customer-centred outlook is strongly associated with the growing popularity of service-dominant logic
(SDL; Vargo and Lusch, 2004), which frames value as uniquely and phenomenologically determined by a
beneficiary, through processes of cocreation expanding beyond a customer/provider dyad to incorporate
service networks and institutional arrangements (e.g. Gronroos and Voima, 2012; Lusch et al., 2010; Lush,
Vargo, and O’Brien, 2007; Vargo, Akaka, and Vaughan, 2017; Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008, 2014).
However, some critics have asserted that much of SDL does not do enough to incorporate customers’
individual networks and internal processes into interpretations of value creation, influencing the
conceptualisation of value in the experience (VALEX) (Gronroos, Strandvik, and Heinonen, 2015; Heinonen
and Strandvik, 2020; Heinonen et al., 2013).

Despite disagreements on what exactly value entails, the achievement/improvement of consumer wellbeing
in some form is now widely accepted as a key outcome of value creation (Ballantyne and Varey, 2008;
Gronroos, 2008; Seppanen et al., 2017; Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2016). Consumer wellbeing is at the heart
of transformative service research (TSR; Anderson et al.,, 2013), which seeks to explicitly centre the
enhancement of wellbeing through innovation and improvement in service (Anderson and Ostrom, 2015;
Anderson et al., 2013; Berry and Bendapudi, 2007). Developed within TSR, the concept of transformative
value denotes a specific form of value creation, involving ‘positive disruption’ and resulting in meaningful
long-term change (Blocker and Barrios, 2015, p.5). TSR and transformative value have been identified as
especially important in contexts of consumer vulnerability, which are associated with reductions in wellbeing
and a reduced likelihood of realising maximum value from service encounters (e.g. Anderson et al., 2013;
Mick et al., 2012; Baker, Gentry, and Rittenburg, 2005; Rosenbaum et al. 2017; Russell-Bennett et al., 2020).

The importance of customer wellbeing as a service outcome has also proved increasingly influential within
the discipline of service design. Service design is a creative, human-centred, and multidisciplinary approach
for service innovation (e.g. Yu and Sangiorgi, 2018), which involves ‘understanding customers and service
providers, their context, and social practices, and translating this understanding into the development of
evidence and service systems interaction’ (Teixeira, Patricio, and Tuunanen, 2018, p.373). The use of service
design to benefit vulnerable consumers has been identified as a key service research priority (Fisk et al.,
2018; Ostrom et al., 2015), while synergies between service design and TSR have been highlighted and
expanded upon through the concept of transformative design (e.g Bate and Robert, 2007a; Burns et al.,
2006; Junginger, 2008; Junginger and Sangiorgi, 2009; Thackara, 2007).

Two specific groups who have frequently been defined as vulnerable are those with mental health issues
(e.g. Brennan et al.,, 2017; Hill and Sharma, 2020; WHO, 2018) and those experiencing or at risk of
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homelessness (e.g. Banerjee and Bhattacharya, 2020; Curry et al., 2017; Dobson, 2019). Mental health
issues are a highly prevalent concern on both a national and a global scale, having been identified as the
leading cause of the UK burden of disease (Ferrari et al., 2013) and amongst the leading causes of the overall
global burden (Vigo, Thornicroft, and Atun, 2016; Whiteford et al., 2013). Furthermore, this burden is
shouldered disproportionately by the most disadvantaged in society (Hewett, Hiley, and Gray, 2011; Lee et
al., 2019), sometimes referred to as base of the pyramid (BoP) consumers. BoP consumers are defined as
those who are frequently unable to reach ‘consumption adequacy’ (Baron et al., 2018), associated with a
state of vulnerability and likely disempowerment by factors such as discrimination and poverty (e.g. Mick et
al., 2012). Included within this category are many of those experiencing homelessness and insecure housing,
who are more likely than most both to experience mental health issues and to encounter insurmountable
barriers to engagement with the appropriate services (Department of Health, 2010; Homeless Link, 2010).

Despite increased recognition of the importance of active customer participation in healthcare (e.g. Lammers
and Happell, 2003; Nambisan and Nambisan, 2009) and a heavy reliance upon patient satisfaction
measures, there remains a dearth of research and tools advancing an in-depth understanding of customer
journeys (Gill, White and Cameron, 2011). A more expansive and customer-centred approach to service
evaluation has, however, been incorporated in multiple design and evaluation tools, such as service
blueprinting (e.g. Bitner, Ostrom and Morgan, 2008) and customer journey mapping (CJM) (Rosenbaum et
al., 2017). Conversely, even these tools have been criticised (e.g. Glushko, 2013; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010)
for inadequate customer involvement and for operating on the flawed assumption that all customers’ service
experiences are structured by the same points of contact, or touchpoints (e.g. Barile et al., 2016; Lemon and
Verhoef, 2016; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012).

In contrast to the history of (at least mainstream) homelessness and mental health service research, this
research seeks to adopt an innovative approach to service design and evaluation through the use of the
Trajectory Touchpoint Technique (TTT; Sudbury-Riley et al., 2020). The TTT is a service evaluation
technique which employs a rich pictures methodology to explore customer journeys (further details given in
Methodology), with the purpose of eliciting detailed narrative accounts and identifying opportunities for value
cocreation.

The setting of this study is an organisation henceforth referred to as ‘Company X'. Specifically, this research
focuses on three of Company X’s residential services, in which housing is provided in conjunction with mental
health and practical support. Two of the three services covered by this research (Services 1 and 2) can be
categorised as tertiary, providing housing and support to people who are currently homeless and/or have
histories of homelessness. The other (Service 3) is a secondary intervention, targeting a group that is
considered to be at high risk of homelessness due to severe mental health issues (Rogers et al., 2020).

Findings are intended to address three research questions (RQs) —

RQ1: What are the most important stages and touchpoints within a residential programme for those with
housing and mental health issues?

RQ2: What are the key elements and processes underlying the cocreation of transformative value in the
experience in this context?

RQ3: How useful is the Trajectory Touchpoint Technique, a service design technique, in uncovering
opportunities for innovation in residential homelessness and mental health services?

METHODOLOGY

Originally developed for the purpose of hospice care evaluation, the Trajectory Touchpoint Technique (TTT)
employs a rich pictures methodology to elicit detailed customer experience narratives, structured around a
set of identified service stages/elements and associated touchpoints. The TTT is administered through
presenting customers with a series of cards, each representing a different stage of a service experience and
featuring a set of related images. This proved highly effective in identifying opportunities for innovation in the
original context of palliative care and in later applications within related (i.e. hospital) and unrelated (i.e.
veterinary) services (Sudbury-Riley et al., 2020). These successes raise the question of if and how the TTT
can be effectively applied elsewhere, both within and outside of healthcare.
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An overview of the data collection methods used in this study is provided in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Data collection methods.
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In order to assess the feasibility of using this methodology with this population, a pilot version of the adapted
TTT was first developed on the basis of a literature review encompassing various strands of homelessness,
mental health, and service literature and policy documents. This was then successfully applied within another
Company X service, a tenancy support service providing integrated mental healthcare, and was found to be
highly effective in uncovering processes of and opportunities for value cocreation (Spence, 2019). Having
established that the methodology was appropriate for a population similar to that targeted by the main study,
a more in-depth literature review was conducted.

Stage 1 of data collection for the main study consisted of unstructured interviews with clients (n=5), frontline
staff (n=3), and management (n=2), which were all conducted either over the phone or using video software
(e.g. Microsoft Teams). This allowed for insights both into the formal operation and structure of the services,
as perceived by staff, and the subjective perceptions and emotions that were the most influential and
memorable for service users themselves. Data from these interviews informed the development of the
adapted TTT, resulting in the production of eight cards (see Table 1). The development of these cards was
also shaped by the literature review, findings from the pilot study, and access granted by Company X to their
service specification documents.

In Stage 2 of main study data collection, narrative accounts were accrued from Company X residential service
users (n=20) using the finalised adapted TTT. Conversations were again conducted over the phone and
using video software. These consisted of going through the cards one at a time, asking participants to
comment on as many or as few of the pictured touchpoints as they considered relevant and also providing
opportunities for identifying and elaborating upon any additional touchpoints.

Data from both sets of interviews was analysed using a combination of NVivo tools and manual thematic
analysis. At the time of writing, the process of analysis for Stage 2 data remains ongoing.

FINDINGS

The identification of key stages and touchpoints within the research context (RQ1) was facilitated by
unstructured interviews carried out with service users and staff, in conjunction with the literature review, the
original TTT (Sudbury-Riley et al., 2020), and findings of the pilot study (Spence, 2019). These are
represented in the eight cards of the final adapted TTT (see Table 1).
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Table 1: Overview of touchpoint cards.

Card Touchpoints

Pre-Arrival Past engagement with housing services; engagement with
medical professionals; worries and concerns;
unanswered questions;
referral process; signposting; waiting period.

Arrival Available information; moving process; unanswered
questions; welcome process;
first impressions; feelings (or lack of) of trust;
paperwork;
worries and concerns.

Assessment and Goal Setting Aspirations and hopes; care/support planning; choice and
dialogue; feeling (or not feeling) listened to; progress over
time; risk assessments; tenancy support meetings.

Practical and Emotional Assigned support workers; bills and paperwork;

Support encouragement; accessibility of staff; planning for the
future; relationship with other service users; telephone/text
support.

Facilities and Shared Spaces Bedrooms; bathrooms; kitchens;
gardens and outdoor spaces;
sound and impact of other users; food and drink;
cleanliness;
computers, TVs, Wi-Fi.

Building Skills and Resources Art and creativity; budgeting; confidence, resilience, and
strength; cooking and meal planning; financial difficulties;

. gardening; health and safety.

Connecting to Broader Connection to physical healthcare; coordination between

Support Network different parties and services; ease of navigation between
services; medication management; signposting;
telephone support; family involvement.

Moving On Paperwork and planning; personal development; moving
process and procedures; unanswered questions; ease of
contact if needed; help, assistance, support, guidance,
advice;
wellbeing and quality of life.

As data analysis remains ongoing, findings pertaining to the elements and processes underlying cocreation
of T-VALEX (RQ2) and opportunities for innovation (RQ3) are still under development. However, preliminary
analyses have uncovered substantial evidence of T-VALEX cocreation, which appears to be facilitated by a
combination of environmental (e.g. access to outdoor space), relational (e.g. familial-style relationships), and
practical factors (e.g. assistance with paperwork). Initial impressions of areas for innovation include enhanced
opportunities for peer support and training of agency workers. As these findings continue to develop, so too
will understanding of which of the identified stages and touchpoints are the most significant for service users,
potentially leading to identification of additional touchpoints and/or removal or alteration of original
touchpoints.
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ABSTRACT

This research explores ways that well-being can emerge when individuals become interested in self-tracking
and perform labour with self-tracking objects. Such objects include wearable devices and/or apps associated
with tracking bodily movements and/or food consumption. By leveraging Deleuze-Guattarian thinking, and
by drawing upon qualitative data generated from semi-structured interviews and diaries, diverse ways that
well-being can manifest from self-tracking is illuminated. An original contribution is made by illustrating how
in an area whereby individuals are assumed to be increasingly responsible for health and well-being, various
and complex possibilities emerge from dynamic, collaborative relationships between human(s) and non-
human(s).

PURPOSE AND MOTIVATION FOR THE STUDY

Coinciding with discussions regarding well-being and concerns for advancing the well-being of individuals
and society (Anderson et al., 2011), lies an opportunity to develop a greater understanding of ways in which
well-being can emerge for individuals willingly pursuing an alternate direction in their everyday life through
digital modes such as self-tracking. To further elaborate, corresponding with a growing cultural interest in a
life informed by numbers (Ajana, 2018), and the development of self-tracking technologies such as smart
wearables and applications which enable individuals to obtain, monitor, and understand personal data
(Wittkowsi et al., 2020), is a surge in recent years of individuals engaging with data such as biological,
physical, environmental or behavioural data (Ruckenstein, 2014; Lupton, 2016a). Indeed, digital technologies
such as wearable devices and apps associated with tracking bodily movements and/or food can have a
significant presence in everyday life, and self-tracking is recognisably a popular phenomenon (Zakariah et
al., 2021). Self-tracking has notably attracted the attention of academic research, with publications drawing
attention to an array of issues, including those such as privacy (e.g. Fotopoulou and O’Riordan, 2017),
motives for self-tracking (e.g., Etkin, 2016; Canhoto and Arp, 2017; Ashman, Wolny and Solomon, 2018),
and the potential to adhere to neoliberal ideals as a result of surveillance (e.g., Sanders, 2017; Charitsis,
Yngfalk and Skalén, 2018), to name but a few.

There remains original scope, however, to direct explicit and detailed attention towards how the well-being
of different individuals can be shaped by self-tracking in multiple, meaningful (and ongoing) ways and to
examine the implications of this. Marketing materials including those leveraged by companies selling health
and fitness wearables, or partners, typically promote self-tracking technologies as helpful, as enabling one
to move closer to fulfilling goals in a personalised and interactive manner and to live better. Furthermore,
self-tracking is acknowledged within the literature to be linked with improving an individual’s well-being
(Wittkowski et al., 2020). In contrast, limited explicit attention to well-being changes generated by self-tracking
exists as does the potential to interrogate ways in which insights regarding well-being and self-tracking can
contribute to Transformative Service Research.

Hence, with the aim to understand how individuals come to connect with self-tracking technologies and to
gain a detailed insight into whether and how lives can be transformed in meaningful and uplifting ways from
self-tracking, this paper directs attention towards the diverse well-being implications produced from affective
interactions (which vary in complexity) between individuals, devices, apps and data. Notably, individuals may

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
13



choose to self-track in a more private manner (Lupton 2016b). Alternatively, and coinciding with network
augmentation (Wittkowski et al., 2020), self-tracking may involve a communal aspect whereby data is shared
with others (Lupton, 2016b). Ways in which well-being is implicated from involvement with different kinds of
self-tracking assemblages is accounted for in this research.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Well-being and service consumption are linked (Kuppelwieser and Finsterwalder, 2016) and research that
better understands the role of services and service in creating uplifting changes and enhancing and improving
lives is called for (Anderson et al., 2013; Kuppelwieser and Finsterwalder, 2016). Indeed, improving well-
being through transformative service is recognisably a priority (Ostrom et al., 2010; 2015). Consequently,
many related research projects have been conducted in recent years including drawing upon frameworks
such as that of Anderson et al., (2013) and giving attention to contact occurring between service entities and
consumer entities and subsequent well-being outcomes. Also, research focusing on well-being in service
contexts including, albeit not limited to, health care, whereby there are clear goals regarding well-being
(Gardiazabal and Bianchi, 2021). For example, health and well-behaviours linked with the use of gamification
have been explored (e.g. see Mulcahy et al., 2018), as have active efforts between key human actors to
integrate resources and co-create well-being to address health issues (e.g. see Chen et al., 2020), for
instance.

Though ways in which particular well-being outcomes are achieved are focused upon, limited attention has
been directed towards paradoxical well-being relationships (Russell-Bennett et al. 2020). This is up until
recently whereby different dimensions of well-being outcomes and well-being trade-offs are accounted for
(see Russell-Bennett et al, 2020). Whilst arguing that relevant dimensions of well-being are contingent upon
context, these authors find that within an electricity service context, compromises made by consumers, which
are driven by aspects such as short-term and long-term gain or focus on who will benefit, are linked with
physical, financial, and environmental well-being tensions. An argument regarding the oversimplification of
the idea of using a service to improve well-being, as well as an endorsement for a multidimensional approach
to wellbeing and a more holistic account of the implications of service is subsequently reinforced (Russell-
Bennet et al., 2020).

An observation from reviewing the literature is that whilst interactions between different entities are viewed
to be central to achieving well-being (Kuppelwieser and Finsterwalder, 2016), there also appears to be scope
to further explore more explicitly different ways in which dynamic and collaborative relations between human
and non-human can have a range of implications for well-being. This is particularly so at a time when the
importance of connections, and evolving and expanding roles of non-human technological objects, for
instance, has grown within service research (Ostrom et al., 2021).

Although not typical of TSR literature to date, taking inspiration from ideas relevant to the work of Deleuze
and Guattari (1987, 2000) to explore well-being can be arguably advantageous for multiple reasons. In
particular, in accounting for the participatory role of individuals for impacting well-being, of which emphasis
has been given within service research (Bieler et al., 2021), but also in focusing more on the central
meaningful role of others. In turn, helping to activate a holistic and nuanced understanding of how well-being
experiences can be produced when there is the capacity for certain human and non-human elements
assembling to affect and be affected. Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 2000) suggest that the capacities of human
and non-human entities (that is, what they can do) depend upon affective relations with others within a
heterogeneous, dynamic, functional network, otherwise known as an assemblage. Without necessarily
denying individuals’ perceived agency, their thinking has been drawn upon in other contexts. It has enabled
opportunities to explore and illustrate ways that well-being emerges in more limiting or enlivening ways and
to evaluate ways in which well-being changes may be particularly welcoming or productive in light of prior
encounters (e.g. see McLeod, 2017).
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METHODOLOGY

Relevant data is produced from a qualitative study undertaken in the UK. The study sought to address several
research questions, including the following: “What human and non-human components influence individuals
to start interacting with health/fithess wearable devices and integrated apps, or standalone apps?” “How do
individual’s interact with self-tracking technologies and (how) do interactions change across circumstances?”
“‘How do individual’s interactions with self-tracking technology contribute to ways that well-being can
emerge?” and “How do new well-being possibilities (opened up/concealed/overshadowed) from self-tracking
compare with what individuals experience when not self-tracking with health/fitness wearable devices and
integrated apps, or standalone apps?”. To address these research questions, qualitative data were generated
from semi-structured interviews with 32 adults with experiences of self-tracking in everyday life. In addition
to semi-structured interviews, data were generated from qualitative diary entries recorded by 15 adults.
Follow-up interviews with eight diarists were also undertaken. Data analysis involved reviewing and making
sense of themes generated.

FINDINGS

Findings indicate that a self-tracking assemblage is unique to the individual. Self-tracking may involve limited
interactions with only a few data metrics. Alternatively, interactions with data may be more elaborate and
several data metrics may be meaningful. Tracking may be done more privately, or involve socialising through
activities such as sharing data, comparing data, and/or engaging in challenges. Understanding what steers
people towards or away from technology is a pivotal concern (Ostrom et al., 2021), however. Corresponding
with the first research question aforementioned, findings illustrate that many individuals working with self-
tracking technologies are not simply seeking confirmatory feedback, as questioned by Ostrom et al., (2015),
and are not simply choosing agents (Bettany and Kerrane, 2011), constructing goals to then strive for. Whilst
desires such as to lose weight, avoid iliness, enhance training performances, and do what evokes happiness
are relevant, particular concerns associated with an initial turn towards self-tracking notably tend to emerge
from a unique set of encounters with other human and/or non-human components, which lead individuals to
direct attention to new opportunities and possibilities that could result from acting differently. As but one
example, spontaneous viewings of photographs can be affective, heightening attention to particular bodily
changes resulting from existing relations with food and provoking unfavourable appraisal and low hedonic
feelings such as dissatisfaction. Whilst such feelings provoked are somewhat limiting, they are also
productive, kick-starting a change in mindset with regards to lifestyle and the unlocking of new, meaningful
capacities. One participant, for instance, refers to the significance of making changes to be happier with
oneself but also to establish better social relationships. To provide another example, shared understandings
arising between those engaged within a particular healthcare assemblage (e.g., patient, care professional),
can also encourage individuals to want to make lifestyle changes.

Whilst particular relations assembling that provoke new concerns and interests can be significant, an
openness towards what self-tracking objects can do (and enable) also can be relevant for encouraging
individuals to turn towards self-tracking. What can also be pivotal, however, is gift relations or money
relations. This suggests the potential for self-tracking to be exclusionary or harder to access for some, but
which could be addressed by making resources available to help enable access (Fisk et al., 2018).

Regarding interactions with self-tracking technologies, qualitative data generated sheds light on
circumstances impacting the types of data engaged with and when, as well as labour exercised by individuals.
Regarding the latter, and drawing attention to the capabilities of individuals (Ostrom et al., 2021), individuals
exhibit a cautious approach or particular receptiveness to data and/or capacity to experiment with data when
becoming attuned with self-tracking objects. This, of which, is linked with an adjustment to, and familiarity
with, self-tracking and its implications, and can be impacted by the material capacities of self-tracking
technology and can be shaped by prior experiences, suggesting historical interactions can shape current
ones (Hoffman and Novak, 2018). Labour is also performed, albeit to differing extents, when recording data,
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when consulting data, or when socialising. Notably, advances in well-being from self-tracking can foster
particular (ongoing) interactions with self-tracking objects, but there are also instances across some
participants whereby well-being may be compromised by self-tracking or whereby well-being may be
enhanced by de-territorialising to some extent from a self-tracking assemblage and by experiencing fulfilment
in alternate ways.

Though the well-being of self-trackers can be enhanced from attuning to self-tracking and from ongoing
interactions with self-tracking objects (often in ways which are notably disciplining but relishing), tensions can
arise. To provide some examples, data regarding food consumed can be considered as a source of truth and
potentially evoke less favourable emotions and be “rough” to read for some, but also be necessary for
challenging denial and making changes deemed to be increasingly nutritious an in alignment with an
envisioned food plan. Data visualised regarding physical activity, meanwhile, can become motivating,
encourage movement (contingent upon others such as being located in an accessible space to be mobile),
can produce favourable feelings, can transform the meaningfulness of a particular activity, and can also open
up opportunities which were not as clearly present in other aspects of everyday life (e.g. recognition for efforts
with a task; sense of confidence and belonging with others; motivation to partake in further self-care
practices). Data can, however, in given circumstances, also provoke less favourable feelings such as
disappointment or stress. Data can also become compelling, enticing individuals to engage in particular
behaviours that can then also potentially become counterproductive or raise questions about the power of
data.

In general, findings discussed comprehensively illustrate that self-tracking is not straightforward and the
process of moving closer towards particular aspirations by becoming organised by data is rather fluctuating
and contingent upon everyday situational events. Ways in which changes generated are more limited,
welcome, less welcome, or potentially enlivening, for instance, are also accounted for in light of prior
experiences which cannot be disentangled from self-tracking. This itself draws closer attention to the capacity
for self-tracking to produce favourable, less favourable, or rather mixed feelings and actions. Paradoxes
which can emerge in given situations assembling, including paradoxes recognised by Mick and Fournier
(1997) are also discussed.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Findings illustrate ways that well-being can be shaped by entities with the capacity to affect and be affected.
The implications of such findings are of relevance to practitioners interested in developing and promoting
attractive, accessible, and enduring well-being initiatives in everyday life. With regards to self-tracking,
research findings can be useful for better understanding information that could be given to general members
of the public to promote awareness about self-tracking and changes that can potentially be generated from
turning to tracking to address particular struggles and/or newly established interests.

ORIGINALITY / VALUE

A distinct contribution is made to the TSR domain by weaving a range of concepts and literature and empirical
insights which shed light on how well-being can be influenced in complex and potentially paradoxically ways
when individuals become more, or less, organised by self-tracking technologies. Although there is increasing
attention towards consumer responsibility for well-being (Ostrom et al., 2021), this research draws further
attention to the increasing role of a range of human and non-human components for significantly shaping the
well-being of individuals as they navigate everyday life and the encounters such brings.
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ABSTRACT

The article aims to analyze the value creation process by zooming in on the volunteers’ activities in a
healthcare ecosystem. A qualitative approach is adopted, and an empirical investigation is carried out in
collaboration with Kids Kicking Cancer Italia, an association operating in the pediatric oncology wards.
Empirical data was collected through 17 in-depth interviews and the analysis of volunteers’ diaries.

The study identifies the actors involved in the value creation process of volunteering activities within the
healthcare ecosystem. Moreover, four categories of volunteers’ value co-creation practices are identified,
together with the well-being outcomes generated for each category of actors.

INTRODUCTION

So far, poverty, discrimination, inequality, and vulnerability contribute to feeding the modern society crisis.
Innovative solutions are needed to respond to these turbulent times and foster a more inclusive society. In
accordance with the transformative service research (TSR), an inclusive society is characterized by a high
level of individual and collective well-being (Anderson et al., 2014; Rosenbaum et al. 2012; Ostrom et al.,
2010). Hence, it becomes a research priority to identify value creation processes that pursue the re-
humanization of services (Field et al., 2021). In this regard, healthcare is one of the most important services
linked to individuals’ well-being (Ungaro et al., 2021). It is also a relevant sector to study relationships,
dynamics and potentialities of TSR (Ostrom et al. 2015).

In the healthcare ecosystem, volunteering and co-therapy activities support traditional medicine and are
carried out through the collaboration of multiple actors (i.e. hospitals, patients, voluntary associations) who
integrate their resources to reduce the negative feelings associated with the disease and enhance patient
and families’ well-being (Guglielmetti and Menicucci, 2020). The volunteer represents an important actor who
can play a pivotal role in building a more responsive and resilient healthcare service ecosystem and
contributing to providing services for vulnerable consumers (Field et al., 2021). A volunteer is a person that
voluntarily decides to carry out activities in favour of the general good and social well-being without an
economic reward (European Youth Forum, 2012). According to the service research priorities identified by
Field et al. (2021), the volunteer actor can contribute to elevating the healthcare ecosystem and transforming
it into a sustainable service ecosystem. Indeed, volunteers are key actors in the value creation process of
the healthcare ecosystem, but so far, their contribution has received limited attention in service research
(Mulder et al., 2015). Hence, it becomes a priority to analyze how and why volunteering and co-therapy
activities can contribute to designing a sustainable healthcare service ecosystem, building social cohesion
and societal resilience (Field et al., 2021). In line with the call of Rosenbaum et al. (2011), the present study
contributes to investigating the supportive role that volunteers operating for the non-government organization
can provide in the specific field of healthcare. Although volunteers play essential roles in care services, their
contributions have not been much focused on in service research.

This article aims to empirically analyze the value creation process by zooming in on the volunteers’ activities
in a healthcare ecosystem. More specifically, the empirical context is the provision of co-therapy services to
hospitalized patients and the role of volunteers in creating sustainable healthcare services. The focus is on
(a) identifying the categories of actors interacting with the volunteers in the value creation process and (b)
describing how the volunteers co-create value by exchanging resources with the other actors, and (c)
analyzing the related well-being outcomes. In this direction, the paper investigates the volunteers’ role in co-
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creating transformative value and generating well-being outcomes for the whole ecosystem, as well as the
broader perceptions of the charitable services provided as co-therapy within the hospitals.

The article provides two theoretical contributions. First, the study represents one of the first empirical research
aimed to create new theoretical knowledge on sustainable service healthcare ecosystems focusing on the
role of volunteers. Second, we contribute to TSR by identifying the main categories of well-being outcomes
deriving from the co-creation process of volunteering activities carried out in the healthcare ecosystem.

Against the above backdrop, a qualitative approach is adopted, and an empirical investigation is carried out
in collaboration with Kids Kicking Cancer (KKC) ltalia, a volunteer’s association operating in the paediatric
oncology ward of many lItalian hospitals. Empirical data was collected through in-depth interviews with
volunteers and the analysis of one-year volunteers’ diaries.

The article is organised as follow: first, an explanation of the methodology is provided to elucidate data
collection and analysis; then, preliminary findings and discussion regarding the role of volunteers and the
impact of their co-creation activities are presented; finally, authors outlined conclusions with limitation and
future research.

THEORETICAL FRAMING

The study of service ecosystems’ impact on human and planet well-being is an emerging priority for service
research. The design of sustainable service ecosystems represents a pillar that needs to be deepened
through empirical investigation, by analyzing three priorities: large-scale and complex service ecosystem for
transformative impact, platform ecosystems and marketplaces; and service for disadvantaged consumers
and communities Field et al., (2021). To do research in line with these priorities, it is necessary to embrace
a wider vision aimed to adopt a multi-stakeholder perspective to understand the contribution that each actor
can play in developing a more sustainable value creation process in complex service ecosystem. According
to this perspective, volunteers and volunteering associations are directly involved in transformative service
(Mulder et al. 2015), especially the ones operating in the healthcare sector, contributing to create
transformative and sustainable value for society. Healthcare service ecosystems evolve continuously and
are characterized by high levels of complexity and specific actors (Frow et al 2019, Chandler and Vargo,
2011). A wide range of actors are involved in the process of co-creating value by combining and recombining
resources, and developing coordinated collaboration mechanism at operational, political,
social, economic, legal or ethical levels (Ciasullo et al, 2016: Polese and Capunzo, 2013). An important group
that often are neglected is volunteers. They play an important role in healthcare in collaborating with and
adding resources to the service provision, of particular importance for the well-being of engaged actors.

The European Volunteering Chart (European Youth Forum, 2012), answering to the need of a common and
shared vision on the topic, defined the volunteers as “a person who -carries out
activities benefiting society, by free will. These activities are undertaken for a non-profit cause, benefiting the
personal development of the volunteer, who commits their time and energy for the general good without
financial reward”. In Italy, the volunteers’ role is regulated by the D.Lgs.117/2017 and he is defined as “A
person which, by its own free choice, carries out activities in favour of the community and the common good,
also for through an agency of the Third Party sector, making available his/her own time and ability to respond
to the needs of people and communities benefiting from its action, in a personal way, spontaneous and free,
without profit-making, not even indirect, and exclusively for the purposes of solidarity". Moreover, the activity
of the person cannot be paid in any way even from the beneficiary, the institution of the Third-Party sector

can reimburse only the expenditure documented based on the precondition established from the institution.

Hence, the volunteer works by his own free choice in favour of the community well-being. In this regard,
Hasky-Leventhal et al. (2018) introduce the notion of “volunteerability”, defining it as the individual’s ability to
overcome related obstacles and volunteer, and relating it with the concepts of willingness, capability and
availability. Mulder et al. (2015) expanded the TSR literature by identifying a triadic relationship among
volunteer, service provider and community to describe the transformative charitable experiences. However,
in their article, the authors focalized the analysis mainly on the well-being generated for the volunteer,
demonstrating how this actor is at the same time consumer and provider of the service in a charitable
experience.
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METHODOLOGY

The study was carried out in collaboration with the volunteering association Kinds Kicking Cancer (KKC)
Italia. It was originally founded in United States in 1999 and in 2011 was established also in Italy. KKC lItalia
is a non-profit organization that helps children with cancer and severe chronic conditions and their families
to cope and better manage the disease by teaching martial arts. These activities are developed with a
supportive therapeutic aim to help patients in dealing with their iliness. The association was selected because
it operates with its co-therapy services in many lItalian hospitals (i.e. Bambino Gesu, Policlinico Gemelli,
Policlinico Umberto I, etc.) and multiple regions (i.e. Lazio, Campania, Umbria, Piedmont, Lombardy, etc.).

A qualitative study was carried out to describe and analyze the role of volunteers in the healthcare service
ecosystems and how their value co-creation activities contribute to the well-being of the involved actors.
A qualitative methodology is considered appropriate to study new and complex phenomena and
to analyze individual’s feelings about specific issues (McCusker and Gunaydin, 2015; Boulay et al., 2014).
The investigation was carried out integrating two methodological tools in-depth interview and diary analysis.

A total of 17 in-depth interviews were carried out at two different levels. Specifically, first the researchers
carried out two in-depths interviews with the founder and the president of the association and five in depth
interviews with the volunteers which manage the collaboration with hospitals. The objective of this phase
was: i) to understand deeply the mission, the vision and the values of the association; ii) to get a clear picture
of the activities carried out and comprehend the partnership process with hospitals; iii) to have a complete
vision of the healthcare ecosystem with the involved actors and understand the volunteers’ role; iv) to collect
their perspective regarding the impacts of volunteering on the stakeholders’ well-being. Then the authors
performed 10 in-depths interviews with volunteers and analysis of one-year volunteer’s diary to examine: i)
the volunteer’s works and responsibilities; ii) the volunteers’ perception of the transformation generated on
individuals and communities’ well-being throughout the provision of co-therapy programs within hospitals; iii)
the inner transformation and the effects on the volunteers’ well-being. The interviews were carried out in
November 2021.

Simultaneously, the authors coded and interpreted the diaries describing the volunteers’ experiences during
2019 and in the second part of 2021. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the activities were postponed until the
second part of 2021, hence it was not possible to collect further evidence during 2020. The diary is a research
method that allows collecting in situ information from a large sample and data about daily activities, self-
reflections, and opinions (Guglielmetti Mugion and Menicucci, 2020). The volunteer, at the end of each co-
therapy experience, has to report out in a diary the following contents: general information (e.g. number of
patients, names, age, and ward), activities performed (l.e. physical exercises, breathing technique and
meditation), and emotions and feelings. These reports are collected by the association and shared with all
the volunteers on a monthly base. Each monthly diary contains approximately 70 reports.

The transcription of the in-depth interviews and diaries were analyzed separately using a thematic analysis.
In both the cases, the authors followed the six phases process identified by Braun and Clarke (2006). In the
first, phase the researchers transcribed the interviews and collected the diaries. Each file was stored with
name and date. During the second phase, the authors used the software MAXQDA Analytics Pro 2020 to
manage and analyze the data. Multiple investigators were involved to guarantee the research rigor (Cété and
Turgeon, 2005; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). The recurring topics where counted and coded. Then, the
researches started the phase “Searching for Themes”, by grouping relevant codes into themes (Braun and
Clarke, 2006; Charmaz, 2001) considering the relevant literature on value co-
creation activities implemented in the healthcare context (i.e. McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012, Sweeney et al.,
2015; Lam and Bianchi, 2019). In the fourth phase, codes and themes were reviewed to verify their logical
pattern and consistency with the research question. Afterward, authors assigned a name to each them,
describing its content. Finally, in the “Producing the Report” phase a report was developed to depict findings
and the final interpretation. To support the themes comprehension quotes from participants were reported
(King, 2004). An example of the coding output process for diaries analysis is provided in Table 1, which
include: the detected codes with their frequencies, the related identified final co-creation theme, the theme
link to the literature, and finally, the description of the co-creation theme examined within the empirical context
of volunteering in the healthcare sector.
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Table 1: Example of Diaries coding process output

Codes Frequencies Final Theme Theme Related Description in context
literature

Mulder et al., 2015;
Lam and Bianchi,

Volunteers create relationships

Establisha 35 with all actors involved.

contact Connecting (co- (2019); Specifically, they need t.o
created McCo/}-Kennedy et ©n9age V.Vith th.e? young patients
relationships) al, (2012); and their fgmllles to have the

Sv;/eeney é tal opportunity to carry out the

Encourage 25 (2015) v activities and get positive

results.

In the following section, the preliminary results of the ongoing analysis are presented.
RESULTS

This section presents the preliminary results of the in-depth interviews and the thematic analysis of the
diaries. The analysis and results provided a basis for understanding how the association carry out co-therapy
activities and the pivotal actors involved in the healthcare service ecosystem. In addition, the main volunteers’
value co-creation activities are presented. Finally, the transformative outcomes in terms of well-being for all
the involved actors are reported.

Generally, the volunteers attempt to build a connection with the young patients, and then they start the activity
by practicing physical moves (when possible), breathing exercises and meditation practices helpful during
painful therapies. In doing that, families are also involved in facilitating the patient's engagement and co-
create shared moments of distraction and emotional well-being. From the volunteer's point of view, the
activities allow the child to grow apart for a moment from the disease, and help him vent anger, have fun,
relax, and manage pain. Moreover, activities can also positively impact family members who can participate
in the activity together with children or take a moment for themselves and get away from the disease for a
few minutes. Sometimes the volunteer must try to convince and stimulate the child to carry out activities
because some patients may be reluctant. The parents could have an essential role in acting as an agent for
setting the connection between the volunteer and the patient. On the other side, in some situations, the family
may prevent the connection for fear or a sense of protection triggered by the vulnerability of children. In
addition, The Covid-19 outbreak stopped activities that slowly resumed only in the second half of 2021 and
in a partial manner. According to the volunteers, the pandemic waves negatively impacted patients who have
been denied both the possibility of carrying out activities that amused and distracted them, and to which they
were accustomed.

The actors involved in the co-therapy process can be grouped into four categories: the volunteers, the
patients, their family and the hospital (including physicians, nurses, and administrative staff).

The investigation allowed the authors to understand the value co-creation activities performed by the
volunteers and the potential effects on actors’ well-being. In the diaries volunteers described their experience
immediately after the activities and it allows researchers to collect more information about self-reflections and
impressions going deeper in their instantaneous feelings. Simultaneously, the interviews put forward the
possibility to go further in diaries results and add more data about volunteer’s role and responsibilities,
understand the drivers at the basis of volunteer's motivations and their perceptions of the generated well-
being, even for them-self. After a first separate analysis, the authors examined together diaries and interviews
results and to achieve the study objective and they identified the value co-creation activity’s themes which
are specific for volunteers in the healthcare ecosystem: connecting, co-production, compliance with HSP
requirements, manage patients and provide co-therapies. The results are described in Table 2 and examples
of quotes are used to support the understanding of the themes. Some of them were already recognized in
literature as co-creation activities carried out by other stakeholders such as patients, families, customers (i.e.
Mulder et al., 2015; Lam and Bianchi, 2019; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012; Sweeney et al., 2015) and the
authors effort was to connect and interpret the literature examined in relation to the phenomenon under
investigation and the specific actor.
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Table 2: Volunteers’ value co-creation activities

Volunteer’s value co-
creation activities

Description

Quotes

Connecting (co-
created relationships)

Co-production

Compliance with HSP
requirements

Manage patients and
provide co-therapies

Volunteers create relationships with all
actors involved. Specifically, they need to
engage with the young patients and their
families to have the opportunity to carry
out the activities and get positive results.

Volunteers co-produce the activities in
accordance with patients, families and
HSP regulation which are all involved in
the activity’s implementation and design.

Volunteers must comply with the
regulations communicated by the health
facility regarding how to manage patients
and how to use the spaces

Volunteers help HSP to manage patients
and they provide co-therapies that can
help children deal with their iliness.

“Initially the mother seems a bit
uncertain, but we explain that the
exercises can also be performed from
the bed and so we start the activities
with the ritual greeting”.

“Fabio explains the importance of
breathing exercises and the
grandfather intervenes to tell us that
he always tells him how useful and
important it is to breathe”.

“The hospital provides us with
directions and there are regulations
that we must follow to get in touch
with children, even more stringent
during the covid-19”

“For nurses it is difficult to manage
patients all day and we help to do so,
in addition children after activities are
often more relaxed and happier and
this is an additional help for health
professionals”.

Moreover, based on respondent’s point of view, authors highlighted the well-being dimensions which were
impacted by the volunteers’ value co-creation activities for the involved actors: patients (emotional regulation,
have fun), families (relax, positive thinking) and volunteers (satisfaction and realization, empathy, burnout)
which are presented and depicted in Table 3. As previously, researchers started from categories already
recognized in literature (i.e. Gross, 1999; Duhachek, 2005; Fagerlind et al., 2010; Cordova et al., 2003;
Sweeney et al., 2015; Mulder et al., 2015; Mareike and Karsten, 2020; Watson et al., 1998) linking them with
the specific stakeholders of the current research, in this process the data reveal new well-being outcomes
categories: relax (for families), burnout and empathy (for volunteers).

Table 3: Well-being outcome by actor

Well-being
outcomes .
Actor : Description Quotes
(volunteer’s
perspective)
Patients  Emotional regulation Martial art therapy and volunteers’
practices helps patients to cope with ~ “Alessandro began to laugh and
their emotions seemed not to want to stop
: playing this game, his shots in
the meantime had become so
Have fun Participation in the exercises powerful that the shooter hit in
proposed by the volunteer allows Sﬁquegce Rofe(;fl? and ’;’7‘3-

. en ne wantedq (o use the
children to have. fun for a moment striker as & sword and threw
and forget the disease. himself into an epic battle”.

Families Relax The intervention of the volunteer

Positive thinking

gives the possibility to the relatives
to take some time for themselves
and to have the possibility not to
care for some moments the children.

Seeing the child happy and amused
allows the family member to develop
a positive thinking that allows him to
fight and better manage the disease.

“In the final relaxation, aimed at
removing the bad thoughts,
even the mother falls asleep

finding for a moment some
peace”.
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Volunteer

Satisfaction and
realization

Empathy

The volunteer feels satisfied and
fulfilled when at the end of the
activities with families and children
he perceives that his intervention
has allowed them to feel better,
better manage the disease and have
a little distraction.

The experience allows volunteers to
enhance their level of empathy.

“I like to see the father’s gloomy
face lie down slowly and also
the smile of the son”.

“Feelings are very strong and
sometimes it is better to take

breaks to overcome the negative
feelings that you experience

There is also a downside that during volunteer activities”.

volunteers can experience the
burnout, determined by the inability
to manage the strong emotions
following volunteering.

Burnout (negative)

DISCUSSION

The presented preliminary results shed light on the essential role (tasks, activities, and outcomes) the
volunteers play in the healthcare ecosystem.

The empirical results allow depicting the main actors involved in the value creation process of volunteering
activities within the healthcare ecosystem: volunteers, volunteering associations, healthcare providers
(including nurses, physicians, and no medical staff), patients and their families. It allows getting a picture of
the healthcare service ecosystem (Figure 1) understanding how the volunteers are integrated into it.
Specifically, the Mulder et al. (2015) framework is confirmed and adapted to the healthcare context, and an
additional actor is included (families).

The empirical analysis, in addition, reveals that volunteers’ activities contribute to co-create transformative
value not only for the patients, instead generating well-being outcomes for all the actors involved. Mainly,
combining existing literature and the results of the qualitative data analysis, four main categories of value co-
creation depicted are: connecting (co-created relationships) (Mulder et al., 2015; Lam and Bianchi, 2019;
McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012; Sweeney et al., 2015), co-production (Lam and Bianchi, 2019; McColl-Kennedy
etal., 2012; Sweeney et al., (2015), compliance with HSP requirements (Sweeney et al., 2015), and manage
patients and provide co-therapies (Mulder et al., 2015; Guglielmetti Mugion and Menicucci, 2020).

Figure 1: Simplified representation of the Healthcare ecosystem and volunteering value creation process.

Healthcare
service provider

.
T D

As pointed out by different authors, TSR is grounded on interactions characterized by collaboration, respect,
and sustainability improvement (Mulder et al., 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2011). In line with this perspective,
this research allows pointing out that the co-therapy activities performed by volunteers within hospitals
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generate transformative value for the healthcare ecosystem, namely to create well-being outcomes at both
individual and community levels. This is enabled by the active collaboration of all the involved actors that
cooperate to create value for the whole ecosystem.

In addition, the present research, not only confirmed that volunteers while operating create well-being for
themselves ("volunteers may be served while serving", Mulder et al. 2015, p.877), but also identified the well-
being outcomes generated by the volunteering activities for each category of actors operating in the
ecosystem. For patients, emotional regulation and having fun are created (Gross 1999; Duhachek 2005;
Fagerlind et al., 2010; Cordova et al., 2003; Sweeney et al., 2015), while for their family relax and positive
thinking are generated (Duhachek 2005; Fagerlind et al., 2010; Cordova et al., 2003; Sweeney et al., 2015).
Volunteers' well-being outcomes refer to satisfaction, realization, and empathy, but can also produce some
adverse effects in terms of burnout (Mulder et al., 2015; Mareike and Karsten, 2020; Watson et al., 1998).
For the hospitals and their staff, well-being outcomes are linked with a more well-structured organization of
the entertainment of patients and their family which translates into a better relationship with the patient and,
accordingly, a greater staff satisfaction.

Co-therapy services provided by volunteers and charitable organizations within the hospital helps to increase
the well-being of the patients and allow extending the creation of transformative value for other actors
involved and for the community in general. This is in line with the Gallan et al. (2019) study that pointed out
the importance of connecting patients’ ecosystems with those of others to contribute broadly to the community
well-being. In addition, the volunteer throughout is activities allows putting humans first (Field et al., 2021)
into the healthcare ecosystem, developing trust, agility and resilience.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this paper is to identify the main categories of actors interacting with the volunteers in the value
creation process and describe how the volunteers co-create transformative value by exchanging resources
with the other actors. Finally, the article presents the analyse of the well-being outcomes for each category
of actor involved.

This paper is one of the few to investigate the transformative phenomenon and the mechanism and outcome
of value co-creation during volunteer activities in the healthcare context. Negative and positive impacts on
the individual and collective well-being of involved stakeholders were highlighted. Indeed, the study
contributes to the current knowledge, providing valuable insights into transformative value co-creation
practices and related well-being in the healthcare sector. It highlights the pivotal role of volunteers and co-
therapy services in triggering resources exchanging practices that generate well-being not only for patients
but also for all the categories of actors. Accordingly, the present research attempts to provide empirical
evidence to enrich the services research priorities identified by relevant authors (i.e. Field et al. 2021;
Rosenbaum, 2015; Ostrom et al. 2015; Baron, Warnaby and Hunter-Jones, 2014; Ostrom et al. 2010) by
advancing theories related to both TSR and sustainable service ecosystem.

The empirical analysis provides practical implications, generating beneficial implications for multiple actors.
The role of volunteers and volunteering organizations in the healthcare ecosystem is recognized, and the
transformative value co-creation practices are bought to the light. In addition, hospitals, healthcare service
providers, and charitable organizations have access to evidence-based information to improve co-therapy
and design new services to increase the patients' well-being.

Since the empirical case and qualitative data collected refer only to a volunteering association (KKC ltalia)
and its volunteers, the results could be affected by some bias related to the specific co-therapy activity
performed (martial art therapy). Future studies may be carried out to confirm or extend the presented
outcomes by including different co-therapy activities (e.g. horticultural, ceramic, etc.). In addition, the present
research is contextualized in Italy, and it may be interesting to develop cross-country comparative research
aimed to investigate how the social context and the institutional arrangement can affect both the co-creation
practices and the well-being outcomes.
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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on how fitness technology services can be designed in order to support the co-creation
of motivation to sustain a healthy behavior. The study used an exploratory qualitative design in which we
interviewed eight seasoned runners about their running routines and their use of fitness trackers. The result
shows that the fitness routines require careful planning and deliberation, and that the maintenance of a
healthy lifestyle relies more on what happens between the activities than during said activity. Thus, fitness
trackers should focus on feedback that allows users to co-create motivation during intermissions between
health promoting behaviors.

INTRODUCTION

There is a global interest to understand how governments and organizations can support the individuals to
adopt a healthier lifestyle (UN General Assembly, 2015). Apart from the more obvious physical benefits of a
healthy lifestyle (Marteau, 2018) several studies also show positive effects on psychological health aspects,
such as improved mood, lower anxiety, better stress resilience, and higher self-esteem (Scully et al., 1998;
Young et al., 2018). In contrast to what the name implies, lifestyle choices are influenced by both personal
and external circumstances (Marteu, 2018). This paper explores how fitness technology can help users co-
create better health by means of supporting better lifestyle choices.

The challenges of behavior change

Understanding behavior change is an integral part of psychology, and there are numerous theories for
behavior change. One of the best-known is Bandura’s social cognitive theory, which describes how social
modeling influences a person’s behavior; and includes the dual-system of Self-efficacy and Self-regulatory
processes (Bandura, 1986). Self-efficacy regards a person’s belief of success and mastery, and the effort he
or she will expend for this success. Self-regulatory processes refer to self-monitoring of behaviors, which
may result in either behavior change or reinforcement, depending on whether or not the behavior is deemed
successful.

A behavior change model that includes the importance of the surrounding environment is the so-called COM-
B model (Michie, van Stralen and West, 2011), which states that Behavior comprises three aspects:
Capability, Motivation, and Opportunity. Capability is the individual’s psychological and physical capacity to
perform the desired behavior. Opportunity is the external conditions that promote the desired behavior.
Motivation includes all processes that direct behavior, for example feelings and attitudes (Michie et al., 2011).
Another well-known behavior change model is Fogg’s (2009), that includes three of the aforementioned
aspects for behavior change: (a) Motivation (the person’s willingness to change his/her behavior); (b)
Ability/simplicity (the effort it will take the person to performed the desired behavior); and (c) Triggers/timing
(the cues that may stimulate the performance of desired behavior). All in all, in order to successfully both
attain and sustain behavior changes, several aspects need to be present both within and outside the
individual.

In addition, we also need to understand why behavior change is often obstructed. Two general conclusions
have been drawn from decades of research (Bouton, 2014): firstly, even if someone successfully manages
a behavioral change - the old behavior is still latent. This means that the extinct behavior is merely inhibited,
and can cause lapse or relapse under certain circumstances. Secondly, most behaviors are specific to a
situation, that is, newly acquired healthy behaviors will be harder to maintain in some situations than others.
For instance, a new healthy diet is easier to forgo under stressful or otherwise disruptive situations than
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during “normal” circumstances. In addition, the new behavior needs to be learnt in several different situations
for a sustainable behavior change (Bouton, 2014).

A similar way of understanding the challenges of behavior change is through Kahneman'’s dual-system of
heuristics (Kahneman, 2011). “System 1” is our fast and automatic way of thinking, feeling, and reacting; it is
emotional and unconscious and basically a default decision pattern. “System 2” is slow, controlled, and
logical; a conscious and informative way of thinking and reasoning. Both systems are equally appropriate in
different situations (Dijksterhuis et al., 2006), where System 1 saves cognitive energy in everyday life but
also hinders behavior changes, as a new behavior demands System 2, as it is a controlled decision that
takes effort and conscious thinking.

Individuals trying to change their behavior are increasingly relying on fitness technology to quantify and record
their fitness regimes. Wearable fitness technology provides reminders and feedback about the quantity and
intensity of an activity, by means of sensors that track and record behaviors (Sullivan and Lachman, 2017).
The main task is to provide different kinds of feedback that will help users behave in accordance with a
desired behavior, whether it regards adoption of a healthier lifestyle or disease prevention (Chia et al., 2019).

Fitness technology and the co-creation of health

Wearable fitness technology is the leading trend in the fitness industry (Thompson, 2020). According to
several service researchers (e.g., Baccman et al., 2020; Kristensson, 2019; Kunz et al., 2019; Paluch and
Tuzovic, 2019) service technologies are transforming our society rapidly and this has implications for both
businesses and consumers. Fitness technology is thus a service whose purpose is to help, motivate or create
more opportunity for behavior change (Sullivan and Lachman, 2017).

Despite the widespread use of fitness trackers, research has cast doubts on their effectiveness for behavior
change (Nuss et al., 2021). Schembre et al. (2018), showed that the efficacy of feedback on behavior change
was only significant in four out of nine studies in their review. This is unfortunate as research on consumer
well-being suggests that consumers may find opportunities to co-create important values for themselves by
using technologies of various kinds (Gummerus et al, 2019). However, research on future service
technologies also reveal that they are increasingly being designed using a company perspective, thus
neglecting the value that the user has interest in (Kunz et al., 2019). Taken together, the quality of the fitness
technology and its ability to both attain and maintain behavior changes seem to vary considerably (Nuss et
al. 2021; Mohr et al., 2013). Most importantly, as pointed out by Fritz and et al. (2014), most studies are
incapable of showing lasting behavior changes, that is validating a real value of fitness technology for actual
behavior changes. Thus, there is a gap in the academic literature between the purpose of fitness trackers
and its value for maintaining behavior changes.

Aim

The aim of this study was twofold: firstly, to explore how seasoned runners used fitness trackers to help them
maintain a healthy behavior. In other words, how do fitness trackers motivate athletes to maintain an
established fitness routine. Secondly, how can fitness technology services be designed in order to support
the co-creation of motivation to sustain a healthy behavior.

METHOD

The design of this study was exploratory and used qualitative interviews as data. The term fitness trackers
was used to include wearable fithess technology, such as watches and smartphones that was used for
logging data from an exercise either as an end-feature or by means of an application.

Participants

The participants in this study were eight non-professional runners (five men, three women) aged between 30
and 65, who had run at least two years as part of their training routines. Participants ran twice or more times
a week, ranging from 5 to 25 kilometers, and had used fitness trackers for at least three months on a regular
basis. Three of the participants did other forms of exercise during the week or across the year, and considered
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running a means for a more primary goal and one participant was actively training for a marathon. Thus, they
were all maintaining healthy behaviors, rather than making behavioral changes.

Apart from the inclusion criterion of being regular runners, all participants were required to use or have used
at least one of the following fitness trackers for at least three months: Runkeeper, Weight Loss Running,
Endomondo, Runtastic, Nike+ Run Club, Strava, Run Tracker, Garmin Connect, Map My Run, and/or
Runmeter.

Procedure

As the main purpose was to learn how the participants used fitness trackers in their exercise regimen, the
interview questions regarded three broad themes: the exercise routine; use and user experiences of fitness
trackers; and use of specific functions in the fitness tracker. Participants were also asked if they ran without
the fitness tracker and if so, to describe what such a run would be like. The interviews did not specifically
render a given number of questions but aimed to capture the participants’ user perspective.

All participants had given their consent to participation in accordance with the principles of the World Medical
Association (WMA, 2018), that is, informed consent to how data would be collected, processed and stored;
that participation was voluntary and could be withdrawn at any time. The interviews lasted between 45 and
60 minutes and were conducted in person. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. All
audio files are stored on a protected server, and the transcripts have been anonymized.

Data analysis

The data analysis was made in NVivo 11 for Mac. The open coding in NVivo was conducted by one of the
researchers and the results were discussed with the other researcher throughout all steps of the analysis.

The analysis was conducted according to thematic analysis where the semantic/explicit meaning of the
interview is analyzed (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The analysis was iterative, but can be described as having
six steps. The first step was to get to know the data from an overall, holistic perspective. The second step
was extracting meaning from the interviews and coding these according to content. A code could range from
one to several sentences, representing communalities within the code. The coding was kept close to the
data, that is, the coding did not stray far from the explicit meaning of the code. The third step was
interpretative, with the objective of finding protothemes from the initial coding. Here, the codes were combined
or split according to a common theme and checked again for inconsistencies. In the fourth step, the themes
were reviewed and reanalyzed according to the emergent protothema. All themes were examined so as to
be distinct and separable, and that they contained coherent data. The fifth step was to further refine and
define each theme and give them distinctive and representative labels. At this point, a unifying understanding
of the data emerged from the themes, and a model was created to visualize the data. The sixth and final step
was the writing up and reporting of the data and analysis.

RESULT

The analysis generated two general categories: Exercise and Between exercises. The category Exercise
describes a process from the start of the actual running activity until the end. This includes themes related to
pre- to post-exercise routines. Between exercises, refers to the time interval between workouts, and emerged
from the themes that described the time in which the participants used the data from the fitness trackers for
motivation. This interval may vary in duration from days to weeks, and seemingly even months in some cases,
as in the case of those who do not run during winter. As this study focuses on maintaining behavioral change
and how fitness trackers can be used for this, we only briefly outline categories related to the actual exercise
routine.

Exercise
This general category consisted of three broader themes: Pre-exercise, During exercise, and Post-exercise.

The first theme concerned the time just before the participant starts running and contained the following sub-
themes: Pre-routine, Calibration, and Hassles. Pre-routine was the preparations before the run (for example,
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“Well, | prepare while | change and put on my workout wear, and the best is to [run] first thing in the morning
/...I"). Part of this is the Calibration of their fitness tracker, and this is also where the Hassles may occur. The
latter is depicted in the following example: “At that point | found [the fitness tracker] difficult to wear on my
arm, when | had a small bag on my arm and it was a hassle to put it in there”.

The second theme, During exercise, enclosed three sub-themes: Feelings and thoughts, Real-time
monitoring, and Failure to register. The first, was the participants’ descriptions of how they felt when they ran,
for example how their mind became occupied by thoughts. The sub-themes, Real-time monitoring and Failure
to register, were related to the fithess trackers. Mainly the ability of the fithess trackers to accurately monitor
and register activity data, in terms of time, pace, location, and so on. Failure to register, either due to faulty
GPS signals or because the participant accidentally reset the fitness tracker, the participants describe this
as “devastating”. Accurate registration of the exercise activity is a key aspect of why the participants use
fitness trackers during exercise, as illustrated in the quote: “/.../ the times | have forgotten to start the watch
when | am running /.../ it is like | haven’t done it at all /.../ Like being at work for free”

The final theme, Post-exercise, encompassed three sub-themes: Feelings after, Routines after, and Faulty
feedback. Feelings after regarded how the participants felt after having completed the run; sometimes in
depending on their performance, and sometimes regardless of their actual performance. Routines after were
descriptions of what the participants did directly after their run, for example, if they stretched or just sat down
at the kitchen table and looked at the registered data on their fithess tracker.

Faulty feedback comprises statements on how the participants felt and reacted if they discovered that the
fitness tracker had failed to register the run correctly. This can be divided into sub-themes in terms of temporal
consequences when the feedback fails: Long-term effects and Short-term effects. Short-term effects were
the participants’ immediate reactions and feelings at discovery; Long-term effects, concerned the impact of
failure to register activities on the possibility of evaluating an activity as part of reaching a certain goal.

Between exercises

The second category, Between exercises, concerns the time between one run and the next. Two themes
emerged: the Planning of workouts and descriptions of the wearable as a crucial Motivator. Planning
comprised sub-themes regarding how the participants planned their workouts, and Exercise variation. Careful
planning and variation were ways of maintaining motivation and goal attainment. Planning also included
strategies for staving off slacking, that is how the participants identified and neutralized Threats to exercise.
For example, by going out running first thing in the morning, before anything else came up or because this
was less intrusive on the rest of the family. Creating a permanent weekly routine was a common way to
overcome Threats to exercises: “... No since I'm very intent, it is Tuesdays and Thursdays straight out after
work”. Another way to stave off slacking was by using Reminders, such as putting out their running gear on
the kitchen table to avoid forgetting their plans once they come home from work.

The second theme, Motivator, contains descriptions of how the participants were motivated by the wearable
and its different functions, as illustrated in:

[The routine] would probably look pretty similar | think, it is mostly for myself, | want a confirmation on
‘yes now it went this fast’ or ‘yes but | felt that’; | can be pleased with myself if it went faster than the
time before. A little carrot and stick to improve myself.

Motivator, was connected to six sub-themes regarding the use of the wearable: Self-worth of fitness trackers,
Simplicity, External feedback, Ambivalence, Utility, and Lacking functions. The first sub-theme, Self-worth of
fitness trackers, represents an expressed inclination and interest of technical gadgets regardless of
performance: “More functions in [the app] that | can lose myself in”. The second sub-theme, Simplicity,
regarded the participant’s choice and use of fitness trackers, both of which were often due to a design of
straightforwardness, promptness, and usability. The third sub-theme, External feedback, comprises
statements regarding both social media and where a group of “friends” (real or digital) can train or compete
in a private group. Social sharing could be about both becoming motivated or encouraging others, but could
also be about wanting to show off.
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The fourth, Ambivalence, regards the participants’ conflicting thoughts and feelings toward their use of fitness
trackers. Here the participants could express a compulsive need for the fitness trackers to give them feedback
about their performance even if they claim not needing it. Ambivalence can also be about admitting that the
pleasure of running would be greater without the fitness trackers, as depicted by the following quotes: “Maybe
| would train better without an app as | would then have to listen to my physiological clock instead of a ticking
clock”. The fifth sub-theme, Utility, refers to descriptions of what functions in the fitness trackers the
participants use and appreciate. This includes keeping track of time, distance, and pace, helping with interval
training, or pulse-monitoring.

Deficiencies of Utility were coded in the sixth and final sub-theme. Here participants expressed displeasure
with certain functions or missing the availability of other functions. Examples include problems with the GPS,
not being able to turn of the timer register, and other pieces of information that were considered unwanted
and not unrequested, such as: “But you’re being put into context like the average person in my age, that's
why | reacted, and [the information] is there first thing, it would be different if | had looked for it”.

Lacking functions was also connected to the previously mentioned sub-theme, Long-term effects of Faulty
feedback (Post-exercise in the general category of Exercise). The long-term effects of faulty logging may
affect motivation, by having a deteriorating effect of the Utility of the fithess trackers in terms of Lacking
functions, as illustrated by:

It shows that | ran on a lake /.../, when in reality | ran around a lake. That part could be improved. Be
more exact in receiving GPS signals to more accurately show where you have run, so you can really
stand for that round. Of course, it can be poor signals locally. It does not happen often, but it happens
and when it does, and it is simply not correct, | become displeased.

In sum, the results show that regardless of how long the participants had run for, they still needed a strategy
for keeping up the running routine, and that the main reason for using a fitness tracker was to record data
from the run. Although the data for progress during the run was used for knowing time and distance, the
participants’ experiences during the run were more described in terms of feelings and moods, than
performance. In contrast, the recorded data was a validation of the activity that could be used for feedback
later in time, sometimes as a way of motivating themselves to run on days where running felt like a chore.

DISCUSSION

The aim of the current study was twofold. One aim was to explore how fitness trackers are used to maintain
healthy behaviors; here, sustain a physical activity. The second aim was to see whether and how the usage
can be utilized in the design of fitness trackers to support the co-creation of motivation to sustain a healthy
behavior. The results showed that the participants’ exercise behaviors were maintained in two ways. One
way regarded the data’s motivational aspects during the actual exercise, as depicted in the general category
Exercise. Here the importance of the fitness tracker to help the runner to keep track of the time, distance, or
route, depending on their personal goal(s) with their training was emphasized. The information the fitness
tracker provided during the actual workout seemed to have an immediate motivational reward and created a
feeling of wanting to do it again for the sake of the positive experience in itself that increases in self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1986). Thus, the “feel good” and the “can do” during exercises motivates repeat behavior.

The second way the participants’ healthy behavior was maintained was by means of the data itself, and the
fact that they had performed was emphasized, not the success of the performance. Thus, the fitness tracker’s
ability to record and save the data from the run was vital, and failure to download and save the data was
considered disastrous. Fritz and et al. (2014) found similar results, where the participants reported that the
recording of the activity was more important for both enjoyment and motivation than the activity itself. The
feedback being key for behavior changes (Stragier et al. 2016). The saved data from the fitness tracker was
an important motivator for the participants’ next run. Registered data seems to increase self-efficacy and
mastery by providing proof of success and thereby motivating the participants to continue their healthy
behavior between exercises (Bandura, 1986). In other words, recorded data is used to encourage
continuance of behavior.

It is interesting to note that while the participants were seasoned runners, they were still vulnerable to
everyday threats to exercise and this could be seen in their strategies before and between runs. This is in
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line with previous research on behavior change showing that the old behavior is only latent and not extinct,
which is why it is so easy to fall back to old habits (Bouton, 2014). Thus, behavior change is an ongoing,
conscious activity, creating ample opportunity for service providers to support with both intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation such as triggers and reminders.

Taken together, this study shows that the motivational force of fitness trackers is twofold: firstly, what happens
during the activity (e.g., moods and feelings about the performance), and secondly, what happens between
activities (e.g., the feedback and planning). However, since any level of activity is better than no activity at
all, getting people to exercise should be a more important task than maximizing exercise effects.
Consequently, motivating users to re-engage in healthy behavior during the intermission between activities
should be a priority in fitness trackers. Participants’ intermissions in this study could last from a day (a rest
between workouts) to months (during winter, for example), and it was during this period, however long or
short, that the participants planned, evaluated, and got themselves motivated for their next workout. This
relates to the second aim of this study, which is to identify how the runners’ use of fithess trackers, and can
be utilized to improve the design to maintain healthy behavior.

Previous studies have shown that fitness trackers, at best, reinforce new behaviors (Nuss et al., 2021).
Similarly, our study clearly shows that the participants use recorded data for motivational purposes between
runs. By focusing more on this aspect of the behavioral cycle, fitness trackers can be used to create
motivational intermissions (see Figure 1). Motivational intermission is the time between activities that have
the ability to increase the probability that the user will re-engage in the activity.

Figure 1: The model of motivational intermissions between activities.

Healthy behavior

Pre activity Post activity
behaviors behaviors

Motivational intermissions

- Motivating feedback
- Broad choice bracketing
- Motivational streaks

Based on the model of motivational intermissions, the need to correctly register data can be understood in
terms of the theory of choice bracketing. Here, a decision is made either in relation to a history of decisions,
broad choice bracketing, or in isolation, narrow choice bracketing (Kahneman and Lovallo, 1993). Depending
on which perspective the decision is based on, the assessment of its outcome will also vary. Broad choice
bracketing is rarer than narrow bracketing, but will probably be a more realistic estimate (Kahneman and
Lovallo, 1993), and will also change the perception of losses and gains, with an overall more positive view of
its outcomes (Webb and Shu, 2017). In other words, by being able to keep a broad choice bracket perspective
on our exercise routines and performances, we are able to make better decisions repeatedly. However,
basing decisions on broad choice bracketing is difficult. Studies have shown that we tend to base our
decisions on isolated cases, ignoring important realities (Kahneman and Lovallo, 1993), and that this kind of
decision can be promoted by graphics that help give a more comprehensive view (Webb and Shu, 2017).
Skipping a run may not seem especially problematic from a health perspective, but by framing the choice to
exercise or not into a broad bracket, the accumulated effect of the series of choices becomes clear. Similarly,
while the gain from the pending run (an isolated event) may at times not feel worth the exertion, having a run
history on the fitness tracker enables users to overlook the current state of mind and adopt a long-term
perspective. Having “the bigger picture”, both in terms of memories and past experiences, and hard data
from the fitness tracker, helps users sustain healthy behavior. This can be illustrated by one of the participants
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who became motivated and empowered by looking at previous runs and seeing that he/she had run
regardless of whether he/she felt a bit off or tired. Thus, the motivational intermission can help the participants
make decisions to neutralize threats to healthy lifestyle choices.

Motivational intermissions can also utilize recorded data by focusing on the accumulation of successful
accomplishments, often referred to as “streaks”. Run streaks have become a popular phenomenon on social
media during the pandemic, and referred, for example, to a one mile or 20-minute jog every day for 100 days
(or more). From a motivational perspective, a streak builds on the same principle of consecutive
performances, but here it is the performance itself that counts and not the outcome of the performance. Once
a user has started a streak, it tends to develop into a fixation to not break it, and the longer a streak continues,
the more obsessive it is likely to become. These types of streaks are probably closely related to decision
making in broad choice bracketing. We have not found any studies regarding streaks as motivators, but Fritz
et al. (2014) found “a game-like phenomenon which [they] termed ‘number fishing’, in which participants
reportedly engaged in activities explicitly for the system rewards” (p. 7). System rewards refers to explicit
rewards for achievements or target goals, such as badges or numerical goals. The motivational aspect of the
system rewards worked even if the participants knew that the reward was a false representation of their
activity. Therefore, it was concluded that fithess technology should not only reward the number of steps, for
example, but also how many days in a row the number of steps was achieved (Fritz et al., 2014). Thus, this
use of accumulated and external rewards is in line with our reasoning of motivational intermissions. As the
streak seems to hold an enhancing quality that indirectly boosts a specific (and hopefully healthy) behavior,
we refer to this as a motivating streak. A motivating streak is a series of actions or events that occur at
specified intervals, where the upholding of the series becomes a means in itself. In other words, at some
point you strive to uphold the streak more than the behavior in question.

From a service perspective, the present study shows that users indeed use technology to co-create value
that is of interest for themselves (Gummerus et al., 2019; Kunz et al., 2019). Specifically, the study pinpoints
the role of fitness technology for maintaining behavior changes, where the fitness technology also serves as
a reminder of past activities. While several previous studies have acknowledged the importance of the
feedback feature (Stragier et al., 2016), they have not explicitly pinpointed how this promotes future activities.
It is noteworthy that the results of the current study show that users themselves actively seek to use the
stored data for reinforcing and motivational purposes, as opposed to being subjected to prompts generated
by the intervening system, as has previously been proposed (Dallery, Kurti and Erb, 2015; Dallery et al.,
2019). The model of motivational intermissions bridges the current gap between the purpose of supporting
behavior changes that fithess technology claims yet repeatedly fails at (Free et al., 2013). Thus, a fitness
tracker needs to be able to remind its user of past behaviors in order to create motivation for future behaviors,
for example by badges representing short-term and long-term goals (Fritz et al., 2014), clearly visualizing
previous accomplishments to encourage repeat behavior.

Limitations and future research

The small sample size raises questions regarding the stability of the model. All participants in the current
study were seasoned runners who considered themselves athletes, and this might have had an impact on
their use and experiences of fithess trackers. In order to investigate possible boundary conditions of the
model, it would be interesting to replicate the study, not only on a larger sample, but also on other types of
samples. Finally, given the model’s potential to promote a healthy lifestyle, future studies should investigate
the relative effectiveness of various motivating intermissions, utilizing elements such as gamification
(Ho6gberg, Hamari and Wastlund, 2019), time orientation (Otterbring, 2019) or motivational streaks.

CONCLUSIONS

Conclusively, the value of fithess technology when it comes to supporting healthy behaviors lies more on
what happens during the intermission, that is between healthy behaviors, rather than during the actual
behavior itself. Recorded data helps motivate the repetition of healthy behaviors in a way that mimics broad
choice bracketing and behavioral streaks. Thus, fitness trackers should focus more on: the reinforcing and
motivational aspects during the intermission than encouraging performance during the target behavior; and
include features that create motivational intermissions to increase the likelihood of repetition of healthy
behaviors, for example, by means of gamification or motivating streaks. These motivational intermissions are
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the time when the feedback will help the users stay motivated, as this is the time when the everyday hassles
and routines may derail a healthy behavior, even for seasoned runners.
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ABSTRACT

The last decade has seen the emergence of the collaborative economy (CE) worldwide. Collaborative
economy refers to a hybrid market model of a peer-to-peer sharing of access to underutilized goods and
services at a lower cost and enabling its owners to make an extra income. However, CE social and economic
effects on populations, communities, and individuals remain understudied, especially well-being impacts.
Research has found that these services can have both positive and negative consequences, either intentional
or unintended, on the well-being of the different actors in the service ecosystem. Well-being is multi-faceted,
complex and interactive, and traditionally encompasses two types: hedonic and eudaimonic. The first
describes emotions, while the second relates to the realization of potential. To address the challenge of
uplifting well-being in collaborative economy models, this research aims to better understand well-being in
these services by obtaining a deeper comprehension of the different types of well-being, its outcomes, and
motivations to participate in the various actors in the service ecosystem.

INTRODUCTION

The collaborative economy has emerged as a disruptive approach to the traditional way of doing business.
CE is also known as collaborative consumption, sharing economy, or peer economy (Mufioz and Cohen,
2017a). Over the years, it has gained attention from companies and individuals, attracting many users, thus
boosting its growth and economic impacts. There is no doubt that the collaborative economy has been
responsible for an enormous amount of wealth (Frenken and Schor, 2017). CE models facilitate the
transaction of assets and services via community-based platform online services and highlight a more
sustainable world by giving access to underutilized resources at lower costs to people who cannot or do not
want to buy new products. The new services that have appeared offering "cost convenience without the
responsibility of ownership," such as Uber and Airbnb, caused huge turbulence in well-established fields,
such as the taxi and hotel industry (Kumar, Lahiri, and Dogan 2018). Furthermore, it provides a chance to
make an extra income for those who already own underutilized resources (Jabtonski, 2018). One advantage
compared with the traditional economy is the usage of fewer resources, which can have environmental and
economic impacts. These economic changes also create trends in the markets, creating changes to
consumption models (Benoit et al., 2016). For example, consumers now usually prefer to borrow or rent
goods from each other.

CE has been responsible for disrupting markets with some positive impacts; however, concerns regarding
the well-being of actors have been raised across the world. For example, the negative impact on peer service
providers (e.g., an Uber driver), social security, service professionalization, and employment. These can have
important implications for their quality of life (Benoit et al., 2016). Other studies have pointed out problems
concerned with customer participation in a collaborative economy, like racial discrimination, gender bias, and
profit-boosting caused by platforms offering refunds to buyers giving negative reviews (Edelman et al., 2017).
On the other hand, significant positive impacts also appear. CE models can reduce poverty; thus, it is
imperative to understand how to achieve this goal (Hira and Reilly, 2017) and increase well-being.

The need for developing ways to ensure population well-being has been addressed in literature as
transformative service research (TSR) (Ostrom, Parasuraman, Bowen, et al., 2015). Understanding how
TSR lessons can be used in collaborative economy models can be valuable to promote economic and social
well-being by enabling new forms of business. This study aims to contribute to a deep understanding of the
nature of well-being and its impacts on uplifting individual and collective well-being in collaborative economy
service ecosystems. The challenge is a better understanding of how to leverage technology to innovate digital
services and improve well-being. These new services need to adopt a human-centered approach bringing
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together what is desirable from a human point of view and with what is technologically feasible and
economically viable. Thus, both managerial and societal impact needs to be integrated.

METHOD

This study aimed to understand in-depth the nature and types of well-being in collaborative economy service
ecosystems, and as such, a qualitative approach was adopted. Data were collected using in-depth interviews
with customers and workers of two transportation services in Indonesia and two hospitality services in
Portugal. In total, eighty interviews were undertaken to explore the underlying elements of the different types
of well-being (eudaimonic and hedonic), its outcomes (positive, negative, intended, and unintended),
motivations to participate, and expectations of both peer service providers and customers. The interviews
were conducted from February to May 2021 and lasted around thirty minutes.

In the interviews, customers and workers were asked to detail the motivations for participating in the
collaborative economy ecosystem, the challenges and problems they face, the positive and negative impacts
on their personal life and well-being, satisfaction with the service, and to provide suggestions that would
positively impact their well-being. Tables 1 and 2 shows participants' characteristics in both countries where
data was collected, Indonesia and Portugal, respectively.

Table 1: Sample demographic characteristics

. Sex Age Nationality = Marital Education Working
Participants Status experience
(years)
Workers Male 20-30 75% _ Married  High school 75% o
50-70 10% College 5% 53 60%
4+ 10%
Workers Female 30-50 75% . Married High school 90% o
25% 50-70 25% Indonesian  gno College  10% 1 10%
2 90%
Customers Male 20-30 50% . Married  High school
75% 30-50 40%  Indonesian 550, 80%
50-60 10% College 20%
Customers Female 30-50 55% . Married High school 75%
25% Indonesian g5, College 25%
50-70 45%
Table 2: Sample demographic characteristics
Participants Sex Age Nationality =~ Marital Education Working
Status experience
(years)
Workers Male 75% 30-50 50% Married High school 1 30%
50-70 50% Pogtuguese 80% 20% 2-3 60%
80% College 4+ 10%
Other 20% 80%
Workers Female 30-50 50% Married High school 1 10%
25% 50-70 50% Pogtuguese 90% 90% 2-3 90%
90% College
Other 10% e
Customers Male 75%  20-30 50% Portuguese Married High school
30-50 40% 80% 75% 75%
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50-60 10% Other 20% College

25%
Customers  Female 30-50 55% Portuguese Married High school
25% 50-70 45% 80% 65% 5%
College
Other 20% 95%

All interviews were literally transcribed and analysed using NVivo 12 software. Data analysis followed an
iterative process of data coding and categorization to systematize data on the types of well-being (eudemonic
and hedonic), positive and negative well-being outcomes for the different actors (customers and workers),
and motivations for participation and potential service improvements to enhance well-being.

FINDINGS

Preliminary results showed that well-being is complex and composed of multi-interrelated aspects, both
hedonic and eudaimonic. Respondents identified several aspects that impacted their well-being with positive
and negative consequences, either intentional or unintended.

Factors with positive and negative impacts on peer service providers well-being

Peer service providers' most important positive aspects are related to economic factors such as the
opportunity to have a job and extra income, which strongly impacts their family well-being. As one male driver
said, "I want to help my family's economy." Also important is work flexibility, which enables self-time
management. Another driver stated that "there is no pressure when working in a restaurant, there is pressure.
So here | can work anytime | want". One very important factor is family well-being; as stressed by a worker,
"my main motivation is family." Feeling respected and appreciated by the company is also important for
workers.

On the other side, aspects with a negative impact on well-being also emerged. Some workers felt very
dissatisfied with the company policies that did not have in consideration workers' well-being. For example,
one worker said, "If the Company policy is detrimental to the driver, we as drivers will definitely resign.
Because drivers work for a living, not to be harmed". Workers were deeply concerned with fraud in the
booking or unfair rating system resulting in lost income. One driver said that "many customers provide
addresses that don't match the application, such as fictitious accounts. So | got a little annoyed and made
me angry". Also, some feel stressed from long hours of work, and thus less time with family.

Interestingly, the number of negative situations the peer service providers described was much higher than
positive references. Some aspects can have both positive and negative impacts on family and economic well-
being.

Factors with positive and negative impacts on customers well-being

Customers' most relevant aspect is related to having easy access to a more convenient service at a lower
cost and saving time. Customers trust CE services, and one said that "it is easier to get somewhere, more
reliable because it has a promising platform and reviews from all over the world." Also, they appreciate the
opportunity to interact with new people. One customer stated that it is a "very friendly service where you can
talk with others, also drivers can make passengers feel comfortable if they are not reckless while driving".
Drivers also appreciate talking with customers; for example, one said that some customers ask about work
issues showing concern about their working conditions, for example, during the pandemic.

However, some customers expressed concerns with security issues and the poor service from peer service
providers due to a lack of training in dealing with the public and excessive waiting times. Some customers
feel that "many times drivers are not prepared to deal with the public and end up being rude".

Interestingly, many customers mention disappointment with unrealistic reviews from other users, which cause
dissatisfaction with the service. For example, a customer said, "l arrived at the accommodation, and | was
disappointed considering the reviews so good".
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Customers and workers made several suggestions for potential service improvements aiming to enhance
well-being and overcome the existing negative impacts, as shown in Table 3. Respondents felt that is
important to solve exiting issues that negatively impact well-being and ensure trust in collaborative economy
services.

Table 3: Major problems and improvement suggestions

Problem description Negative impact for Suggestion for improvement
Worker Customer
Stress for  drivers and X X Improving in matching the locating of the car
customers from difficulties’ in and the customer
finding each other
Poor communication between X X Facilitate communication and better-quality
workers/customers/platform control
Poor customer experience X X Redesign of platform processes, e.g., better
generating tensions and stress and more fair review systems.
among customers and workers
Poor service from drivers X X More training for drivers
Long waiting times lead to give X Faster service
up service
One order at a time X Services should allow multiple orders at the
same time
Only one payment system X Payment system should allow different
methods
Women feel uncomfortable with X Possibility to choose driver gender,
a male driver, especially in especially in Indonesia
Asian countries
Food doesn't arrive X Guarantees for food delivery since
Poor cleaning X Company should control the quality of the

host's accommodations

CONCLUSION

Services dominate the lives of consumers today. However, to a large extent, transformative consumer
research does not address the role of services in affecting consumer well-being (Mick et al., 2012). This study
uncovers the underlying elements that compose the well-being of actors in CE service ecosystems. Results
show that well-being is complex, interactive, and multi-faceted. Both workers and customers have
experienced positive and negative well-being outcomes, however, some of those can be intentional or
unintended. This study aims to support collaborative economy services in addressing negative aspects and
enhancing individual and societal well-being for all actors. As such, a Transformative Service Research
approach can be very valuable to understand and uplift well-being in CE service ecosystems.
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ABSTRACT

Since March 2020, Spanish national and local governments enacted special measures against COVID-19
pandemic, causing that around 30% of the food service businesses closed definitively, while the surviving
ones face an uncertain, volatile and complex environment. The case study of Gastronomia José Maria, a
120 employees’ gastronomic group, sheds light on human resources practices and internal marketing tools
that helped to keep motivation and employees’ implication during the pandemic, that are identified as success
factors when recovering from a disrupting event, or crisis, that unfortunately we might face again.

INTRODUCTION

In the first quarter of 2020, a strong pandemic caused by the Covid-19 virus, devastated Europe. This
unexpected, although not unforeseen among the potential threats that may affect the hospitality sector (EHL,
2016), was followed by actions aimed to control the virus expansion. Spanish Government decided harsh
measures as the confinement, paralyzing in March 14th 2020 the entire gastronomic food service industry,
and much of the service sector. Since then, regional closures and special measures have been enacted for
more than 15 months, resulting in an estimation of around 20 to 40% definitive closures in the food service
sector (Agusti, 2020; EY-Bain, 2020).

However, because of the economic, social and environmental weight of the food service sector in Spain
(McKinsey, 2021) a shared effort of practitioners and academics started. In one hand, practitioners aimed to
relax the tough measures. On the other, researchers, academic and industry associations wanted to, firstly,
understand what the impact could be and secondly, unveil the practices that can result in a better and faster
recovery. This is the purpose of this study, that analyses the daily practices of a real business, Gastronomia
José Maria, during the long period of restrictions. The aim of the study is to understand, through the study of
the activities that the family owners and their managing team enacted during the pandemic, what are the
actions, skills and values that emerge as key success factors during the recovery.

In order to do so, the paper is organized as follows: first, a quick glimpse of the food service sector, a relevant
part of the economic and social fabric of Spain, is given. Then, the case study methodology is reviewed, and
the process followed to build the case, explained. Discussion of findings, conclusions and implications are
the last part of the paper.

THE FOOD SERVICE SECTOR IN SPAIN. ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS

Before the pandemic, the demography of the sector comprised 315.940 food service and accommodation
establishments (NACE codes 55 and 56; SIC codes 701, 703, 704 and 581). with a turnover of € 129.341,
generating 1.7M jobs (8.8% of the total employed) and contributing 6.2% to the country's GDP (2019 data,
HdeE, 2020). The food service segment (demography summarized in Table 1) is the 76% of the turnover,
done by 280.078 outlets that employed 1.3M people. In this huge sector, some traits explain why this crisis
affection is more harmful than in other services, as trade or education.

Table 1: Food service sector, Spain, 2019

Number of businesses NACE 561 Restaurants NACE 562 Catering NACE 563 Bars
Demography in 2019 80,736 18,112 181,230
Difference 2019 vs 2009 (%) +13% +64% -11%
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Source, the authors with National institute for statistics (INE, Instituto nacional de estadistica) data.

As said before several studies show, such as, for example, the report "Impact of COVID-19 on the hotel
industry in Spain" by A. Carvalho and P. Valdés and published by Bain & Company and EY (EY-Bain, 2020)
some of the reasons why disruption has been especially severe in the food service sector. It is a fragmented
sector, where business income is lower than 200k € for 40% of the outlets, while only 3% of them are over
750k € per year (including global brands as McDonalds). Table 2 describes the economic fabric, considering
number of employees. It is populated by self-employment (24% in 2018, HdeE) and micro enterprises (less
than 5 employees account for 95% of the total of bars, 172,000 businesses). Even though its importance as
employer, wages (the average pay for a waiter is around 17k € and part time workers earns less than 10k €;
average pay in Spain is 20,412 € in 2021, Adecco) and labour conditions (38% of contracts are on a
temporary basis, 24% on a part-time basis) provoke a churn rate higher than the overall of the economy
(48%, 16 points over, Hays, 2020) In spite of the opportunity that represents for female and youth integration
(561.2% of female workers, 23.4% less than 30 years’ age), the food service sector is not seen as an attractive
employer. Hays 2020 labour survey highlights that 54% of workers feel demotivated and 65% plan to abandon
the sector.

Table 2: Size of companies. Number of employees, Spain, 2018

% of businesses NACE 561 Restaurants NACE 562 Catering NACE 563 Bars
No employees 15% 33% 36%

1t02 36% 32% 42%

3to5 30% 32% 17%

6 to 19 15% 5%

20 to 99 3% 2%

100 and more 1%

Source, 2020 EY-Bain, 2020 with Turespafa 2018 figures

Finally, financial sustainability is weak. The gross margin is below the national average (5.9% vs 13.1%) due
to the impact of wages (37.1%) and procurement (37.6%). The business equity is also lower than the average
of the economy (34% vs 50%), but the worst impact of COVID came from the liquidity available for expenses,
as the experts have calculated that 55% of the outlets suffered a shortage during the confinement (total
closure of full-service restaurants and bars, only delivery and take away was available, from 14" March to
16™ May). This was partially softened by the measure of employment temporary reduction, that gave the
Government the responsibility of the final payment of the salaries (employees were furloughed but kept their
rights and were paid 70% the salary). However, during June 2020 only 63% of the outlets reopened, and the
lack of activity of 29% in September 2020 sustains the estimation of 25-30% closings after the worst of the
pandemic. Considering the 70% of the survivors, there are major concerns about their future because of the
high sensitivity of the food service sector to economic cycles and crisis, as was proven during the 2007-2013
economic crash (EY-Bain, 2020; HdeE, 2021).

In addition to the social effect derived from employment and its conditions, it is not a rhetoric figure to say
that restaurants and bars are part of the daily life of Spanish families: before the pandemic, the total food
consumption of Spaniards in restaurants and bars was 34% being a year after 20% (MAPA, 2019 and 2021).
Spanish households allocate 15% of their income to consumption in restaurants and bars, leading the ranking
in the EU (Eurostat, 2019). Gastronomy is a cultural and creative industry, and Spain’s reputed chefs and
restaurants are part of our image as a country: the cultural and gastronomic tourism of foreigners in Spain
during 2017 estimated at 13 million tourists, increased by 60.2% more than in 2016.

FIRM'S ATTITUDES AND ACTIONS TOWARDS THE PANDEMIC. GASTRONOMIA JOSE MARIA.

The attitudes and actions of firms in the gastronomy industry have been reviewed by academic and
researchers considering the “erosion of fit” (among the worker and their natural group, due to virtual work or
temporary furloughing, interrelation of family and work spheres, Carnevale and Hatak, 2021), the reactions
of industry leaders (when Michelin starred-chefs become social-bricoleurs, Batat, 2020) and how certain
actions can increase the feeling of resilience, a key success factor in a crisis situation (Wilkesmann and
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Wilkesmann, 2021). Actions as delivery and take away alternatives to full-service increase resilience, while
financial and operational cost concerns reduce it (Neise, Verfirth and Franz, 2021). Furthermore, “building
on the assumption that the grand challenge we currently face is not a singular, anomalous event, but rather
constitutes a ‘new reality”” (Carnevale and Hatak, 2021, p. 186), the present case study focuses on the
attitudes and actions that a family-owned business, Gastronomia José Maria, placed during the long COVID
journey to maintain internal positive climate and employees’ motivation.

The proposed qualitative methodology, a case study, fulfils the need to gain a full understanding not only of
the number of activities and events but also of the motivations and reasons, with the aim of confirming the
effect on post-COVID recovery in employees’ motivation and owners’ resilience (Neise et al. 2021). The case
study is an appropriate methodology for expanding the limits of the theory, and this is also true for this study
on the consequences of a world-wide crisis in a global industry, whose effects are not still foreseen
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). The case study of the group Gastronomia José Maria, founded in 1982
as a Castilian traditional "Asador", in Segovia, an UNESCO world heritage city located close to Madrid, is the
result of a close collaboration of the authors with the founder and his daughter, the current CEO of the
company, Mrs. Rocio Ruiz. Initially prepared as a document for discussion of country-of-origin value
proposition in for the culinary arts and hospitality management marketing students, the irruption of the
pandemic forced a shift to a more urgent, quick exam of the internal processes of the company and especially,
to the human resources and internal marketing activities. During that process, the authors and the
management of Gastronomia José Maria had frequent interactions, that finally give birth to a final document
for the use of students and researchers. In the meantime, Mr José Maria Ruiz was given the Spanish
Government Gastronomy Prize in 2020, and Mrs Rocio Ruiz was distinguished as one of the leading CEOs
by the regional specialized press.

Gastronomia José Maria is the result of the entrepreneurial spirit of the founder, an experienced gastronomic
employee in the city of Segovia. In 1982, he saw the right moment to launch his own project and took the risk
opening his restaurant in a central location that had gone bankrupt. There was a moment of opportunity,
Spanish economy was booming, and tourism continued to grow in Segovia, although the Meso6n de Candido
and Casa Duque, with a settled and well-known name, monopolized most of the restoration. When asked
about the reasons of his success, after forty years of continuous growth, his answer is clear, although
intriguing: | was and | still am a dreamer. His dream was to create a family and a business, where the values
of service and customer satisfaction will sustain a long-lasting, family business. Among their foundational
values, that are still alive, we find managing the entire model from humility, common sense, the commitment
of all stakeholders and permanent communication, internal and external. And, above all, people, the persons
that are part of the project, appealing to responsibility, integrity and excellence in customer service.

The three elements of the talent management are, for José Maria, enthusiasm, work and training. He placed
special emphasis on training his employees in customer service and taking care of them, so that they felt
comfortable and motivated. He also addressed an added difficulty that derives from the specific dedication
of the staff in this sector: shift schedules and seasonality. At this point he also dared to take an innovative
step: he implemented a working week with two days off, something revolutionary at the time, but his success
was such that in practice it was subsequently institutionalized throughout the sector in Castilla y Ledn. In
2020, the José Maria Gastronomy Group already has 120 employees between kitchen, living room, bar,
cleaning, maintenance or administration, as well as numerous people who provide outsourced services.

The group has an elaborated and dynamic internal communication plan, which adapts to the seasonality of
the sector and the circumstances of the environment. In 2020 this plan takes a turn and is further reinforced
to maintain the confidence of its employees in a state of bewilderment and absolute fear about the evolution
of its sector. Thus, however the restaurant and many of the complementing business were closed, they kept
on going with the stablished meeting schedule, as the daily briefing to restaurant staff, the weekly meeting of
mid management and the periodical meetings of top management. These virtual meetings were implemented
with the aim of keeping the close relation that the staff have built after time (Carnevale and Hatak, 2021) but
also were the right place to move into new actions and offerings, that also increased management resilience
(Neise et al. 2021; Wilkessmann and Wilkesmann, 2021).

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS
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After this long period, the business has recovered customers' trust and nowadays, it's almost impossible to
book a table, although they serve more of 2.000 meals on a continuous service during weekends. However,
as Mrs. Rocio Ruiz says, don’t worry, we will satisfy you, with a good experience and the better service, but
we also need your cooperation. As evidence, hers is one of the very few places where you can be served
the Segovian iconic dish, roasted suckling piglet, at any time of the day (thanks to the Gastrobar continuous
kitchen service).

From the analysis of activities, four groups of actions, skills and values emerge as key success factors.

e Flexibility and sustainable conscience: Gastronomia José Maria business model is based on the
principles of circular and sustainable economy. However, vertical integration, that helps in efficiency
sustainable procurement and service process, performs as a threat during the pandemic. Decisions
were taken around their piglet farm to accommodate production to the final needs of the food service
operation. As many other high-end restaurants, Gastronomia José Maria also took the problem of
existing stocks of raw materials towards and opportunity, serving in the first days of the confinement
prepared meals and giving ingredients to the kitchens of hospitals and senior residences. This dual
movement, keeping economic sustainability while taking care of the community is alligned of what
Batat (2020), identified among the attitudes of French haute cuisine chefs.

e Authenticity and culture of service: Mission and Vision are always defined from the will of service,
having as a goal the obtaining of maximum customer satisfaction. During the confinement and
regional closures, this service was adapted to the situation, increasing the delivery (Business unit:
Cochinillo Viajero — the travelling suckling piglet) and building a new menu for to take home. During
recovery, new offerings have been incorporated in the Gastrobar offering, considering the lower
purchasing power of part of their targeted customers (young students and workers).

¢ Internal motivation and internal marketing practices: The workforce, up to 120 employees, kept their
jobs due to the Government help but they saw a reduction of salaries, and a very uncertain future.
Continuous conversations, using technological tools, were prepared by HHRR team to maintain the
motivation and, even more important, to keep the talent as many workers in the sector were
considering leaving it. Currently they kept almost 80% of the skilled workforce.

o Customer service and social interaction. Social networks were also reviewed to keep in touch with
customers and friends. Instagram was the main tool, and the protagonists were the staff, and the
products, giving suggestions to comfort the spirits with some meals and drinks. Nowadays they have
posted more than 2.800 publications and received thousands of interactions. Even in this traditional
restaurant, digital media can be a marketing tool when filled with fresh but authentic posts.

CONCLUSIONS

A situation of global crisis caused by a global epidemiological situation that restricts and has even completely
banned the mobility of people for a long time, with an effect modulated by waves of massive infection of the
COVID-19 virus, which has been going on for almost two years and its effect continues to have consequences
at the local, regional, national and global levels has a devastating impact on a sector such as the hotel
industry. Today there is still great uncertainty about its evolution and impact in the medium term in each
region or country, especially because of the diverse reactions they have had to this situation and the different
consequences that this has had on citizens. In countries as Spain, this sector is very representative and not
only for its direct impact but also collateral and indirect. For this reason, its recovery will, or won’t, be an
important revulsive for the economy and the social sustainability.

This case brings to the hotspot the different attitudes of the gastronomic food service Spanish industry during
the long pandemic nightmare. While others were claiming or waiting, some as grupo José Maria were trying
to keep the business alive. This case shows, in one hand, the importance of maintain the field cultured and
prepared for the harvest. On the other, the importance of commitment with the family and the team, and with
the society we serve. Their Values constitute the way to carry out this path as a permanent itinerary that, as
they themselves define, is based on managing the entire model from humility, common sense, the
commitment of all stakeholders, permanent, internal and external communication, and, above all, people,
appealing to responsibility, integrity and excellence in customer service. To be honest, it is not so frequent to
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analyse and discuss with gastronomy practitioners and students the relevance of values in a service industry.
Therefore, we place this contribution around what Ritz-Cartlon define years ago as "taking care of those who
care" (Kotler et al., 2017), as the basement of the value service ladder, and a key learning for us, and for our
students.

How the sector recovers, after the confinement and the gradual opening of restrictions, and responds to the
demand in transition, are key factors for the success of the overall Spanish economy. The analysis of the
structure of the sector and the mortality rate derived from the crisis, united to the previous fragmentation and
asymmetry, ask about a structural change that will affect the type of business and its competition. The social
impact, in terms of employment, but also because of the cultural integration of restaurants and bars in
Spanish daily life, suggests that the type of sustainability of food service business should be broader,
especially due to a changing resource situation, a different perception of the service received and a new
consumer awareness.
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ABSTRACT

An ongoing shift from disease-centric to person-centric healthcare brings the concept of person centricity to
the forefront. Given the conceptual ambiguity in the healthcare literature, this research aims to
reconceptualize person centricity from a service marketing perspective. It combines insights from in-depth
interviews and a scoping review. The findings reveal that person centricity involves meeting patients’ unique
preferences and needs. These preferences and needs vary between and within persons. The implementation
of person centricity is challenged by different logics regarding its advantages, costs, and normative
judgments. This research provides guidance to researchers and practitioners in healthcare and beyond.

INTRODUCTION

“The most basic first principle [of marketing] is that all customers differ” (Palmatier and Crecelius, 2019, p. 8,
emphasis in original).

Prior healthcare research suggests that most patients crave person centricity and want to be treated as
human beings with individual demands, needs and preferences (Kaptain, Ulsoe and Dreyer, 2019). This
observation calls for managing customer heterogeneity - one of the first principles of marketing (Palmatier
and Crecelius, 2019) - which creates an enormous challenge for healthcare professionals who have a long
tradition of adopting a provider perspective by focusing on curing the disease (Vogus et al., 2020; Tomaselli
et al., 2020) rather than starting from the person’s unique wishes, demands, and needs (Agarwal et al., 2020).
Academic research recognizes the value of person centricity for various healthcare actors, as it was found to
enhance the patient’s health outcomes and satisfaction, as well as healthcare efficiency and effectiveness
(Jakobsson et al., 2020; Pendharkar and Petrov, 2015).

Given the acknowledged importance of person centricity for patients, healthcare providers, and policymakers,
numerous researchers have engaged in answering one critical question: what does person centricity mean?
In response to this question, various researchers (e.g., Dewing and McCormack, 2017; Hakansson Eklund
et al., 2019) have created definitions of what it means to be person-centric and identified multiple and diverse
dimensions of person centricity. As a result, extant literature is rather fragmented and a commonly accepted
understanding of what person centricity entails is absent, thereby making person centricity a well-known yet
ill-defined concept (Byrne, Baldwin and Harvey, 2020). Despite this conceptual ambiguity, there is
widespread agreement about (1) the focus of person centricity on the uniqueness of the individual person
and (2) the multidimensional nature of the concept (Byrne, Baldwin and Harvey, 2020; Tomaselli et al., 2020).
However, with regard to the latter, prior work does not account for between-group heterogeneity when
conceptualizing person centricity. This one-size-fits all approach is rather surprising for a concept that is
fundamentally based on the uniqueness of the individual person.

In light of the above, this research aims to reconceptualize person centricity from a service marketing
perspective. To accomplish this, this paper reconceptualizes person centricity by building on the first
principles of marketing discussed by Palmatier and Crecelius (2019): (1) all customers differ; (2) all customers
change; (3) all competitors react and (4) all resources are limited. Given that “healthcare represents a service
ecosystem of multiple actors that are more complex than a simplistic consideration of the doctor/patient model
implies” (Frow, McColl-Kennedy and Payne, 2016, p. 25), our fieldwork is based on input from different actors
of the healthcare ecosystem (i.e., patients, direct healthcare providers, indirect healthcare providers).
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This multi-actor approach to reconceptualizing person centricity from a service marketing perspective
advances theory and practice in multiple ways. First, this paper identifies six dimensions of person centricity
which are - in contrast to prior work - not prescriptive and absolute but depend on the individual wishes,
preferences, and needs of the patient (i.e., accounts for between and within patient group heterogeneity).
This reconceptualization of person centricity thus incorporates customer heterogeneity as a fundamental
premise of marketing and recognizes the dynamic nature of patient preferences and needs, which is in line
with the ‘all customers change’ principle proposed by Palmatier and Crecelius (2019). Second, this research
contributes to the implementation of person centricity, which is identified as a key challenge by healthcare
researchers (Byrne, Baldwin and Harvey, 2020) as well as marketing researchers (Agarwal et al., 2020).
Specifically, our findings indicate that the implementation of person centricity can be enabled or constrained
by different logics related to (1) strategic advantages of person centricity; (2) use of limited resources when
implementing person centricity; and (3) normative judgments about the advantages and use of limited
resources.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND
Challenges Regarding Person Centricity

Despite the acknowledged importance of person centricity with increased evidence of its effectiveness in
healthcare (e.g., Edvardsson, Watt and Pearce, 2017; Olsson et al., 2013), the transformation from disease
centricity to person centricity is challenging for at least three reasons. First, healthcare involves a complex
ecosystem including many interrelated actors (e.g., patients, providers, payers, suppliers, policymakers),
often driven by divergent interests (Frow, McColl-Kennedy and Payne, 2016; Vogus et al., 2020). The
interactions between these actors are enabled and/or constrained by institutions - that is, “humanly devised
rules, norms, and beliefs that enable and constrain action and make social life predictable and meaningful”
(Vargo and Lusch, 2016, p. 11).

Second, healthcare has a long tradition of focusing on the provider side which is in line with the disease-
centric view on healthcare provision and management (Vogus et al., 2020). However, healthcare providers
and policymakers are being challenged by the increasing consumerization of healthcare services (Agarwal
et al., 2020; Vogus et al., 2020), which turns patients into, not only better informed, but also more demanding
actors in the healthcare ecosystem (Anderson, Rayburn and Sierra, 2019). Third, in sync with the growing
amount of research on person centricity, a wide variety of conceptualizations and frameworks have been
developed. As a result, a commonly accepted understanding of what person centricity entails is lacking (e.g.,
Byrne, Baldwin and Harvey, 2020; Rubashkin, Warnock and Diamond-Smith, 2018). This hampers the
theoretical development as well as practical implementation of person centricity.

The Value of Marketing for Healthcare

The service marketing community has a huge potential to contribute to the shift towards person-centric
healthcare given the central tenet of customer centricity (Shah et al., 2006). Therefore, the present paper
builds on the first principles of marketing described by Palmatier and Crecelius (2019) to reconceptualize
person centricity. First of all, the most fundamental premise of marketing is that all customers differ in terms
of their individual preferences, wishes, and needs (Palmatier and Crecelius, 2019). Furthermore, customers’
needs, perceptions and behaviors are not static, but dynamic (Palmatier and Crecelius, 2019). They change
over time because of individual changes (e.g., life events such as retirement), external factors (e.g.,
technological development), increased experience with the product or service, or even the mere passage of
time. Providers should thus not only account for differences across customers (i.e., customer heterogeneity),
but also across time (i.e., customer dynamics; Palmatier and Crecelius, 2019). In addition, Palmatier and
Crecelius (2019) refer to ‘all competitors react’ which boils down to managing a sustainable competitive
advantage. In light of providing person-centric care it is relevant to stress that the competition in healthcare
has changed dramatically (Agarwal et al., 2020). Given the link between person centricity and patient
satisfaction (Jakobsson et al., 2019; Olsson et al., 2013), a person-centric approach can strengthen the
healthcare provider’s brand, offering, and patient relationships (Palmatier and Crecelius, 2019) and can thus
be considered from a strategic perspective (Agarwal et al., 2020). Finally, Palmatier and Crecelius (2019)
indicate that all resources are limited and providers thus have to make resource trade-offs. Healthcare
providers are confronted with financial resource constraints - among other reasons - because of rising
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healthcare costs (Sharma and Conduit, 2016). In this regard, it is essential to stress that empirical research
provides evidence that person-centric care does not affect costs (Rathert, Brandt and Williams, 2012) and in
some instances even leads to a decrease in costs (Olsson et al., 2013; Pelzang, 2010; Pendharkar and
Petrov, 2015).

METHODOLOGY

To generate a better understanding of person centricity in terms of its conceptualization and implementation,
the present research focused on the Flemish hospital sector. This relies on grounded theory fieldwork: in-
depth interviews with different actors involved in healthcare provision in the Flemish hospital sector (phase
1), in-depth interviews with patients who were admitted to Flemish hospitals between 2019 and 2021 (phase
2), and the insights that emerged from a scoping review on person centricity in healthcare (parallel with phase
1 and 2). Coincident with gathering data through interviews with different actors in the hospital sector and
inductively analyzing these data, we also went - in line with recommendations to achieve rigor in (inductive)
qualitative research (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013; Grodal, Anteby and, Holm 2021; Locke, Feldman and
Golden-Biddle, 2020) - back and forth between the emergent themes and the insights gathered by means of
the scoping review. After detailing the way in which the interview data were gathered and the scoping review
was performed, we elaborate - as proposed by Grodal, Anteby and Holm (2021) - upon the movement from
data to theory.

The first data gathering phase - which ran from June 2020 until January 2021 (that is, amidst the COVID-19
pandemic) - entailed interviews with different actors involved in the delivery of healthcare services in the
Flemish hospital sector. Following maximal variation sampling (Creswell and Poth, 2018), the first author
interviewed - in line with our multi-actor perspective - actors with different relationships with hospitals and
their patients in a semi-structured way. Hence, the interviewees comprise (1) actors who directly interact with
patients in the hospital, such as nurses and medical doctors (n=7), (2) actors who work in a hospital but do
not directly interact with patients, such as staff members, managers, and directors (n=11), and (3) actors who
do not work in a hospital, such as primary caregivers, umbrella organizations and policy makers (n=12).
Altogether, the first phase resulted in 30 interviews that ranged from 25 to 140 minutes (mean = 62 minutes).

In a second phase (April 2021 - August 2021), the first author interviewed, aiming for maximal variation
sampling (Creswell and Poth, 2018), patients who varied in terms of gender and age. Additionally, we also
ensured variety in terms of the health conditions by incorporating patients with acute conditions (e.g., surgery,
birth, or infection - n=7), patients with chronic conditions (e.g., cancer, diabetic, or heart disease - n=5) who
were admitted to a hospital for at least one day, and relatives of patients who were not able to take part in an
in-depth interview (e.g., children, or older adults - n=6). To include the perspectives of patients who were
very vulnerable due to their age or health condition, we decided to allow relatives to act as their
spokespersons. All in all, 18 patients were open for a semi-structured interview. These interviews ranged
from 25 to 180 minutes (mean=74 minutes).

Parallel with the data gathering in phase 1 and 2, a scoping review was performed (April 2020 - October
2021). Specifically, we searched for relevant literature on person centricity in hospitals in the following
electronic databases: Web of Science, PubMed, CINAHL, Embase, MEDLINE (Ovid) and Scopus. The terms
person cent* was used in combination with dimensions, defin*, model, framework and concept®. This search
resulted in 27 papers for the scoping review.

To move from data to theory, the research team combined - in line with recommendations to achieve rigor in
qualitative analysis (Grodal, Anteby and Holm, 2021) - a number of analytical moves. First, two researchers
of the team familiarized with the data and engaged in developing in-vivo codes to capture what person
centricity means in the eyes of the respondents, which were grouped into broader categories. After comparing
and discussing their coding, it became apparent that not all respondents gave the same interpretation to
person centricity and their interpretations also varied across situations. After going back and forth between
this observation and the insights that emerged from the scoping review, we were surprised that heterogeneity
and dynamism - which represent key principles in marketing (Palmatier and Crecelius, 2019) - did not get
much attention in the literature on person centricity in hospitals. We grouped the person centricity dimensions
that reflect variety among respondents (heterogeneity) and within respondents (dynamism) into six abstract
dimensions: (1) information provision (no/detailed), (2) decision-making (passive/active), (3) approach
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(functional/socio-emotional), (4) focus (core/auxiliary), (5) relationship (distant/close), and (6) system
(no/extensive). Moreover, these dimensions relate to three domains in which person centricity manifests
itself: participation, experience, and connection.

As respondents also provided us with information as to why they embrace or do not embrace person centricity
and its implications, we approached the data - as suggested by Grodal, Anteby and Holm (2021) - with other
questions. These questions are: (1) how does person centricity in the domains of participation, experience,
and connection relate to achieving strategic advantages in the healthcare ecosystem, and (2) which trade-
offs occur when implementing person centricity. By going back and forth between the data and the literature
on institutions and institutional logics in service ecosystems (e.g., Shah et al., 2006; Vargo and Lusch, 2016;
Verleye et al., 2017), we identified two logics linked to the strategic advantages (competitive versus
transformative logic), two logics linked to resource trade-offs (investment versus expense logic), and two
logics linked to institutional trade-offs (paternalistic versus reflexive logic).

FINDINGS

Our findings reveal that patients associate person centricity with meeting their unique preferences, wishes,
and needs. In this regard, several healthcare providers emphasize the importance of seeing the person
behind the patient, which also encompasses seeing his feelings, expectations, and fears. Notably, our
analysis of the data from the in-depth interviews confirm that person centricity involves meeting the person’s
unique preferences, wishes and needs and furthermore discerns multiple dimensions of preferences, wishes
and needs. In addition, our findings indicate that these preferences, wishes, and needs vary between persons
(i.e. patient heterogeneity) as well as within persons (i.e. patient dynamics), and that the implementation of
person centricity is challenged by the coexistence of different logics with regard to its benefits (cf. competitive
advantage principle), and costs (cf. limited resources principle). Meanwhile, we unravel normative judgments
in relation to the benefits and costs of specific preferences, wishes, and needs, which can enable or disable
the implementation of person centricity. These findings are shown in figure 1.

Figure 1: P(articipation)E(xperience)C(onnection)-model
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Person Centricity as a Multidimensional Concept

Our analysis of the data from different actors in the hospital sector shows that the uniqueness of patients as
persons manifests itself in the domains of participation (which involves individual preferences in terms of
involvement in the care process), experience (which relates to individual preferences in terms of being
served), and connection (which refers to individual preferences with regard to bonding with other actors). In
each of these domains, we observed - as also visualized in circle | in Figure 1 - two dimensions along which
uniqueness manifests itself. For participation, we identified individual preferences, wishes, needs and fears
in terms of learning facts from healthcare providers (i.e., information) and taking part in healthcare decision-
making (i.e., decision-making). Uniqueness in terms of experience, in turn, reflects itself in the type of service
that patients prefer (i.e., focus) and the way in which patients want to be served by healthcare providers (i.e.,
approach). For connection, we distinguish between individual preferences and needs in terms of bonding
with healthcare providers (i.e., relationship) and bonding with other actors like family and friends (i.e.,
system).

Patient Heterogeneity

For each of the aforementioned person centricity dimensions, we observe heterogeneity in terms of what
really matters for patients, as visualized by the end points of the person centricity dimensions in circle | in
Figure 1. Heterogeneity is evidenced for both participation dimensions (i.e., information and decision-
making). In terms of information, individual preferences, wishes, and needs range from wanting no
information at all (e.g., “| don’t need that, it may be for someone else, absolutely, but not for me” - Fey) to
getting detailed information (e.g., “the pediatrician too, that was also the explanation, where | was like ok, |
need that." - Helena). In a similar vein, participation reflects heterogeneity in terms of the way in which
patients want to take part in the decision-making, which ranges from passive participation (e.g., “making
shared decisions, that is not so easy” - Victoria) to active participation in the decision-making (e.g., “she was
also very grateful for that, that they listened to her” - Gemma). In the eyes of some healthcare providers,
heterogeneity with regard to information and participation is related to the health condition (e.g., “people with
endometriosis and fertility problems are also known to ask for a lot of information” - Udo) and the socio-
economic background of patients (e.g., “people from a different culture, perhaps also from other social
classes, (...) have different views on being involved in their care (...) people with a higher educational
background (...) also have a greater desire to be actively involved in their care” - Britt).

With regard to the focus of services, the data demonstrate that some patients prefer to get only the core
services - such as specific medical treatments - while others also embrace auxiliary services like catering.
Heterogeneity also exists with regard to the approach, in that some patients value a functional approach
during service delivery (e.g., “knee surgery must be done properly and safely and the knee must be able to
function properly again afterwards” - Frances) while other patients expect healthcare providers to take their
socio-emotional context into consideration (e.g., “ | regretted that | couldn't talk about it [how | had
experienced the long labor]” - Dorys). An important source of heterogeneity in terms of experience relates to
the health condition.

Regarding connection, patient preferences, wishes, and needs range on a continuum from having a distant
professional relationship with the healthcare providers (e.g., ‘I just needed people who would professionally
and kindly set that shot, who operated those pumps well, who checked everything that had to be checked
(...) I didn't need more”) to having a close connection with healthcare providers (e.g., “my physician is not
necessarily my friend. At best, this is a good physician and a certain friendship develops" - Victoria). Bonding
with other actors in their system, in turn, is embraced by several patients (e.g., “you’re not the only one who
gets cancer, your whole family gets cancer if you know what | mean (...) so yes, (...) include them in the
process” - Fey), healthcare providers (e.g., “involved care means that you involve the person and their family”
- Victor), and researchers (e.g., “the importance of contact with family members and loved ones was
highlighted through this analysis” - Connelly et al., 2020, p. 217). Meanwhile, however, we also observe
heterogeneity, in that patients who are not on the same page as their family members may tend to be less
enthusiastic about involving them in health care (e.g. “it’'s her body, she was allowed to choose” - Gemma).

Patient Dynamics
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Patient preferences, wishes, and needs in terms of participation, experience, and connection do not only vary
among patients (cf. heterogeneity) but also within patients along their journey with the hospital (see also
circle Il of Figure 1). In other words, preferences, wishes, and needs are dynamic, as outlined in the next
paragraphs. The information and decision-making preferences of patients may vary from moment to moment,
as acknowledged by a patient whose baby was admitted to NICU. After a pediatrician brought bad news, she
was not into asking questions but changed her mind when the pediatrician returned after an hour (e.g., “he
came back and asked “do you have any questions now that you have had time to process the information?
Well, that was very nice” - Charlotte). Moreover, information and decision-making preferences may also
change as a patient’s journey in the hospital progresses over time, not in the least when patients are
confronted with a chronic disease and become more knowledgeable and hence boost their health literacy
(e.g., “chronic patients tend to be more assertive as not all, but many, become experts in their own pathology”
- Filip).

In the academic community, many researchers emphasize the importance of responding to changing
preferences, wishes, and needs when organizing healthcare services (e.g., “Reassessing the care plan on a
regular basis helps to determine the plan’s effectiveness, to address the person’s evolving health and life
goals, and to address changes in the person’s medical, functional, psychological, or social status.” —
Goodwin, 2016, p. 16). By doing so, these researchers anticipate changes of experience preferences,
wishes, and needs over time. Patient preferences, wishes, and needs in terms of relationships with healthcare
providers were found to vary along the journey, as patients may want to connect with some healthcare
providers along the journey but not with others. One of the patients, for instance, mentioned that she really
appreciated the connection with the physician just before the surgery, but she did not need that kind of
connection with the nurse afterwards: “Especially if that person has to operate you, that he knows who you
are and says that everything will be fine (...) he cares and he will do his best” (Dana).

Person Centricity and Strategic Advantages

Several healthcare providers recognize that hospitals are embedded in a competitive environment: “We are
in a landscape where yes, it is very competitive. A hospital is an organization that in the end needs to sell its
care and, yes, you need to consider that the patient of the past is not the care customer of today” (Ulrik). In
this competitive environment, a number of healthcare providers actors - such as Ulrik - see person centricity
as a means to achieve competitive advantages, which reflects a competitive logic. Meanwhile, other
healthcare providers believe that person centricity should be an end itself because of its inherent potential to
improve people’s well-being. With this orientation towards improving people’s well-being, we contend that
these healthcare providers adopt a transformative logic, as represented in circle Il in Figure 1. It is important
to note that healthcare providers can combine both logics.

Person Centricity and Limited Resources

With regard to the implementation of person centricity, healthcare providers are confronted with limited
resources. Victor - a medical doctor in a managerial role - refers to limited financial and human resources
within hospitals (e.g., “I want to hire someone in my department who can take over secretary work from
nurses [...] | need the nurses at the hospital bed, not behind a computer screen [...]. But this [hiring someone
for the administration] costs too much” - Victor). Similar resource constraints are mentioned by other
managers (“it depends on your supervisor and whether you have sufficient staff in your department, since
you have to make time for this [...] You can have a board of directors who encourages this but if you do not
have the people or resources, this is very difficult” - Josephine). As a consequence of limited resources,
frontline employees may experience time constraints when it relates to implementing person centricity (“If
you only have a limited amount of time, you focus on efficiency. In that case, you are not going to sit next to
the hospital bed for 15 minutes”, Wilma). In this resource-constrained environment, healthcare ecosystem
actors are urged to make resource trade-offs. When making these resource trade-offs, the implementation
of person centricity is seen as an investment by some healthcare providers (i.e., considering person centricity
as an investment leading to competitive and/or transformative advantages) and/or as an expense (i.e.,
focusing on the expenses related to person centricity.). The investment logic and expense logic are shown
in circle Il in Figure 1.

Person Centricity and Normative Judgments
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The data reveal that various healthcare providers have beliefs about the advantages and/or costs related to
specific preferences, wishes, and needs in the domains of participation (e.g., detailed information and active
engagement in the decision-making is better than no information and passive engagement in decision-
making), experience (e.g., a combination of core and auxiliary services offered in a holistic way is superior),
and connection (e.g., close relationships and an extensive system is superior). If these normative judgments
are attached to specific preferences, wishes, and needs regardless of what advantages and/or costs patients
link to these person centricity domains, we label this logic as paternalistic. In contrast with a paternalistic
logic that may hinder the implementation of person centricity, healthcare providers may also adopt a reflexive
logic by critically reflecting upon their normative judgments in relation to the person centricity domains,
thereby enabling the implementation of person centricity. These logics are visualized in circle IV in Figure 1.

DISCUSSION
Theoretical Implications

This reconceptualization has various theoretical implications. First, this research endeavour highlights that
person centricity manifests itself in three domains (i.e., participation, experience, and connection), each
consisting of two dimensions. By identifying these person centricity domains along with its dimensions which
represent the views of multiple actors in the healthcare ecosystem and the academic community where
different conceptualizations circulate (see circle | in Figure 1), this research contributes to the person
centricity literature which calls for a better understanding of the concept (Byrne, Baldwin and Harvey, 2020).

Second, while prior conceptualizations of person centricity in the healthcare literature reflect a one-size-fits-
all approach (e.g., Erwin et al., 2020, Fearns et al., 2017), the interview data suggest - in line with the first
principles of marketing (Palmatier and Crecelius, 2019) - that patient preferences, wishes, and needs for
each of the person centricity dimensions vary substantially both across patients (heterogeneity) and within
patients (dynamics), as shown in circle | in Figure 1. By unraveling patients’ uniqueness in relation to
participation, experience, and connection, this conceptualization provides an actionable approach to turn
Agarwal et al.’s (2020) model of value-centered marketing in healthcare - with patients’ wishes, preferences,
and needs at its heart - into practice.

Third, the present research shows that different logics exist when it relates to the advantages of implementing
person centricity (see circle lll and IV in Figure 1). The present research shows that person centricity can be
considered as a way to improve the well-being of patients while enhancing the hospital’s competitive position,
thereby building upon the marketing literature that describes customer centricity as a path towards mutual
value creation by “creating value for the customer and, in the process, creating value for the firm” Shah et al.
(2006, p. 115).

Fourth, in addition to the competitive and transformative logic, the current work also discerns two logics
related to limited resources. This research builds upon previous studies (e.g., Shah et al., 2006; Strandvik,
Holmlund and Grénroos, 2014) by suggesting that the expense logic and the investment logic can coexist
within the healthcare ecosystem and may cause tensions when implementing person centricity.

Fifth, this research not only identified logics linked to the advantages (cf. competitive/transformative logic)
and costs (cf. expensel/investment logic) that come along with person centricity, but also unraveled normative
judgments with regard to specific preferences, wishes, and needs in terms of its advantages and costs. By
emphasizing the importance of reflexivity when implementing person centricity, this research builds upon
institutional theory where reflexivity is deemed necessary when implementing changes in day-to-day activities
(Cardinale, 2018). Although this theory is finding its way to the service marketing literature (e.g., Vargo and
Lusch, 2016; Verleye et al., 2017), it is not yet fully embraced by healthcare and marketing scholars.

Sixth, and summarizing the latter three points, the six logics represent institutions, that is “humanly devised
rules, norms, and beliefs that enable and constrain action and make social life predictable and meaningful”
(Vargo and Lusch, 2016, p. 11). Indeed, each of these logics entails rules, norms, and beliefs that may guide
the actions of healthcare providers and, as a result, enable or hinder the implementation of person centricity.
In addition to the four first principles of marketing proposed by Palmatier and Crecelius (2019) - i.e., all
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customers differ; all customers change; all competitors react and all resources are limited - we thus propose
a fifth principle: ‘all actors are guided by institutions’. We thus contend that institutions are not only relevant
in healthcare ecosystems, but are relevant in other contexts. Indeed, institutions may draw actors toward
some course of actions - such as implementing person centricity - over others (Cardinale, 2018), which
provides additional support for adding a fifth first principle of marketing.

Practical Implications

The PEC-model proposes a comprehensive set of dimensions along which patients’ preferences, wishes,
and needs may vary. Healthcare providers who strive for a person-centric organization and/or person-centric
interactions with their patients can use the PEC-model as a starting for discussing, measuring, and plotting
their patients’ preferences, wishes, and needs in terms of participation, experience, and connection.
However, as several respondents in our study drew parallels with other service contexts (such as hotels and
retailing), we believe that the PEC-model is also relevant for other service providers who strive for person
centricity. Moreover, healthcare and other service providers can use the PEC-model to reflect upon their
positioning in terms of person centricity towards the outside world. Knowing the dimensions of person
centricity enables service providers to reflect upon alternative routes to person centricity in their offerings.

When implementing person centricity, this research points to the relevance of logics. This implies that service
providers striving for person centricity have to understand the logics that enable or hinder the implementation
of person centricity. For instance, where a competitive and transformative logic are likely to enable the
implementation of person centricity, a cost logic may act as a hindrance. Besides understanding these logics
- which reflect institutions - and their potential impact, service providers can (pro)actively break, make, or
maintain institutions which has been referred to as ‘institutional work’ (Pop et al., 2018). Hence, a person-
centric organization does not only believe in the necessity of putting the patient’s preferences, wishes, and
needs first but also has the capability to engage in institutional work when deemed necessary.

Limitations and Future Research

First, this research relied - due to COVID-19 - on a combination of face-to-face and online interviews. Dodds
and Hess (2020) contend that these types of interviews differ in terms of, among others, the opportunities for
reading non-verbal communication (i.e., easier to read non-verbal communication during face-to-face than
online interviews) and convenience (i.e., online interviews being less intrusive and comfortable than face-to-
face interviews). Although a comparison of the data gathered through face-to-face and online interviews
suggested that the channel did not affect the content of the interview, future research might benefit from
further investigating the benefits and drawbacks of different types of interviews for gaining insight into person
centricity and even engage in other types of data gathering to explore this phenomenon.

Second, all in-depth interviews were conducted in Flanders, Belgium, which calls for interpreting the findings
with caution and not generalizing them. Even though we compared insights that emerged from our interview
data with academic evidence identified by means of an international scoping review, future research could
explore to what contexts these findings can be extrapolated, as different countries may reflect different
demographic, socio-cultural, economic, technological, ecological, and political-regulatory characteristics.

Finally, the research team was interdisciplinary, in that two members had a background in service marketing,
one member experience with healthcare services, and one member was active in both the service marketing
and healthcare community. Despite the interdisciplinary nature of the team, all team members live in the
same Western European country. To check the relevance of the theoretical insights that emerged, this
research was presented at (inter)national conferences in the marketing and healthcare domain where our
perspectives on the data were challenged. This important feedback on the data analysis was incorporated in
the development of this research, yet future research might further build on the PEC-model to contribute to
person-centric services within and beyond healthcare.

CONCLUSION

This research puts forward a comprehensive model for understanding person centricity and its
implementation in healthcare (i.e., the PEC model), which may have implications beyond the healthcare field.
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This model is based on the notion that patient preferences, wishes, and needs regarding participation,
experience, and connection vary (1) between persons (i.e. patient heterogeneity) as well as (2) within persons
(i.e. patient dynamics) and the implementation of person centricity is challenged by the coexistence of
different logics with regard to (3) its benefits (cf. competitive advantage principle), (4) its costs (cf. resource
limits principle), and (5) the extent to which actors question their logics or not (cf. normative judgments).
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ABSTRACT

This study explores the overall perceptions as well as the enablers and barriers that consumers attach to
low-carbon modes of holiday travel in the age of growing climate concern and “flight shame”. The study
contributes to existing research on sustainable consumer behavior by proposing a low-carbon holiday travel
perception framework that illustrates factors behind the decisions tourists make regarding holiday transport
mode choice. The research helps in gaining a wider understanding of what directs tourists towards or away
from sustainable modes of travel that provides important implications both for academics and managers
operating in tourism business.

INTRODUCTION

Sustainability is gaining growing attention among consumers, firms, politics, and academics. In particular,
the change of individuals’ consumption behaviors is considered to be an important prerequisite for
sustainable development (Wang et al., 2020). Research on sustainability and consumer behavior has taken
place for decades and consumer sustainability behavior has been researched widely both in the discipline of
psychology (Schultz, 2014) as well as in marketing and consumer behavior (Kronthal-Sacco et al., 2019).
Furthermore, there is a growing number of social movements among organizations to increase sustainable
behavior with the message that clearly states that engaging in environmentally sustainable practices can be
a huge competitive advantage for firms (Ketron and Naletelich, 2019).

Sustainability is becoming an emerging issue in tourism and customers in this sector increasingly demand
green products (e.g. environmentally responsible hotels, destinations, resorts and airlines) (Han, 2021; Wang
et al., 2020). Recently, the high CO2 emissions caused by holiday travelling, especially flying, have risen to
public debate, which encourages consumers to search for alternatives to flying. More ecological, low-carbon
holiday transport modes are seen to offer a more sustainable option to conventional tourism travel. Despite
the increasing importance of understanding sustainable consumer behavior in this context, existing research
on consumer perceptions towards low-carbon holiday travel and especially on the barriers and the enablers
that consumers attach with these modes of travel, is very scant. The existing studies have examined, for
instance, the role of values in voluntary air travel reductions (Blichs, 2017), tourists’ behavioral intention
towards slow travel in a quantitative manner (Lin, 2017), and tourist perceptions of climate impacts of
international air travel and possible mitigation policies (Becken, 2007). However, qualitative research taking
an in-depth, explorative approach to consumer perceptions towards low-carbon modes of holiday travel
seems to be lacking. By adopting qualitative methods, a deeper understanding of a phenomenon in a certain
cultural context can be formed (Myers, 2013), therefore helping in building a more holistic understanding of
the topic at hand.

The purpose of this study is to map out the overall perceptions as well as the enablers and barriers that
consumers attach to low-carbon modes of holiday travel in the age of growing climate concern and “flight
shame”. The main research question is: What perceptions consumers have related to low-carbon holiday
travel? It can be divided into two sub-questions: What are the enablers related to low-carbon holiday travel?
What are the barriers related to low-carbon holiday travel? The answers to these questions will be explored
first, by reviewing literature on sustainable consumer behavior and based on that forming a loose theoretical
framework that is used as a basis for empirical study. Empirical data is collected in qualitative focus group
interviews where discussions about green travel shed light on what consumers think about low-carbon
holiday travel and whether they see it as a possible option. More specifically, the aim is to gain understanding
of matters that consumers think aid or prevent low-carbon holiday travel behaviors. This study thus
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contributes to existing research on sustainable consumer behavior by proposing a low-carbon holiday travel
perception framework that illustrates factors behind the decisions tourists make regarding holiday transport
mode choice. The research also helps in gaining a wider understanding of what directs tourists towards or
away from sustainable modes of travel that provides important practical implications for managers operating
in tourism business.

LITERATURE REVIEW

As issues of climate change have become more prominent, so have discussions of sustainable development.
Sustainable development encompasses three dimensions: the economic, ecological and social dimensions,
pertaining to the welfare of the economy, the natural world and humans, respectively. Various concepts and
theories have been used when examining consumer behavior that takes into account these three aspects
when purchase decisions are made. For example, Han (2021) provides a review on social psychology and
environmental psychology theories that have been widely applied and used in explaining pro-environmental
behaviors among consumers. He points out that “environmentally-sustainable consumer behavior” is a term
that is broadly utilized and employed as an umbrella concept that highlights individual’s various actions saving
natural resources, reducing environmental harm, meeting the green needs of society, and improving his/her
life quality (Han, 2021). In this study, we adopt this viewpoint and draw broadly from studies dealing with
sustainable consumer behavior, including research on critical consumerism, intention-behavior gap and
sustainable holiday travel to better understand consumers’ perceptions of low-carbon holiday travel.

In the recent decades, critical consumerism has gained popularity as it aims to answer the need of driving
change in the market-driven modern world (Stolle and Micheletti, 2013). Critical consumer discourse is based
on the idea that commodity choice is believed to both fulfil private consumer needs related to achieving health
and happiness as well as simultaneously benefitting the society, whether it be in terms of sustainability or
social issues (Johnston, 2008). These discussions are based on the notion that consumers have shifted from
only having “enlightened self-interest” to also being interested in the common good, having “expanded self-
interest” (Gjerris et al., 2016). However, it has also been criticized whether any substantial change will be
achieved by including the moral ponderings of critical consumerism into consumers’ buying behavior as
“ethical consumer strategies seem more like niche marketing opportunities allowing corporations to target
privileged, conscientious consumers, than a substantive program for health, sustainability, and social justice
at a global scale” (Johnston, 2008, p. 240).

Furthermore, studies examining sustainable consumption mindsets and actual consumer behavior have
found, that consumers do not often act as sustainably as they report about their intentions to do so
(Moisander, 2007; Hassan et al., 2016). This phenomenon, often termed as behavior-intention gap, can aid
in understanding consumers and their concerns better, e.g. what keeps them from fulfilling the intention.
Previous research has found many possible explanations for the discrepancy between attitude and behavior,
such as the normative influence of surrounding people and the temporary nature of attitude and its tendency
to change over time (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002). Hassan et al. (2016) suggest that a possible explanation
for the intention-behavior gap is that intention contributes to consumer decision-making and so does
perceived behavioral control — a consumer’s perceived ability to control their behavior to reach the desired
outcome. However, they conclude that much research needs to be done to comprehend the motivational
journey from intentions to actions.

When it comes to enablers and barriers of sustainable consumption, for example Han (2021) identifies key
drivers of environmentally-sustainable consumer behavior as green image, pro-environmental behavior in
everyday life, environmental knowledge, green product attachment, descriptive social norm, anticipated pride
and guilt, environmental corporate social responsibility, perceived effectiveness, connectedness to nature
and green value. Barriers, on the other hand, can be related to that consumers struggle to turn existing
knowledge about sustainable consumption choices into action due to the perplexity and polyphony in the
current sustainable consumption discourses (Markkula and Moisander, 2011). In addition, Johnstone and
Tan (2015) found that according to consumers being green is too hard, there is a stigma surrounding green
consumer behavior and cynicism towards the effects of green products as opposed to conventional ones.
Furthermore, as Moisander (2007) explored the motivational complexity of green consumerism, she argues
that due to the complex nature of environmental issues, consumers have a difficult time navigating the
multiple sides of the issue and the complex ethical issues related to them.
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In this study we focus on tourism sector that has a big role in reducing the environmental impacts of consumer
behaviors by promoting customer behavioral changes to be environmentally responsible in diverse
consumption situations (Han, 2021). Sustainable tourism is defined by the UN Environment Program and UN
World Tourism Organization as “tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and
environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host
communities.” Within it, various directions can be identified, such as “eco-tourism” and “slow travel
movement” that aim at offering more sustainable alternatives for conventional tourism (e.g. Dolnicar and
Leisch, 2008). Sustainable holiday travel, the specific context of this research, refers to traveling to a
destination in a sustainable manner. It is to be noted, that this research is concerned with mostly the
transportation to and from the holiday destination(s), whereas sometimes sustainable holiday travel can be
linked to e.g. traveling to naturally remarkable locations or staying in lodging that highlights sustainability.
This is an increasingly important context as holiday travel has extensive climate impacts. The emissions of
air travel are estimated to grow by around 4-5 % of global carbon dioxide emissions in the coming decades
(Grote et al., 2014). Aside from carbon dioxide, other emissions of air travel also contribute to climate change,
resulting in air travel constituting for approximately 4 % of total emissions that warm the climate (Suomen
ymparistokeskus, 2019). Furthermore, air travel has a significant impact on a person’s carbon footprint
(Buchs, 2017) and transport accounts for most tourism-generated emissions (Gdssling, 2002). Therefore,
reducing air travel and finding new ways to travel during holidays could be one influential way of promoting
more sustainable tourism and a more sustainable future in general (Bichs, 2017).

Due to the international nature of aviation, it is not included in for instance the Kyoto protocol, that demands
nations to adopt certain greenhouse gas targets (Becken, 2007). Because there is a lack of regulation,
reducing air travel related emissions is currently individual consumers’ responsibility (Barr et al. 2010) since
scholars estimate, that considering the growth projections of the aviation sector, new technologies and other
mitigation strategies are not enough to answer the need for emission reduction (Peeters et al., 2016).
However, whether consumers do want to adopt this role can be questioned. Barr et al. (2010) and Becken
(2007) note that modern tourism, enabled by low-cost flights has become an inseparable part of the modern
lifestyle. It is also to be noted, that as climate change progresses, its effects, too, can affect tourism and the
behavior of tourists. However, more research is needed to assess the complex nature of changes caused
directly and indirectly by climate change in relation to its effects on tourism (Gossling et al. 2012).

Thus, various internal and external factors, both enabling and inhibiting ones, influence sustainable consumer
behavior or lack thereof. Both marketers and psychologists have aimed to provide their explanations for such
behavior, but more interdisciplinary research is needed to assess such complex forms of human and
consumer behavior. Specifically, more profound empirical research that focuses on certain meaningful
contexts is needed. This study aims to fil this gap on its part and the empirical research is discussed next.

METHODOLOGY

As an explorative inquiry into consumer perceptions, the study takes an interpretive approach, which is
concerned with human sense-making in different, emergent situations (Kaplan and Maxwell, 1994). As
qualitative data can offer subjective insights into complex phenomena (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003), it is
a suitable approach for analyzing the perceptions of consumers, which can indeed be complex and context-
dependent in their nature. The qualitative data was collected by conducting focus group interviews and
recording them. Focus group interviews are group discussions often used in the marketing field to give insight
with regards to people’s attitudes of a particular product or a service (Wilson, 2010). In addition to focus
groups being an effective form of interviewing, they can enable ideas and thoughts to emerge from participant
interaction (Wilson, 2010). Interviewees for the focus groups were searched by using social media (Facebook
and Twitter). To avoid potential bias in the interviews, we encouraged all types of consumers to participate
regardless of, for example, their travelling experiences, age or social background, in order to assure as
versatile and extensive data as possible. In addition, we announced that no prior interest or information
pertaining to the subject was needed. The five focus group interviews, each consisting of three participants,
were conducted between February 26", 2021 and March 12", 2021. Due to the global COVID-19 pandemic,
the interviews were conducted virtually on Zoom and recorded. Altogether 15 individuals participated in the
interviews, that lasted from 90 to 40 minutes.
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The interview questions were semi-structured, enabling the focus group moderator to ask additional
questions to expand and encourage the participants to elaborate further. The interviewees’ environmentally
inclined consumption tendencies were discussed first by asking general questions pertaining to sustainable
consumer behavior. From the general questions, a shift to more specific questions followed, related to holiday
travel tendencies and thoughts about different modes of travel. To stimulate thoughts among the
interviewees, a comparison of emissions for different modes of transportation was presented during the
interview, as well as a short route guide for a train holiday trip from Finland to Paris, France. It is to be noted,
when discussing subjects of moral complexity, that interviewees might be biased to report behaviors and
intentions that are socially more acceptable (Becken, 2007). Therefore, the questions were designed keeping
this aspect in mind, i.e. emphasizing the importance of all types of perceptions for research purposes. The
recorded data was transcribed and coded using inductive coding, where the codes emerge from the
transcribed material (Wilson, 2010). The material was read through multiple times and based on the
interviewees’ transcribed comments, codes were assigned to them. After the initial coding, the most important
topics with regards to the research questions were gathered and the analysis themes were based on them.
During the analysis, the codes were edited and added as new points of interest emerged from the data. The
results of the interview transcriptions’ analysis are presented next.

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

First, the key factors of consumer perceptions on low-carbon holiday travel will be dealt with and this is
followed by discussion on enablers and barriers to low-carbon holiday travel. It is important to notice, that the
key factors of consumer perceptions represent more general level insights towards low-carbon travel, and
these are both affecting and being affected by the perceived enablers and barriers. In addition, all the aspects
identified (including the general perceptions, enablers and barriers) are strongly interrelated and even
overlapping at some level. However, for the sake of simplicity they are discussed under three separate titles.

Key factors of consumer perceptions on low-carbon holiday travel

The key factors of consumer perceptions of low-carbon holiday travel refer to the aspects that guide and
influence the general views and opinions that the consumers have towards low-carbon holiday travel. These
are identified in this study as 1) level of environmentally-oriented mindset, 2) knowledge of available travel
options, 3) perceived fit of the trip at hand to travel mode and 4) contextual factors. First, concerning the level
of environmentally-oriented mindset, we found that specifically the environmental factors are what drive
consumers to engage in slow travel. Depending on the context and situation at hand, certain modes of
transport are favored over others, and the interviewees seem to seek out modes that would offer certain
benefits without compromising on the environmental impacts of the travel mode. Based on the data, there is
growing awareness of environmental issues among consumers. It was noted by the interviewees that issues
like traveling without planes were not discussed to a similar extent ten years ago and how flying to Central
Europe for a quick weekend getaway used to be regarded in a very positive light at that time, but not anymore.
Thus, environmental issues are gaining more attention among interviewees, as the following quotation
reveals: “My last trip abroad was to France and | flew there. After that, in fact, | have thought very much, even
more than before, about how I could travel in Europe without flying because | realize that flying is a big burden
to the climate” (Man, 27 years). Overall, the interviewees’ level of perceived responsibility and relationship to
climate change seem to have a strong influence on their perceptions of low-carbon holiday travel. Many
interviewees reported strong commitment to traveling without planes and told that they have been, for
example, traveling by train abroad due to the commitment to use low-carbon travel modes. In addition, they
pointed out that they are willing to sacrifice something, such as the ability to go far fast, due to this
commitment.

Second, knowledge of travel options is closely related to the above discussion about consumers’ awareness
of environmental issues. Interviewees had noted that examples of public figures avoiding flying for climate’s
sake and interest towards train travel and other low-carbon modes of travel have all been increasing. Due to
this phenomenon, their own and their peers’ mindsets seems to be changing. Furthermore, while the
interviewees clearly were aware of the effects of their actions on the climate and reported paying attention to
their habits from the environmental point of view, there seems to be some confusion as to which sources to
trust, for instance, related to evaluating the impacts of one’s actions. One of interviewees comments the
emission comparison chart discussed during the interview as follows: “Every time | see comparisons like this,
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I can almost be certain that something has been left out or it has been counted in a way that highlights one
matter over another. [...] | also have the impression that while the emissions of ferries might be relatively ok,
they cause other kinds of issues in the water system that might have more direct consequences than CO2
emissions and such have. So, it is a bit difficult to compare those.” (Man, 29 years). Thus, the climate change
issues are multi-faceted in nature and being able to question such estimates demands some inclination and
interest towards climate-change-related topics. One of the interviewees concludes well the frustration and
confusion that is apparent among interviewees’: “It would be so nice to always travel by train that does not
emit anything and the electricity of which just appears from somewhere without having to think about it much.
But I have also been thinking that the best solution would probably be to never travel anywhere.” (Woman,
25 years) Consumers experience a lot of confusion related to navigating sustainable consumption that is
caused due to vast amounts of changing information that can be conflicting. Similarities can be detected
when interviewees ponder vehicle choice, sources of energy and the trustworthiness of emission calculations.

Third, perceived fit of the trip at hand to travel mode was found as an important aspect of consumer
perceptions on low-carbon holiday travel. This was related both to trip planning process and choosing the
mode of travel. In the data we noticed that the importance of destination for typical tourist can be seen as
opposed to the importance of the journey among avid slow travelers. Interestingly, there seemed to be at
least two methods for how trips were planned: one, where first the destination was defined, and the trips were
planned around it. This was used usually when meeting friends or relatives who reside in a certain place was
the motive for the trip, or when deciding to go to an interesting destination that would fit the budget and the
time available. On the other hand, committed low-carbon travelers reported that the low-carbon transport
choices as well as available time are key in defining their chosen destination. “Usually during the last couple
of years, | have thought of destinations which | can reach by car, train, coach or in some cases the ferry.
Those, as well as the time | have available, have defined where | would travel. In some cases, the mode of
transport itself has been the basis for the travel plans.” (Woman, 25 years) None of the interviewees
mentioned a specific preference or liking to any certain mode of travel. However, some modes of travel are
favored over others in certain contexts for various reasons. For instance, places outside of Europe were not
even discussed as possible destinations by the interviewees. Domestically, public transportation was not
always deemed the best way to travel everywhere either. Nature destinations such as national parks and
hiking destinations were seen as hard to access without a car at one’s disposal, and especially Northern
Finland is recognized as a place where a car is needed to get around. Thus, based on the data, the
destination and mode of traveling are important factors that influence each other. For some the destination
comes first, whereas for others the mode of traveling is more influential factor when choosing a holiday travel
destination.

Finally, various contextual factors were recognized in the analysis, that affect consumer perceptions on low-
carbon holiday travel. As an example of this, the perceived necessity of flying instead of using other modes
of travel became apparent among the interviewees. Consumers who travel abroad to meet their relatives and
friends during holidays and often have a tight schedule due to work or studies, reported that flying is their
mode of choice due to these factors and that giving it up would be too large a sacrifice despite its
environmental impacts. Also, price is mentioned as an important aspect and the participants often evaluate
monetary costs in relation to other travel mode factors such as duration of trip and comfort of the
transportation, as well as the ecological impact of transport mode choice: “Domestically | mainly travel by
train because | like it and its ecological nature is the most important aspect for me. Taking a bus or even
flying might sometimes be cheaper but taking a bus to somewhere like Helsinki sounds like a nightmarish
idea so my indolence plays a role there. And the price... well not as much, | might even take a night train
from time to time because it is more comfortable.” (Woman, 23 years) Lifestyles that necessitate flying
combined with the climate conscious attitudes have caused some interviewees to find ways to get to their
destinations efficiently but without burdening the climate as much as commonly used jet engine planes do.
Among other options, the interviewees have investigated the possibilities of choosing flights that are operated
with a propeller engine plane, since they omit less carbon dioxide than jet engine planes. However, this
practice is deemed difficult since a flight can, after all, be operated with a regular plane instead of a propeller
engine unannounced, which would “ruin the idea of more ecological travel completely” (Woman, 29 years).
Other options to lessen the environmental impact of travel without raising the travel time significantly would
be avoiding layovers either by taking direct flights or flying halfway and taking the train for the rest of the way.
Overall, personal preferences, thoughts and expectations can be seen as important contextual factors.
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Perceptional enablers to low-carbon holiday travel

Perceptional enablers to low-carbon holiday travel refer to positive factors that the interviewees attach with
low-carbon travel. Based on the analysis, these include: 1) expected low-travel benefits, 2) earlier
experiences of low-carbon holiday travel, 3) peer examples and advice available and 4) engagement to pro-
environmental consumer behavior. First, avoiding flying when traveling, is seen by the interviewees as a
mode of travel that enables exploration of new places also aside from the final destination. Based on the
data, low-travel benefits include ability to experience the act of traveling in a more concrete way, watching
sceneries pass by and the chances of meeting new people and enjoying the journey. These aspects related
to slow travel were repeated in the interviewees’ stories, and new experiences and the concreteness of the
journey were considered integral for the travel mode.

Secondly, and closely related to benefits discussed above, many interviewees mention their positive earlier
experiences of public transport, especially of train travel, for example in Central and Southern European
countries. The interviewees highlight especially the number of connections and ease of traveling by train
within one country and even between countries. Some participants also mention their Interrailing as a dream
or an idealized picture of an adventurous train trip and the Interrail ticket was even referred to as a “key to
happiness”. Living in the moment and enjoying the journey as well as the destination, getting to spend quality
time with travel company and seeing one’s travel plans come true during the trip were seen as important
benefits for the interviewees. ‘I like various aspects of this type of travel. | have always enjoyed the travel
portion of trips, especially if | am not in a hurry and | get to watch sceneries. One of the most boring things
about plane travel to me is that | am in a sort of a tin can and after a bit | am suddenly in another place, so |
do not really even get to understand the geographical relations between places.” (Man, 27 years)

Thirdly, peer examples and advice available were reported as a positive side and enabler of low-carbon
holiday travel in the data. Examples set by public figures and other tourists who travel across Europe without
planes were viewed as factors that would aid people in adopting greener transportation. Blogs and social
media, as well as peers, were also discussed as sources where the interviewees would seek information,
tips, and inspiration for such trips: “I have been in friend groups where people avoid planes when traveling. |
have been hitchhiking for a couple of years and when | have looked for tips related to it, | have noticed that
people hitchhike between countries too and not just within one. Also “Traveling by ground” Facebook group
has had a significant impact because there | have seen how people take more and longer trips with trains
and coaches.” (Woman, 25 years)

Finally, some of the interviewees were clearly engaged to pro-environmental consumer behavior that strongly
influence their traveling preferences and habits. They want to put the environment before their own traveling
needs and plan the traveling based on this. “Because | have taken this stand towards traveling by land, |
have also realized how it limits my possibilities and it is something | have accepted. If | commit to these
modes of travel, it means | will not get to go to many places necessarily.” (Woman, 40)

Perceptional barriers to low-carbon holiday travel

Perceived barriers to low-carbon holiday travel refer to factors that make low-carbon travel seem unattainable
or unattractive. The identified barriers include 1) normativity of flying, 2) personal attitudes i.e. lack of patience
and "slow-travel attitude”, 3) lack of structures of tourism that would support low-carbon travel, and 4) lack of
resources. First, for some interviewees traveling without planes is not seen as an attainable option. Reasons
presented for this are various but the established, normative nature of plane travel that other travel modes
are compared to suggests that the length of travel time, more complicated nature and the relative price
similarity do not support traveling without planes. While the interviewees recognize the much more severe
environmental impact of flying, many reach the conclusion that environmental values alone are not enough
to motivate most individual tourists to voluntarily opt for travelling without planes in the current situation, like
the following excerpt highlights: “/ do not want to be pessimistic, but my first thought is that if you pay 150€
for the travel costs and accommodation which may be around 50€ or 20€ at a hostel we are talking about
170€ to 200€ so with the current prices regrettably flying is at such a similar price point that spending 1 day
and 21 hours travelling as opposed to around four hours from Helsinki to Paris is something | would not even
consider even if it were more ecological. | would only consider it in a utopian scenario where | would have all
the time and the money in the world, and it is not realistic. | would want to say otherwise but it is how it is.”
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(Woman, 31 years) In relation to this, some interviewees reported having planned to use more
environmentally friendly travel modes at first but then ending up booking plane tickets instead due to various
practical reasons, such as those described above. Thus, normative state of flying is seen as a barrier in that
it is the easiest and most common option for traveling, especially to long distance destinations.

Second, personal attitudes such as lack of patience and “slow-travel attitude” were identified as another
important disabler that hinder the appeal of low-carbon travel. For instance, when the possibility of traveling
from Finland to Paris for a holiday by ferry and by train is discussed, the travel time (1 day and 21 hours as
presented in the discussed materials used in the interviews) it is deemed to be too long to justify spending
only a couple days in Paris. Many interviewees said they would combine such a train trip with visits to see
international friends or other intermediary stopping points to divide the long continuous travel time into shorter
sections. “I do not see myself taking a two-day trip to a single destination, | would rather divide the trip into
parts, exploring and staying in places like Southern Sweden for one night and in Germany for the other. [...]
If the intention would be to use two entire days for the trip at least my buttocks could not take it.” (Man, 26
years) This suggests that a different kind of need is being fulfilled during an international train holiday than
one where plane travel is utilized. Many interviewees discuss the need to have a certain kind of attitude
during a train holiday, an attitude that would ‘allow for’ the trip to take a long time without frustration. This
would demand loose schedules that allow for delays and ample time to be spent at the destination.

Third, the interviewees recognize that traveling by train across multiple countries demands some sort of
knowledge of independent travel outside of travel agencies. Booking tickets, changing trains, navigating
foreign railway stations, and carrying one’s luggage as well as solving issues that may come up such as
missing a train are all things that were mentioned that might make traveling on land less desirable than flying.
Also, accessibility was often mentioned, and it was recognized that at an airport, customers with special
needs are often helped whereas when traveling on other modes a traveler is on their own. Furthermore,
railway stations were also compared with airports in the sense that while airports are international territories
with usually English signs to guide tourists, railway stations might not be as straightforward to navigate as a
non-native tourist. Thus, lack of structures of tourism that would support low-carbon travel are according to
the data related to the complexity of low-carbon travel. Examples of structures that would support it were
identified, for example, as speedier connections, easier trip planning and booking, and tax policies that would
incentivize low-carbon travel instead of airplane travel.

Finally, lack of resources was identified as one generally reported factor negatively affecting the consumers
perceptions on low-carbon holiday traveling. This is closely related to other aspects of low-carbon travel
discussed earlier but forms an important barrier as well. Lack of knowledge, time and money are the most
commonly mentioned resources that strongly influence the selection of the holiday travel mode and may
prevent the consumer of choosing the low-carbon alternative.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study explored consumers’ perceptions of low-carbon holiday travel and matters that consumers think
aid or prevent low-carbon holiday travel behaviors. Next the results are shortly discussed and after that
theoretical and managerial implications as well as limitations and future research ideas are presented.

Based on the study, consumers tend to have overall positive perceptions of low-carbon holiday travel. It is
viewed as an exciting alternative mode of transportation that allows for a different experience than flying to a
destination by plane does. The level of environmentally-oriented mindset seems to have important influence
on the consumers perceptions, i.e. how aware they are of environmental issues and what is the level of their
perceived responsibility and relationship to climate change. Also knowledge and experience of available
travel options, perceived fit of the trip at hand to travel mode and diverse contextual factors such as necessity
of flying, personal preferences and available information of environmental factors were identified as key
factors of consumer perceptions on low-carbon holiday travel. Importantly, finding a certain balance between
environmental issues and practical, context-related factors became evident from the data. The consumers,
while they might fly, are actively thinking about ways to lessen the environmental impact of their travels and
try to seek a middle ground between the environmental impact of their actions and the flying behavior that is
deemed necessary.
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The enablers that encourage consumers to travel using low-carbon transport modes are mostly connected
to the experience-related factors of low-carbon travel. Consumers would most likely use low-carbon travel
modes on a holiday which is specifically designed to fit the characteristics of such travel — to reach just one
international destination is not regarded as a viable type of holiday travel in the context of low-carbon
transportation. The consumers seem to view low-carbon travel as more suitable for trips that are specifically
planned around roaming around in different places with no one clear destination. Spontaneity and freedom
are associated with low-carbon travel as well as a certain mindset that entails flexibility and patience and also
preparing well. It is viewed as an exciting alternative that allows for a different experience than flying to a
destination by plane does. The consumers recognize that low-carbon travel takes more time, but they also
view it as a more holistic travel experience, where changing sceneries, intermediary stops along the way, the
company and time spent with travel companions and random encounters during the travels make the travel
an experience itself. These kinds of benefits together with earlier positive experiences of low-carbon holiday
travel, peer examples and overall engagement to pro-environmental behavior were identified as enablers
and positive factors that would inspire individuals and make low-carbon travel seem like a viable option.

With respect to the barriers that the consumers experience low-carbon holiday travel to have, they are related
to various negative aspects that make low-carbon travel seem unattractive. Normative nature of plane travel
that other modes are compared to was emphasized in our data suggesting that the long duration of travel
time, relative price as well as the more complicated nature of a trip that consists of using multiple vehicles,
changing trains, overnight stays during travels and booking the tickets from various booking sites make low-
carbon travel unappealing for many consumers. Also personal attitudes play an important role; some
consumers simply lack patience and “slow-travel” attitude that is needed to these kinds of travel modes.
Other barriers associated with low-carbon holiday travel were identified as the lack of structures of tourism
that would support low-carbon travel as well as lack of resources such as knowledge needed, time and
money. For example, combining low-carbon holiday transport with externally dictated schedules or arranging
family holidays abroad using such modes were seen as unattainable and impractical. All in all, low-carbon
travel is compared with conventional plane travel and due to its de-centralized nature, it lacks many of the
benefits that the consumers associate to come with plane travel, where luggage is taken care of, information
is often available in a lingua franca, wide range of refreshments are readily available and airline companies
aid tourists in handling issues related to, for instance, delays that affect further connections. Since the
consumers see much of these factors lacking in low-carbon travel, it is seen as complicated and something
that would require special skills or experience.

Theoretically, by proposing a low-carbon holiday travel perception framework the study contributes to
research on sustainable consumer behavior (e.g. Han, 2021; Ketron and Naletelich, 2019) and illustrates
factors behind the decisions tourists make regarding holiday transport mode choice. We suggest that
understanding consumer travel behavior can help in promoting environmentally friendlier modes of transport
and therefore our study provides important insights to both academics and practitioners. As research
pertaining to consumers’ perceptions of low-carbon travel has been scant before, our study reveals the
conflicting feelings consumers have both about flying but also about international low-carbon travel. This
research further illustrates the established nature of aviation but also shows that there are factors too that
facilitate other modes of travel. As especially the enabling factors that encourage low-carbon travel have not
been studied in much detail before, this research helps at creating an understanding of what consumers view
as factors that motivate using such transport modes during holidays.

The findings support the study of McDonald et a. (2012) in that the amount of consumer’s green behavior
can vary depending on the situation at hand. Different contextual factors were identified in this study that can
strongly influence the choice of travel mode, such as reason for the trip, destination, distance, time/schedule,
and money. Therefore, the benefits of low-carbon travel modes need to be communicated more effectively
and by taking into account that even the same person’s preferences may vary a lot depending on the situation
and context in hand. In relation to the sustainable communication our study is line with Markkula and
Moisander (2011) and Gjerris et al. (2016), in that consumers are struggling to turn existing knowledge about
sustainable choices into action due to conflicting information and ethical trade-offs that make the choosing
the mode of traveling complicated. Information available about the alternative options is often biased and
one-sided and would require considerable efforts from the consumers to find out reliable facts to support their
choices. Therefore, due to normativity of flying, they most often choose it as the easiest solution, especially
to long distance destinations. This suggests that companies need to pay careful attention to transparency
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and clarity in their marketing communications. In addition, to reduce the normativity of flying and improving
the structures of tourism that would support low-carbon traveling, the choosing and using these alternative
travel modes needs to be made more fluent, faster, and easier.

The findings reveal that also in the context of low-carbon holiday travel there exists a gap between intentions
and actual behavior. We found that even if the consumers are in general strongly inclined towards sustainable
behavior, they can still make less environmentally friendly choices when traveling. Our results support the
previous research (e.g. Becken, 2007; Higham and Cohen, 2011) in that despite the consumers recognize
the effects of their flying behavior on climate and feel that the issue should be addressed, they still are
reluctant to forgo air travel for the climate’s sake. Therefore, barriers that inhibit the use of low-carbon travel
options need to be first recognized and then taken care of to narrow this gap between intentions and behavior.

For managers the study offers information about how consumers view different modes of transport and their
potential in holiday travel now and in the future. Managerial implications to professionals operating in
transport and tourism are that climate issues increasingly interest travelers and that they are seeking options
to lessen the environmental impacts of their holiday travels. This is important information to all transport
sectors and also marketers working in those fields — while discussions of decreasing or even abandoning
flying are present, for some it is not possible, and some situations and lifestyles necessitate flying. Therefore,
it could be argued that more ecological modes of aviation would be welcome on the markets. It was found in
this study that while consumers seek sustainable options, they also wish for transparent and clear
communications regarding those subjects and are eager to find out more about the climate impacts of their
actions. This information could be used to differentiate corporate sustainability discourse in marketing since
consumers seem to view corporate sustainability communications as conflicting and misleading. By fostering
transparent and open marketing communications, these doubts could be alleviated, and consumer decision-
making could be made easier. In addition, consumers seem to believe in the future of rail travel and are
looking forward to developments in the field. Rail travel is seen as a comfortable and practical mode of
transport especially domestically and potential is seen also in longer trips by train. Furthermore, this study
suggests that there could be interest towards new services that would help tourists traveling by train in
Europe, such as booking sites that combine European rail networks efficiently and packaged holiday options
for the less experienced train travelers. This could diminish the normativity of flying and create structures of
tourism that would support low-carbon travel. Potential could also lie in finding ways to combine aviation and
rail travel, i.e. combining the appreciated speed of air travel with the experience-related aspects of rail travel
with less environmental burden. However, to ensure this, further market inquiries should be made.

In order to drive change and lessen the environmental impacts of tourism, aside from government-level
policymaking, transport and tourism businesses could approach holiday travel from a different viewpoint than
conventionally. Instead of marketing a quick weekend getaway to a city destination, domestic travel options
could be highlighted, and train holidays could be also marketed as a way to slow down and gain different
experiences than plane travel enables. Marketing communications could highlight the aspects of low-carbon
travel that are valued by the consumers: the slower, holistic travel experience consisting of adventurous
exploration, quality time with loved ones or oneself, encounters on the train and spontaneous occurrences
that differentiate low-carbon travel from the air travel experience that is deemed predictable by the
consumers.

As all research, also this one has its limitations. The focus groups were organized in the Finnish context and
Finland’s location to in relation to other parts Europe, it being surrounded mostly by the Baltic Sea affects the
possibilities of traveling abroad without flying. This also has an impact on the research results. Furthermore,
it was said in the call for participants that the focus group discussions would revolve around practices of low-
carbon emission holiday travel that might at some level explain the high level of reported commitment to pro-
environmental behavior, even though it was also announced that no prior interest or information pertaining
to the subject was needed. However, it may be that sustainably inclined individuals were the most motivated
and interested to join a discussion related to such topics. Considering this, future research could be
conducted where the pool of interviewees could represent people from different countries and backgrounds.
Future research could compare avid low-carbon travelers and avid flyers that could further illustrate the
differences in trip planning that a person’s environmental inclination poses.
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ABSTRACT

The study analyzes the effect of sustainability on customer-based store equity, identifying the different impact
between these relationships as a consequence of consumer unobserved heterogeneity. To achieve the
objective, a theoretical model is tested through an estimation of a mixture regression model on a sample of
510 customers of grocery retailers. The results of the aggregated model indicate that economic, social and
environmental sustainability are postulated as driving forces of brand equity towards the retail establishment.
In addition, the analysis identify three latent classes that are profiled where the strength of relationships
differs.

INTRODUCTION

The study of sustainability in retailing has fueled exponential interest in recent years as a result of the
increasing knowledge of consumers on issues related to the environment, extending the field of observation
also to its economic and social components (Park and Kim, 2016; Marin-Garcia et al., 2021). The interest of
companies in sustainability is evidenced from two perspectives. On the one hand, from the organizations
approach, it has been observed that acting on the different dimensions of sustainability can contribute to the
development of competitive advantages. In retailing, actions aimed at achieving economic, social and
environmental sustainability allow stores to differentiate from competitors. On the other hand, from the
consumers’ perspective, their interest is a consequence of the change in citizens' attitude towards
sustainability. There is an important part of the population who choose an establishment to make purchase
decisions, analyzes the origin of the product and the way it is made (Ankamah-Yeboah et al., 2020). This
new type of consumer prefers those alternatives that least harm society and nature. That is, the consumer
becomes aware of their way of consuming and the way in which organizations produce.

In addition, the current literature that examines sustainability in retailing tries to shed light on the effects of
sustainability dimensions unleash on other variables Thus, some recent studies highlight the effect of
sustainability on others variables with a long tradition of research in marketing such as store brand equity
(Ajour et al., 2020; Elg et al., 2021). These proposals state that, since brand equity has been considered a
key variable for business positioning in retailing, it is important to know to what extent the dimensions of
sustainability influence this variable.

Several studies suggest that consumers’ perceptions on the sustainable practices implemented by
companies may vary depending on the demographic and behavioral characteristics of consumers (Ankamah-
Yeboah et al., 2020). In other words, consumers’ perceptions of the retailer’s actions regarding economic,
social and environmental sustainability may vary across segments of consumers. Correctly identifying the
consumers’ profiles is a key element when implementing sustainable practices in organizations. Therefore,
due to the importance of integrating sustainability into the strategic activity of organizations, some recent
works attempt to assess the relevance of consumer segmentation. However, in retailing, the literature that
support how consumer characteristics can influence their perception of the sustainable practices
implemented by establishments and, consequently, their impact on store equity is scarce.

In line with the above, this study examines the heterogeneous effects of consumers’ perceptions of
sustainable practices of retailers on store equity and describes the profile of the segments in terms of specific
variables (preferred establishment, customer seniority, frequency of purchase and percentage of spending).
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The analysis of sustainability from a business perspective has been one of the topics that has received more
attention from researchers upon the presentation of the Brundtland Report for the United Nations in 1987.
This report expressed the need of economic progress, but acquiring a more sustainable perspective.
However, in retailing it has been in the last decade where this concept has received significant attention,
mainly due to its proven ability to develop competitive advantages (Lavorata, 2014; Marin-Garcia et al.,
2021). Research points out that sustainability is a fundamental factor for the development of organizations,
given its potential to generate differentiation with respect to competitors and to engender positive consumer
perceptions. All this is necessary for the survival of retail companies (Garcia et al., 2019).

In this sense, one of the main drivers of economic growth of retailers identified by researchers is the
implementation of sustainable practices by organizations (Lavorata, 2014). Traditionally, the concept of
sustainability has been approached from an environmental perspective following the conceptualization
provided by Callicott and Mumford (1997), who define sustainability as "an approach to conservation that
would complement wildlands preservation for ecological integrity, not substitute for wildlands preservation"
(p- 32). Currently, some researchers point out that to understand sustainability it is necessary to adopt a more
global perspective, where it is important to retain all the dimensions of this variable (Marin-Garcia et al.,
2021). Thus, sustainability cannot be conceived without considering its three supporting pillars defined by
the Triple Bottom Line theory postulated by Elkington (1994), namely, environmental sustainability, social
sustainability and economic sustainability.

Environmental sustainability is related to the decisions that companies make to reduce the negative impact
of their daily activity on the natural environment (Park and Kim, 2016). On the other hand, social sustainability
is based on the achievement of common welfare, where cooperation and concern for society are its
fundamental guidelines (Edwards, 2005). Finally, economic sustainability is associated with responsible
consumption and production (McNeill and Moore, 2015). In other words, consuming and producing in a
sustainable and responsible way can be a generator of good financial results for companies.

On the other hand, current literature in retailing shows that sustainability and store equity are postulated as
variables that can facilitate the development of competitive advantages for organizations (Kim et al., 2020;
Loh and Tan, 2020; Marin-Garcia et al., 2021). These studies highlight that companies that implement actions
related to sustainability contribute to improving consumers’ perceptions towards these establishments, thus
increasing store equity.

In this sense, some studies examine the links between these variables (Ajour et al., 2020; Elg et al., 2021)
and how these relationships may vary depending on the type of consumer (Ankamah-Yeboah et al., 2020).

Based on the above arguments, we propose the hypotheses that make up the causal model of this research,
which is represented in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Proposed causal model

Economic
sustainability Hla
. . H1 i
Social sustainability L Store equity

Hlc

Environmental
sustainability H2a  H2b‘ H2c

Preferred establishment, Customer seniority, frequency of purchase, percentage of spending
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METHODOLOGY

To achieve the objectives of this research, empirical quantitative research was developed. Respondents were
expected to assess a set of statements using a structured ad-hoc questionnaire. The items included in the
questionnaire refer to the constructs that make up the proposed causal model. Specifically, to measure the
dimensions of sustainability, the scale proposed by Lavorata (2014) was used, while store equity was
evaluated through the scale proposed by Yoo and Donthu (2001). Both scales have been previously validated
and used in studies in contexts similar to the one presented.

The population from which the sample was drawn consisted of customers of grocery retailing. Specifically,
three different types of commercial formats were selected (hypermarkets, supermarkets and discount stores),
chosen because of their privileged position in the Spanish retail sector. Finally, 510 valid responses were
obtained.

A confirmatory factor analysis was performed to examine the psychometric properties of the measurement
scales. The results obtained showed that all the scales met the requirements that confirm their reliability,
internal consistency, convergent and discriminant validities.

A mixture regression model was estimated to test the hypotheses presented in Figure 1. This technique
allows us to jointly analyze the direct effects of the independent variables on the dependent variable and
identify the potential segments. In other words, through this modeling it is possible to examine the impact of
the dimensions of sustainability on store equity and to test the existence of heterogeneity determining how
many consumer groups exist (Wedel and Kamaura, 2000). This type of modeling is based on the assumption
that the sample of consumers i (i = 1,..., 510) results from an unknown number of latent segments s (s =
1,..., S) with unknown probabilities of membership {7 }cs..

RESULTS

The mixture regression model was estimated using Mplus 8.0. In addition to the constructs mentioned above,
we decided to use as active covariates preferred establishment, customer seniority, frequency of purchase
and the percentage of spending. All these variables turned out to be significant.

Following the theoretical and practical criteria proposed by McLachlan and Peel (2000), the number of
segments for this study was selected. After analyzing the AIC value and, taking into account the minimum
value of the BLRT ratio, it was concluded that it was appropriate to retain the 3-latent segments solution.
Furthermore, in this solution, the mean probabilities of belonging to the most probable class exceed 85%
(class1: 0.979; class2: 0.982; class3: 0.977) with highly satisfactory results. Thus, it was decided to retain
the estimation of the model with 3 latent classes as the best estimation.

For the analysis of the estimation, we proceeded in two phases. Firstly, the results linked to the aggregated
model were analyzed without paying attention to the heterogeneity of the segments. Secondly, we proceeded
to analyze whether the relationships between the constructs showed differences across segments.

In relation to the estimation of the global model (without considering heterogeneity), the results obtained
confirm the first group of hypotheses of this research (i.e. H1a, H1b and H1c). In other words, the dimensions
of sustainability have a positive and significant impact on store equity. Therefore, economic sustainability,
social sustainability and environmental sustainability are driving factors of store equity.

Regarding the second group of hypotheses (H2a, H2b and H2c), the results obtained allow to support them.
Specifically, in relation to economic sustainability, a positive and significant impact on store equity was
observed for segments 1 and 3, being not significant in segment 2. Regarding the relationship between social
sustainability and the store equity, the results show a significant and positive effect for the three identified
segments. Finally, it is showed that environmental sustainability has a significant and positive impact on
segment 1.
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Therefore, the results obtained allow us to confirm the existence of important differences between the
estimation of the aggregated model, and the estimation that does consider differences across segments.
These differences support the need to study the segments by analyzing demographic variables (gender, age,
educational level, employment status) and behavioral variables (preferred establishment, customer seniority,
frequency of purchase and percentage of spending).

The analysis of these groups of variables makes it possible to describe each of the segments. Segment 1,
called "Sustainable" is characterized by being the smallest of the three segments and by the effect that
economic sustainability, social sustainability and environmental sustainability have on store equity. It is a
group of consumers with a high proportion of women, high educational level and a large number of consumers
between 36-45 years old. Segment 2, which have been labelled "Social" is the biggest one. Consumers in
this segment are characterized by paying more attention to social actions carried out by stores than
consumers in other group. It includes older consumers with lower educational level (mostly primary studies)
than other segments, and with a small number of unemployed people. Finally, segment 3 is named
“Socioeconomic”, since consumers in this segment value actions related to social sustainability and
economic sustainability, being the basis for creating positive perceptions of store equity. This group of
consumers includes a high proportion of men, where students and the unemployed predominate.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of the aggregate model indicate that economic, social and environmental sustainability are driving
forces of store equity. Specifically, social sustainability shows the greatest impact on consumer perception,
emerging as the main element in the development of store equity. Furthermore, the analysis of unobserved
heterogeneity identifies three latent classes in which the effects of perceptions on sustainable retail activities
vary across consumer segments.

From a business management perspective, retailers may use the results of this work in different ways.
Sustainable economic, social and environmental actions can be a source of competitive advantage if used
by retail store managers credibly. Thus, retailers may increase the presence on the shelves of products such
Fair Trade products and ecological products, and may certify their participation and collaboration with social
institutions or their reduction of materials for the production of products. In addition, the implementation of
actions related to sustainability can be a differentiating element compared to competitors if they are designed
according to the needs and preferences of each segment.
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ABSTRACT

In facing global challenges such as resource scarcity, climate change, species extinction, poverty and human
rights violations, consumers are developing an increasingly sustainable mindset resulting in a higher demand
for sustainable products as well as services. However, the majority of consumers fail to translate their positive
attitudes into corresponding behavior. In the area of services, this issue becomes a specific challenge. Since
services exhibit information asymmetries, we assume that clear, transparent and credible communication
can be key to closing the gap between intention and behavior. The results of two studies (semi-structured
interviews and a quantitative CIT study) support this assumption and help tourism practitioners and
researchers in improving their sustainability communication.

THE SUSTAINABLE MIND BEHAVIOR GAP IN TOURISM

Where their food comes from, how their clothes were produced, what ecological impact their consumption
has: Consumers have growing environmental awareness, an even stronger desire for sustainability, and they
are increasingly paying attention to ethical and social aspects when purchasing products (Giampietri et al.,
2018; Frank and Brock, 2018). It is therefore not surprising that the demand for corresponding products has
significantly increased in recent years. The issue of sustainability has even reached the tourism sector and
is receiving growing attention. As one of the world's largest service industries, the tourism sector undoubtedly
has the economic traction to trigger a global paradigm shift, but at the same time this will have the effect of
causing serious ecological and social damage. Therefore, a global rethink can only be achieved with the
participation of businesses, customers and consumers (Juvan and Dolnicar, 2017). However, implementation
on the supplier side is not easy and many consumers do not translate their attitudes and positive intentions
towards sustainable tourism into corresponding bookings (Jarvis et al., 2010). Moreover, travelers often
behave differently and less sustainably on vacation than they do at home, indulging in a kind of
"exceptionalism" for the duration of the vacation that contradicts their beliefs (Juvan and Dolnicar, 2014;
Holmes et al., 2021). Research on this attitude-behavior gap has shown that information asymmetries, in
particular, represent barriers for many consumers when it comes to translating their intentions into action.

Numerous research papers have already addressed the gap between attitudes or intentions and
corresponding behavior in consumer behavior research (e.g. Sheeran and Webb 2016; Nguyen et al. 2018;
Haider, Zhuang and Ali 2019). Various meta-studies and research papers show that positive sustainable
attitudes or intentions are not sufficient enough to explain consumers green behavior (Frank and Brock, 2018;
Carrington et al., 2010; Webb and Sheeran, 2006). Against this background, Ajzen (1991) pointed out that
the influence of the constructs within the theory of planned behavior may vary depending on the context,
situational factors and reference objects. This is particularly relevant for tourism research since tourism is
characterized by its complexity and individuality. Accordingly, consumption decisions made on vacation are
based on a different conception of needs than in everyday life (Antimova et al., 2012). Most of the studies on
the “green consumption gap” refer to either attitude or intention as the independent variable. However,
including the entire process between attitude and behavior allows locating potential behavioral barriers at
any pointin time within this relationship (EIHaffar et al., 2020). For this reason, the attitude-intention-behavior-
gap is referred to as a “Mind-Behavior Gap” (MBG), considering that attitude, intention and behavior are all
to be involved in any considerations. The majority of studies about the mind-behavior gap are product-
oriented research projects, while only a few studies in the service domain have been conducted. This is
surprising since the gap is likely to be more significant in the service sector. But research has largely been
neglecting this gap in service industries. The service sector is particularly known for the fact that information

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
72



asymmetries, leading to attitude-intention-behavior-inconsistency, are greater and, in some cases, more
difficult to overcome than in the product sector (Barile et al. 2014). Communicating sustainability is
challenging as it is difficult for consumers to recognize and understand the sustainable product attributes, nor
do they perceive the added value of sustainability (Tolkes, 2018). The vague nature of the concept of
sustainable tourism, the lack of tangibility, and the high level of trust properties of (touristic) services
additionally complicate the communication. While there are quantitative studies that examine various
consumption barriers associated with sustainable products, the authors are not aware of any studies on the
barriers between the intention to consume sustainable services and corresponding behavior. Therefore,
scholars recommend that the service sector should also be examined with regard to a possible reduction in
MBG (Yamoah and Acquaye 2019). Sustainable services are at least as relevant as sustainable products,
but research in the area of sustainable service management is still relatively uncommon. This is surprising
as Ostrom et al. (2015) identify “designing and delivering services in a sustainable manner” as essential
research priority to improve well-being through (transformative) services.

Against this background, the overarching goal of our study is to investigate the sustainable MBG in the
tourism-service context and to contribute to a possible reduction of MBG by identifying and addressing
specific (consumption) barriers. Previous research regarding this gap has shown that information
asymmetries result in declining trust and credibility (e.g. Frank and Brock, 2019). Against this background we
make several contributions to previous research. We identify information imbalances as crucial barriers to
sustainable consumption behavior and investigate the reasons for such asymmetries from the demand and
supply perspective. Further, we conduct a quantitative study to examine the role of sustainability information
on tourism’ behavior. Previous research shows that, in line with the product sector, information and
communication can be key to closing the MBG (Bergel and Brock, 2019; Télkes, 2020). Communicating
sustainability and its added value, as well as developing appropriate communication strategies, has the
potential to transform environmentally conscious intentions into corresponding behavior and thus also lead
to more sustainable tourism (Tolkes 2020; Untaru et al., 2020).

QUALITATIVE PRE-STUDY

To identify consumption barriers and to develop potential communication strategies, we conducted 40 semi-
structured interviews with tourists and representatives of tourism associations, sustainability activists, and
hotel managers, as it is important to know how consumers understand sustainable tourism, what consumption
barriers they perceive and what basic communication measures they would recognize. First, we conducted
27 interviews with tourists concerning their comprehension of sustainability and possible barriers to touristic
sustainability behavior. Furthermore, we asked representatives of tourism interest groups, sustainability
activists and hoteliers about the importance of sustainability for the tourism industry, how they perceive tourist
behavior and what measures they suggest to overcome the touristic sustainability MBG.

The interviews confirm previous findings of the attitude-intention-behavior gap and the different behavior at
home against while on vacation. Further, interviewees have no consistent understanding of the term
sustainability. They criticize the poor visibility of sustainable tourism services and miss connectivity between
the information of providers such as booking platforms, destinations, and hotels.

Interviewees propose the internet, booking platforms, social media, and mobile devices as the ideal tools to
present the benefits of sustainable travel in the most valid and transparent way possible, though they doubted
the credibility of some of the information that is provided. They see the latter as hindering sustainable travel
behavior. The expert interview study supports this cognition. As tourists have already stated, the common
consumer equates sustainability with eco-friendliness, usually product-centered. Experts state that this is the
result of misinformation, a lack of a uniform understanding of terms and missing visibility of sustainability
characteristics of tourism services. With regard to the benefits of sustainable tourism, experts state that while
some tourists might be aware of individual and societal benefits, the majority of tourism practitioners only
consider potential economic benefits. They clearly see a lack of legal restrictions and political ambitions. In
order to support tourist's sustainable behavior and choices practitioners wish for digital consumer
engagement solutions throughout the customer journey.

MAIN STUDY
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Based on the qualitative pre-study we show that the lack of valid information is a crucial consumption barrier.
Availability and accessibility were, for a long period, the two most dominant barriers to overcome the green
MBG. Presently, the availability of sustainable products and services is no longer a challenge (Frank and
Brock, 2018). Rather, it is important to support customers in finding the available offers by facilitating their
search and implementing the appropriate communication of sustainable tourism offers. Further, it is
necessary to create consumption incentives by highlighting beneficial product and service attributes (Nguyen
et al., 2018). With regard to the current demand for sustainable tourism services and based on the results of
the qualitative study, current communication can be considered as ineffective. Accordingly, consumers find
it difficult to recognize, understand, and ultimately consider sustainable attributes in their behavior (Télkes,
2018). However, information at the point of sale has a direct effect on purchasing behavior by reinforcing
consumers' actions and values (Penz et al.,2017). Thus, the presence of obvious and accessible information
should increase the effect of positive attitude on actual behavior.

However, besides the visibility of information, it should also be ensured that they are credible, as trust is a
relevant factor in the purchase decision process. Since the problems underlying sustainability are very
complex, most consumers lack the relevant "expert knowledge" to make consumption decisions based on
personal knowledge (Juvan and Dolnicar, 2014). If, on the other hand, suppliers provide information that are
visible and credible, the individual perception of sustainable offers is strengthened and personal convictions
about sustainability are then confirmed. Thus, this information can be considered in the decision-making
process and can increase the awareness of any possible consequences of the behavior (Penz et al., 2017).
Past research has also shown that increased credibility results in improved purchase intentions (Zhang, et
al., 2019).

Based on these preliminary considerations, we assume that credibility and transparency of sustainability
information both have a significant impact on sustainable travel behavior. We therefore assume that:

Information transparency moderates the relationship between perceived credibility of information and
sustainable travel behavior. The more transparent consumers perceive providers sustainability information,
the stronger the positive impact of credibility on sustainable travel behavior.

Based on these assumptions and our qualitative results we conducted a critical incident study combined with
survey-based measures of sustainability attitudes, perceived transparency and credibility of tourism providers
sustainability information and sustainable travel behavior. We asked participants about their general attitude
towards sustainability and sustainable travel, as well as about their last and recent experiences with tourism
providers sustainability measures and their corresponding communication. We asked participants to indicate
how they perceived the sustainability information they received (if they had received any) from the provider
and to what extent they integrated sustainable travel behaviors into their journey. The data was collected via
an online questionnaire with a total of 299 completed questionnaires that could be included in our analysis.
Of the participants, 59.9 per cent were female (SD= .546), and the average age was 28.5 (SD= 8.102).

All items for measuring the constructs were borrowed and adapted from previous research in the field (for
example Prillwitz and Barr, 2011; Vinzenz et al., 2019; Holmes et al., 2021). We applied an ANOVA and t-
tests to analyze information perception. Support for one direct effect was found. The level of information
transparency has a direct effect on tourist’s sustainable travel behavior. More interestingly, we found a
significant interaction effect between transparency and the perceived credibility of information (R? = .306; F
(1,22) = 1,698; p < 0.032). While significant differences between the impact of information credibility on
touristic behavior were found under the condition of high information transparency, none were found under
the condition of low information transparency (see figure 1).
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Figure 1: Information transparency, credibility and sustainable behavior
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SUSTAINABILITY BEHAVIOR

INTRANSPARENT TRANSPARENT

Dependent variable: Intransparent Transparent Significance of
Sustainability Behavior Information Information difference
High Credibility 3.48 4.11 0.023

(n=60) (n=47)
Low Credibility 3.39 4.40 0.001

(n=43) (n=64)
Significance of difference n.s. n.s.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

We assume that information asymmetries are a crucial consumption barrier when it comes to sustainable
tourism services. Both studies, the qualitative interview study as well as the quantitative CIT study, support
our assumptions and previous research on the role of information within the (sustainable) mind-behavior gap.
Consumers as well as tourism practitioners criticize the poor visibility of sustainable tourism services, the
lack of information about everyday possibilities to design travelling more sustainably and the inadequate
communication of the (personal) added value of sustainable services. Both interview groups state that a
major challenge lies in the consumers fear of greenwashing and their skepticism towards the credibility of
specific sustainability information. The particular role of information credibility is highlighted through the
results of our quantitative study. We found a significant interaction effect between the perceived transparency
and the perceived credibility of sustainability information in favor of sustainable travel behavior. Travelers can
assess the credibility of information better when they are designed to be as transparent as possible. Only
then can they base their consumption decisions on this information. The interaction of these variables
illustrates what our interviewees had already assumed: transparency and credibility go hand in hand.
Providers who offer trustworthy sustainable services do not shy from offering transparent information about
their sustainability measures and will therefore be perceived as credible. Furthermore, transparent and
credible information helps tourist to learn more about the importance of sustainable travel behaviors and to
learn how to behave accordingly.

Based on the results, we offer several implications for researchers and service managers in the tourism
industry. To name but a few: Further research is needed to develop intelligent digital information concepts
that encourage customers to behave in a sustainable manner. From a business perspective, overarching
information concepts are needed. Before booking, transparency and commitment in the presentation of
information are important. During the trip, all available options should be used to sensitize visitors and convey
information and knowledge; direct feedback from tourists in particular plays an overriding role. Digitalization
can help to provide tourism sustainability information as easily accessible and as transparent as possible.

Researchers should investigate what communication challenges exist from the providers' perspective. In
particular, however, it is important to evaluate and assess how effective and efficient communication
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measures can be designed and what effect they have on consumers. Therefore, we encourage researchers
to analyze sustainability information to increase transparency and credibility. This is a first step in lowering
the barrier to consuming sustainable tourism products. Next, we should develop practical measures to reduce
these barriers, such as information asymmetries between providers and consumers of sustainable services.
Since we found that smart technologies are critical for providing behavioral feedback and information to
customers, digital approaches to reduce potential barriers should also be developed and tested.

The results contribute to a better understanding of the impact of information barriers and communication
interventions on sustainable tourism services. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study on
sustainability information in tourism that combines both consumer and expert interviews and a quantitative
study to investigate the role of adequate information within the intention-behavior gap. This is a first step
towards reducing barriers to the consumption of sustainable tourism products. Our studies respond to a call
for research to improve and close the understanding of the intention-behavior gap in green consumption.
However, experimental designs are needed (ElHaffar et la., 2020). Further experimental studies could help
to identify what type of specific information tourists need to translate their positive intentions into sustainable
behavior. Given the increasing role of digitalization and the ubiquity of mobile devices, we encourage
researchers to investigate the perceived usefulness of mobile apps with a focus on sustainable tourism
offerings.
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ABSTRACT

Decoupling organizational structures from practices adversely affects organizations and their constituents. In
the context of corporate sustainability, it unduly delays measures to combat climate change. Service firms
can potentially contribute to more sustainability, yet a service-specific view of decoupling is lacking. This
paper conceptually determines where in service co-creation decoupling may occur. Using the example of a
particularly polluting service sector, the authors present environmental practices in the logistics sector along
the service process. It emerges that a majority of environmental practices lies in the provider sphere indicating
a high potential for decoupling practices from sustainability commitment in logistics services.

INTRODUCTION

Neo-institutional theory analyzes organizations in their institutional contexts (Greenwood and Hinings, 1996,
p. 1025). In this regard, decoupling has long been established as the misalignment between organizational
structures and practices (Meyer and Rowan, 1977, pp. 357-358). For instance, organizations may have
programs in place intended to reduce emissions from their operations but fail to implement these programs.
This type of behavior may entail negative consequences for the organization and its constituents (e.g.
organizational members, customers, authorities): Thus, resignation among organization members may
ultimately result in the loss of external credibility and even lead to legal repercussions (MacLean and Behnam,
2010). In the context of corporate sustainability, decoupling sustainability commitment from actual practices
may unduly delay the changes needed so urgently to combat climate change. With ever increasing customer
demands for sustainable products and services, decoupling may not only be harmful to nature but also to
business (Schons and Steinmeier, 2016).

While service industries have long been regarded as less polluting than manufacturing (Lin and Ho, 2011,
p. 67), the potential contribution of service firms to more sustainability is increasingly being recognized
(Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2017). Yet, a service-specific conceptualization of decoupling, which
takes into account the service co-creation process, is lacking. This article thus aims to determine where in
the service co-creation process decoupling may occur. We chose the third-party logistics (3PL) sector given
its importance for ever increasing flows of goods and its more obvious contribution to environmental pollution
compared to other services (Wu and Dunn, 1995; Lin and Ho, 2011). This choice is also justified by the fact
that logistics activities are frequently outsourced to third-party logistics providers (Jamali and Rasti-Barzoki,
2019, p. 637).

To answer the research question, we take a conceptual approach. First, the concept of decoupling is
introduced. After briefly outlining the Grénroos-Voima Value Model as a basis for our argument, we analyze
decoupling in each of the value spheres. Last, we highlight our conclusions. The structure of this paper follows
the same logic.

DECOUPLING ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES FROM PRACTICES

To reflect institutionalized rules and thus be regarded as legitimate, organizations adopt formal structures,
including policies, programs and communication, consistent with those rules. These may conflict with the
efficient performance of tasks. For instance, a 3PL provider may obtain certification for its environmental
management system (EMS) such as ISO 14001 (Tacken, Sanchez Rodrigues and Mason, 2014) but fail to
implement and monitor environmental performance indicators necessary to reduce the firm’s environmental
impact.
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In order to be both legitimate and efficient, organizations decouple formal structures from one another and
from daily work practices which in turn results in ceremonial conformity with institutionalized rules (Meyer and
Rowan, 1977). Whether or not such behavior is problematic depends on the reasons for the misalignment
and its assessment. Thus, decoupling could be perceived as inevitable to keep an organization viable. This
view has been shared by other authors who have brought additional explanations for inevitable decoupling
to the discussion: Thus, Lim and Tsutsui (2012) found that decoupling may be linked to a lack of capacity
(rather than a lack of will). Similarly, putting policies into practice may be hindered by a lack of human or
financial resources. Furthermore, decoupling may be the result of rapidly changing external demands put
forward to the organization by its constituents (Crilly, Zollo and Hansen, 2012, p. 1430; see also Conrad and
Holtbrigge, 2021, p. 540).

In a similar, yet distinct, vein, decoupling can be inadvertent in that it results from conscious decisions and
the resulting actions: agents may decide to adopt formal policies with the firm intention of implementing them.
Yet, full implementation may take time to “bear fruit” (Crilly, Zollo and Hansen, 2012, p. 1443). Frostenson,
Helin and Sandstrdm (2012) observe that formal codes of conduct may be in place and affect value
perceptions as well as organizational members’ identity, and yet be of little relevance to the daily activities of
these members. Quite to the contrary, formal policy adoption and the language accompanying it may
ultimately lead to a closer alignment of structures and practices. Thus, Haack, Schoeneborn and Wickert
(2012) found evidence to support the idea that “talking the talk” might incite an organization to narrow the
gap between “walk” and “talk”. Decoupling could, in this sense, be regarded as a “transitory phenomenon”
(Haack, Schoeneborn and Wickert, 2012, p. 834). Christensen, Morsing and Thyssen (2013) take a similar
stance: In as much as goals and plans for the future need to be communicated before they can be
implemented, CSR communication is termed transitional as opposed to duplicitous (Christensen Morsing and
Thyssen, 2013, pp. 376-378). Adopting a constitutive view of language, the authors show that CSR
communication (as one example of organizational structures) may have a motivational, directional and
consequently “aspirational” function leading an organization to live up to their stated goals (Christensen,
Morsing and Thyssen, 2013, p. 386).

Finally, decoupling may be intentional in that structures can purposefully be separated from practices. Albeit
intentional, it need not necessarily be deceptive. Thus, a further distinction is made here between deliberate
and deceptive decoupling. A considerable body of research focuses on decoupling as a strategic response
to institutional complexity (Arena, Azzone and Mapelli, 2018; Binder, 2007; Greenwood et al., 2011; Kraatz
and Block, 2008; Oliver, 1991). Institutional complexity refers to the existence of various, at times conflicting,
internal and external demands (Greenwood et al., 2011, 317; Oliver, 1991, p. 153). Organizations respond
to such complexity by concealing non-compliance with institutional pressures, buffering, i.e. avoiding external
scrutiny or escaping external demands altogether (Oliver, 1991, p. 154; see also Meyer and Rowan, 1977,
pp. 356—-357; Hirsch and Bermiss, 2009, p. 273; Misangyi, 2016, p. 408). Adherence or non-compliance with
institutional expectations has been shown to be a pragmatic choice of individual agents in line with whichever
strategy serves organizational goals best (Binder, 2007). On a similar note, Kraatz and Block (2008) present
escaping and compartmentalization as strategies for handling conflicting institutional demands. Both
approaches can be considered decoupling mechanisms (Greenwood et al, 2011, p.350).
Compartmentalization is achieved by way of separate units which respond to various institutional pressures
(Kraatz and Block, 2008, p. 250; Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury, 2012, p. 57). In the same vein, buffering
has been described as the separation of certain organizational activities from its structures (Lok, 2010,
pp. 1324-1325; Meyer and Rowan, 1977, p.342, 1977, p.342). Despite their commonalities,
compartmentalization and buffering differ in that the former takes an intra-organizational perspective whereas
the latter is concerned with the relationship of an organization with its environment. Thus, its function is to
protect an organization from external scrutiny (Binder, 2007, p. 563; Oliver, 1991, p. 155). Arena and
colleagues (2018) observe decoupling in their study of a company in a changing environment. Here,
decoupling describes the adoption of new integrated reporting standards while maintaining old, simplified
practices to respond “in parallel” to different institutional pressures (Arena, Azzone and Mapelli, 2018, p. 353;
also called grafting by Kodeih and Greenwood, 2014).

Like Oliver (1991), Greenwood and colleagues (2011) labelled approaches such as those summarized above
as strategic responses to institutional complexity. As a second type of response, they introduce structural
responses to complexity which comprise what they call blended hybrids and structural differentiation. The
latter response consists of creating subunits which respond separately to different institutional expectations

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
79



(Greenwood et al., 2011, p. 354). Be it in the form of a strategic or a structural response, decoupling as a
response to complexity involves an element of active, conscious decision of either individuals or the
organization as a whole which is why we refer to it here as deliberate decoupling. Acknowledging that not all
decoupling is viewed in a negative light, it must be pointed out, though, that a number of conceptualizations
at least imply an element of criticism. Thus, Oliver (1991, p. 154) also speaks of “disguising nonconformity
behind a facade of acquiescence”, Weaver, Trevino and Cochran (1999, p. 539) call such behavior “window
dressing”. More recently, Haack, Schoeneborn and Wickert (2012, p. 816) pointed to “merely simulated
adherence to societal expectations”.

Consequently, the notion of decoupling has taken root in CSR research (Hawn and loannou, 2016) which
frequently emphasizes the potentially deceptive nature of CSR communication as opposed to actual steps
taken towards greater sustainability (Graafland and Smid, 2019). Thus, Conrad and Holtbriigge (2021,
p. 542) view corporate misconduct or irresponsibility as decoupling with the (mere) aim of fostering business.

The above discussion illustrates that an assessment of whether or not decoupling is deliberate or even
deceptive depends to a large extent on the motives and goals which led to it in the first place. However,
determining the real motives behind decoupling is difficult to say the least (Christensen, Morsing and
Thyssen, 2013, p. 385).

From the point of view of corporate sustainability, decoupling as a way of misleading or even deceiving
constituents in terms of actual practices appears particularly problematic. Promoting sustainability programs
and policies while continuing practices that damage the environment and yet being regarded as legitimate
by central constituents prevents environmentally-minded constituents from taking action to close the gap. In
the context of 3PL services, decoupling environmental commitment from action can prevent customers of
these services from achieving their own sustainability goals as logistics make up a large portion of any
manufacturer’s environmental impact (Colicchia et al., 2013, p. 197). We therefore need to take a closer look
at the service creation process to determine where decoupling is most likely to occur.

SERVICE CO-CREATION IN DIFFERENT VALUE SPHERES

A considerable body of research on decoupling has focused on service organizations such as health care
(Heimer, 1999; van Wieringen, Groenewegen and van Broese Groenou, 2017), educational institutions
(Coburn, 2004; Conrath-Hargreaves and Wistemann, 2019; Snelson-Powell, Grosvold and Millington, 2016),
restaurants (Julian, Ofori-Dankwa and Shepard, 2019) or energy providers (Jacqueminet and Durand, 2020).
Yet, a service-specific view of decoupling has not yet emerged. We therefore focus on the process-nature of
service (Gronroos, 2006, p. 319) to determine where decoupling may occur.

Service is an interactive process supporting value creation for the customer (Grénroos, 2006, p. 324) with
value being conceptualized as value-in-use (Grénroos, 2017, p. 130): Value as value-in-use implies that
customers do not buy goods or services for their own sake but for the use they derive from those goods and
services before, during or after consumption (Gronroos, 2008, p. 301).

The Gronroos-Voima Value Model divides the value creation process into three separate but mutually
dependent spheres: the provider sphere, the joint sphere and the customer sphere. Roles and goals of the
provider and the customer in relation to value creation differ in each of these three spheres (Gronroos, 2017,
p. 130; Grénroos and Voima, 2013, p. 140). In the provider sphere, the firm uses processes and activities to
provide potential value. In this sense, it acts as a value facilitator (Grénroos and Voima, 2013, p. 141). The
joint sphere provides a platform for value co-creation in which the customer assumes the role of a value
creator. This, however, requires interaction between the provider and the customer (Gronroos and Voima,
2013, p. 142). The provider may interact to co-create value, but without interaction, no co-creation can take
place and the provider remains a mere facilitator of value (Grénroos, 2008, p. 307). The customer sphere is
closed to the provider. Here, the customer interacts with resources obtained from the provider to create value
independently (Grénroos and Voima, 2013, p. 142; Gronroos, 2008, p. 299, 2011, p. 290, 2017, p. 130).

As discussed in the previous section of this paper, decoupling, except in the case of transitional decoupling,
is rarely aimed at creating value for the customer. Instead, its original objective is to legitimize the organization
among its many constituents including customers without actually living up to the source of legitimacy
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perceptions. In this regard, decoupling, especially if discovered, may actively destroy value. The following
sections take a closer look at the value creation process focusing in particular on the provider and the joint
spheres. As will become clear in the respective sections, the provider sphere is where structures and a
maijority of practices potentially reducing a 3PL provider’s environmental impact are located. A smaller portion
of sustainability practices becomes relevant in the joint sphere which we will discuss in turn. Lesser emphasis
will be placed on the customer sphere for the reasons outlined in that section.

DECOUPLING IN THE PROVIDER SPHERE

In the provider sphere, the firm uses processes and activities to facilitate potential value (Grénroos, 2017,
p. 130). In neo-institutional terms, this also includes structures and practices. Structures refer to the formal
adoption (Westphal and Zajac, 1993) and espousal (Fiss and Zajac, 2004, p. 503) of or commitment (Crilly,
Hansen and Zollo, 2016, p. 707) to policies, plans, programs and procedures (Bartley and Egels-Zandén,
2016; Guo et al., 2017; Tilcsik, 2010; van Wieringen, Groenewegen and van Broese Groenou, 2017), goals
(Cetindamar and Ozkazanc-Pan, 2017) or corporate philosophy (Beverland and Luxton, 2005, p. 104). They
are thus more akin to procedural coordination mechanisms than to organizational design (Okhuysen and
Bechky, 2009). Practices, by contrast, constitute actual (Guo et al., 2017, p. 525; Haack, Schoeneborn and
Wickert, 2012, p. 819; Westphal and Zajac, 2001), concrete (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016, p. 232),
ongoing (Meyer and Rowan, 1977, p. 342) or substantive actions (Schons and Steinmeier, 2016), activities
and conduct (Crilly, Hansen and Zollo, 2016) or implementation (Fiss and Zajac, 2004; Misangyi, 2016).
Likewise, they refer to compliance with external demands or institutionalized rules (Meyer and Rowan, 1977,
p. 341).

Table 1: Organizational structures related to sustainability in the 3PL sector

Organizational structures related to environmental  Sources:
sustainability:

Setting specific sustainability goals for individual Lieb and Lieb, 2010

operating units

Environmental sustainability programs Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Tacken, Sanchez Rodrigues
and Mason, 2014

Environmental compliance and auditing programs Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Darnall, Jolley and Handfield,

2008
Third-party certification Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Tacken, Sanchez Rodrigues
and Mason, 2014; Lai et al., 2011
Written sustainability statement (incl. goals and Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Centobelli, Cerchione and
approaches) Esposito, 2020; Centobelli et al., 2020;

Establishing pilot programs directed at reducing Lieb and Lieb, 2010
emission levels

Improving control of a company’s service providers Lieb and Lieb, 2010
through the use of environmental checklists

Formal position in charge of sustainability efforts Lieb and Lieb, 2010
(e.g. sustainability manager)
Establishing committees to oversee company Lieb and Lieb, 2010

sustainability efforts

Table 1 above presents organizational structures identified in the 3PL literature aimed at more sustainability.
These structures may serve to signal compliance with the expectations put forward to an organization by
particularly environmentally-minded constituents (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).

Organizational structures constitute elements of which solely the provider is in charge. They are part of the
provider’'s processes which are not directly involved in value creation (cf. Gronroos, 2011, p. 282). If aligned
with sustainability practices, they form a potential for value and may facilitate real value creation (Grénroos
and Voima, 2013, p. 141). However, as they are part of the closed provider sphere, it is difficult for customers
to assess whether structures are actually aligned with practices. If formal policies and programs aimed at
rendering logistics services more sustainable constitute an organization’s true efforts to make a difference,
actual practices should be aligned with such efforts. Practices can then serve to indicate whether
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sustainability structures are in place for the sole purpose of legitimacy or as an expression of a firm
sustainability commitment. Thus, the practice of measuring and monitoring emissions from transport
operations (cf. for instance Darnall, Jolley and Handfield, 2008) may indicate that environmental compliance
programs (cf. Lieb and Lieb, 2010) have been adopted with the aim of reducing the provider’'s environmental
impact.

The green logistics literature has identified numerous practices implemented in the 3PL sector. Many of these
practices, however, remain completely or at least partly invisible to the customer if not communicated to them
(see Table 2 and Table 3 respectively for an overview). If sustainability practices remain hidden, though,
customers will find it difficult to assess whether they are in line with legitimizing sustainability structures.
Decoupling, be it inadvertent, inevitable or intentional, will be hard to detect.

In case of an insurance company, MacLean and Behnam (2010) found that, once discovered, decoupling led
to customers’ complaints to regulators, law suits and high fines imposed on the firm. This example may be
indicative of the severe consequences of decoupling. However, we still know little about the broader
consequences of decoupling in the 3PL sector.

Table 2: Invisible sustainability practices in the 3PL sector

Environmental practices invisible to the customer

Sources:

Effective shipment consolidation and full vehicle
loading (empty running reduction)

Routing systems to minimise travel distances

(Re) design of logistics system components for
greater environmental efficiency

Eco-friendly building design (e.g. energy-efficient
lighting systems, building thermal insulation)

Energy-efficient material handling equipment

Water systems (e.g. plants and landscaping
materials that minimise water waste, use of “grey
water” systems)

Materials recycle whenever possible

Consumption reduction whenever possible

Use of ‘green IT’ (e.g. reduction in server numbers,
use of green software, optimisation of backup
numbers)

Promote industry cooperative effort

Personnel training (office staff, employees and
operators)

Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Centobelli
et al., 2020; Tacken, Sanchez Rodrigues and
Mason, 2014; Zhang et al., 2014; Lieb and Lieb,
2010; Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito, 2006;
Colicchia et al., 2013

Jovanovic, Zolfagharinia and Peszynski, 2020;
Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Centobelli
et al., 2020; Tacken, Sanchez Rodrigues and
Mason, 2014; Zhang et al., 2014; Colicchia et al.,
2013

Murphy and Poist, 2003, 2000; Colicchia et al., 2013

Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Bartolini,
Bottani and Grosse, 2019; Zhang et al., 2014; Lieb
and Lieb, 2010; Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003;
Colicchia et al., 2013

Bartolini, Bottani and Grosse, 2019; Colicchia et al.,
2013

Bartolini, Bottani and Grosse, 2019; Murphy and
Poist, 2000, 2003; Colicchia et al., 2013

Jovanovic, Zolfagharinia and Peszynski, 2020;
Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Zhang et
al., 2014; Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Murphy and Poist,
2000, 2003; Colicchia et al., 2013

Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003; Colicchia et al., 2013
Agyabeng-Mensah et al., 2020; Lieb and Lieb, 2010;
Colicchia et al., 2013

Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003;
Colicchia et al., 2013

Jovanovic, Zolfagharinia and Peszynski, 2020;
Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Tacken,
Sanchez Rodrigues and Mason, 2014; Murphy and
Poist, 2000, 2003; Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Colicchia et
al., 2013
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Promote environmental awareness among Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito, 2006;
managers Colicchia et al., 2013

DECOUPLING IN THE JOINT SPHERE

The joint sphere is where the provider and the customer meet and interact to co-create value (Grénroos,
2017, p. 130; Heinonen, Campbell and Ferguson, 2019, p. 97). In effect, it is through interaction that co-
creation can take place. During interaction, the provider and the supplier can actively influence each other.
Provider and customer processes simultaneously occur during interaction (Grénroos, 2011, p. 289) and the
provider’'s process becomes part of the customer’s co-creation process (Gronroos 2011, p. 290). This way,
the provider can influence the customers value-in-use both positively but importantly—especially in the
context of decoupling—also negatively (Grénroos, 2011, p. 290). It is thus in the joint sphere that the
customer logic encounters the provider logic and that decoupling is likely to cause the greatest disruptions.

In the joint sphere, service employees play a particularly important role. An organization acts through its
employees. They are boundary spanners in that—during the interaction with the customer—they represent
the firm to the customer and at the same time represent customer needs inside the organization (Wirtz and
Jerger, 2016, p. 760). They are thus prone to experience various role conflicts. In the context of decoupling,
such conflict could involve conflicts between what the organization requires them to do and their fundamental
beliefs (Wirtz and Jerger, 2016, p. 761). If, for example, the organization makes strong environmental claims
by adopting environmental programs (Darnall, Jolley and Handfield, 2008; Lieb and Lieb, 2010) and engages
in practices that fail to live up to such claims or even thwart them, service employees may perceive this as
contradictory. They will still be required, though, to promote a positive, environmentally friendly image. This
may be perceived by employees as decoupling and cause a role conflict. Along these lines, the few articles
dedicated to individual-level outcomes of decoupling, have shown that decoupling may lead to cynicism and
negative legitimacy perceptions of ethical programs among organizational members (MacLean and Behnam,
2010; MaclLean, Litzky and Holderness, 2015). Decoupling on the part of the organization may thus entail
internal conflict and issues of authenticity.

Table 3: Partly visible sustainability practices in the 3PL sector

Environmental practices partly visible to the Sources:
customer
Use of alternative fuels Jovanovic, Zolfagharinia and Peszynski, 2020;

Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Lieb and
Lieb, 2010; Colicchia et al., 2013

Vehicle speed reduction to save fuel and reduce Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Jovanovic, Zolfagharinia and

emissions Peszynski, 2020; Centobelli, Cerchione and
Esposito, 2020; Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003;
Colicchia et al., 2013

Use of alternative transportation modes (e.g. Jovanovic, Zolfagharinia and Peszynski, 2020;

intermodal, combined) Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Tacken,
Sanchez Rodrigues and Mason, 2014; Zhang et al.,
2014; Colicchia et al., 2013

Use of alternative energy sources Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Bartolini,
Bottani and Grosse, 2019; Murphy and Poist, 2000,
2003; Colicchia et al., 2013

Efficient land use (e.g. brownfield redevelopment)  Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003; Colicchia et al., 2013

Waste reduction, transport and disposal Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003; Gonzalez-Benito and
Gonzalez-Benito, 2006; Colicchia et al., 2013
Packaging recycle or reuse Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito, 2006;

Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Lieb and
Lieb, 2010; Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003; Colicchia
etal., 2013

Ecological materials for primary packaging Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito, 2006
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Reduction of packaging waste Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito, 2006; Zhang
et al., 2014; Lieb and Lieb, 2010; Colicchia et al.,

2013
Environmental performance measurement and Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Tacken,
monitoring (e.g. carbon footprint) Sanchez Rodrigues and Mason, 2014; Darnall,

Jolley and Handfield, 2008; Agyabeng-Mensah et al.,
2020; Colicchia et al., 2013p

Collaborative partnerships with other Jovanovic, Zolfagharinia and Peszynski, 2020;

companies/3PLs Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020; Tacken,
Sanchez Rodrigues and Mason, 2014; Lieb and
Lieb, 2010; Colicchia et al., 2013

Stakeholder dialogues Agyabeng-Mensah et al., 2020; Colicchia et al., 2013

Network optimization with hub facilities Tacken, Sanchez Rodrigues and Mason, 2014;
Colicchia et al., 2013

Coordinated logistics and transportation programs  Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito, 2020

In order for decoupling to be observed by the customer, two things need to happen: First, the customer needs
to become aware of a gap between organizational structures and practices. Second, he or she must perceive
a discrepancy between structures and practices as decoupling. As customers interact with structures to
create value, they may learn of structures that are geared towards sustainability. If customers who value
sustainability become aware of such organizational structures, they may expect certain practices to follow
suit and deem the non-existence of such practices decoupling. As discussed above, of the numerous
sustainability practices implemented in the 3PL sector (see Colicchia et al., 2013 for an overview), a minority
is visible to the customer. This minority includes practices such as the use of alternative or less polluting
transport vehicles or vessels (Tacken, Sanchez Rodrigues and Mason, 2014). A single practice requires
active participation of the customer in the process, namely cooperation or consulting with a view of assisting
the customer in obtaining environmental certification (Lieb and Lieb, 2010).

Thus far, we know little about how decoupling is perceived by service employees, how this affects their
communication with the customer and how this in turn influences the interaction between the customer and
the service employee in the joint sphere.

DECOUPLING IN THE CUSTOMER SPHERE

In the closed customer sphere, the customer uses resources provided as part of the service and integrates
them with other required resources to create value independently of the service provider (Grénroos, 2017,
p. 130, 2011, p. 290, 2008, p. 299). The customer’s value creation process takes place in the customer
domain (Voima et al., 2011) and thus depends on the context and goals of service use (Grénroos and Voima,
2013, p. 142; Heinonen et al., 2010, p. 534). In the customer sphere, the customer assesses value
irrespective of any provider behavior. Heinonen and colleagues (2010) reason that value emerges in the
customer ecosystem as a result of mental processes in which they interpret the service experience in the
context of their own goals and worlds. Value thus exceeds the joint sphere of value creation in interaction
(Heinonen et al., 2010, pp. 536-537). The provider’s role then consists of supporting value creation in the
customer sphere (or ecosystem) (Groénroos, 2008, p. 306).

As discussed above, whether or not decoupling occurs is essentially a value judgement by the customer
(Christensen, Morsing and Thyssen, 2013, p. 385). It is thus conceivable that a third-party logistics provider
introduces an environmental management system the implementation of which may take some time. While
transitional in nature from the provider's point of view, customers may interpret the fact that expected
practices are not immediately implemented as decoupling. The opposite, of course, is also possible: Third-
party logistics providers may introduce a routing system to reduce fuel and thus cost (Tacken, Sanchez
Rodrigues and Mason, 2014). The customer may perceive this practice—possibly a deliberate response to
complex demands—as an attempt to reduce the environmental impact of transport activities and derive value
from this interpretation of the practice. Similarly, attempts to actively deceive constituents with claims about
internal practices aimed at reducing resource consumption and/or waste (Murphy and Poist, 2000, 2003;
Colicchia et al., 2013) may go unscrutinized and thus be deemed legitimate by the customer. Regardless of
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whether structures are aligned with practices or not and of whether a misalignment is inevitable, inadvertent
or intentional, its interpretation as one or the other takes place in the customer domain.

Whether or not customers derive value from the perceived (mis-)alignment of structures and processes
depends on the customer’s interpretation and sense-making processes in the context of his or her own eco-
system (Heinonen et al., 2010, p. 533). The intricacies of these sense-making process involved in the
assessment of decoupling have received little attention and deserve further investigation.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Using the example of the third-party logistics sector, this article aimed at conceptualizing a service-specific
perspective of decoupling. To this end, we first introduced the notion of decoupling in its original neo-
institutional context, differentiating between inevitable, inadvertent and intentional decoupling. We then
sketched out the Gronroos-Voima Value Model as a basis for a service perspective on decoupling. We
analyzed the misalignment of sustainability structures and practices in the 3PL industry in each of the three
value spheres and observed that both structures and a large portion of sustainability practices reside in the
provider sphere implying a potential for decoupling at the facilitation stage of the process already.

Emphasizing the interactive process nature of service, we observed that decoupling in the joint sphere
potentially involves the service employee and the customer. We highlighted that the importance of the service
employee may be linked to role conflict and authenticity issues and pointed out the need for further research.
Likewise, we underlined the customer’s interpretive processes in the customer ecosystem. This, we argued,
also requires further investigation.

Future research might thus focus on interpretive processes both of the customer and the service employee.
Such research might address the question of how service employees interpret inadvertent, inevitable or
intentional decoupling and what this means for the interaction in the joint sphere of value creation. Similarly,
such research could focus on customers’ interpretation of cues provided by the provider to assess whether
or not decoupling occurs.
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ABSTRACT

Research on the entrepreneurial university has been receiving increased attention in recent years. This
research aims to analyze the actions carried out by the STEM HElIs in Ecuador to show their contribution to
the achievement of the UN SDGs. For this purpose, this article reviews 27 public STEM HEIs on the fuzzy-
set qualitative comparative analysis. The results show that sustainable entrepreneurship is still an
underdeveloped topic in Ecuador. HEIs are committed to including entrepreneurship in programs.
Furthermore, the model indicates that promoting sustainable education and strategic direction that includes
entrepreneurship or sustainability is more efficient than only having educational activities.

INTRODUCTION

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the United Nations (UN) in 2015 contain the most
ambitious global plan adopted by the international community to mobilize collective action around common
goals. UN's Agenda has 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Each goal has specific targets to be
achieved with the efforts of all of society: governments, private sector, civil society, and academia. These
global guidelines focus on three essential dimensions such as environmental protection, social development,
and economic growth, offering an opportunity to embark on a path to meet society's needs and secure
resources for future generations, providing a valuable roadmap for articulating global policymaking (Gil, 2017;
Moncayo, 2018).

The academy is an actor that can contribute transversally to the 17 objectives. It is a neutral actor that
provides evidence-based information and has credibility within society. Its main tools are learning and
teaching, research, innovation, culture, and leadership. The university must play an active and significant
role in constructing social capital and the development of its own country, and therefore in the achievement
of global goals. It is not enough to think that the university has to interact with its context; it is necessary to
focus on what this relationship consists of, who participates, and the most effective strategy to interweave
the environment and actors (Cosme Casulo, 2018; Moncayo, 2018).

As for whom, a way to promote the implementation of the 2030 Agenda is to provide students with a
competency-based awareness of sustainability. In this way, they could solve many challenges they will
encounter in their professional fields, going beyond just educating professionals but rather training ethically
aware, responsible, caring, critical, and socially committed citizens (Michelsen, 2015; Caride Gémez, 2017,
Serrate Gonzalez et al., 2019).

On the other hand, Segalas y Sanchez (2019) expressed teachers' lack of awareness, knowledge, and
motivation in working on sustainability competencies with their students adequately. If they do not understand
sustainability, they are less prepared to integrate it into the classroom. Therefore, teacher training is the main
problem for cross-cutting sustainable development goals. (Valderrama-Hernandez et al., 2019).

Authorities of higher education institutions (HEIs) also play a strategic role in achieving the SDGs since the
design of transformative institutional policies to create an environment that fosters the achievement of the
goals depends on them. Thus, Galdos-Frisancho, Ramirez, and Villalobos (2020) mention, "the success of
this challenge depends on how universities can assume their internal changes and, of course, the leadership
and vision of their authorities and communities."
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In terms of strategy, five areas of action are identified in which HEls should organize all their projects and
programs for the achievement of the SDGs: a) Governance; b) Training; c) Research; d) Extension; and e)
Management (Saenz, 2019). These action areas are cross-cutting to all the goals and targets set out in the
2030 UN Agenda.

This study will focus on target 4.4 of SDGs, which calls for: "increasing the number of youth and adults who
have relevant skills, including technical and vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs, and
entrepreneurship." Also, this study will focus on target 8. 3, which states: "Promote development-oriented
policies that support productive activities, decent job creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation,
and encourage the formalization and growth of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises, including
through access to financial services" (Gil, 2017; Laglela et al., 2017). For this, public HEIs as an educational
service, especially those specialized in technological and engineering studies, are designed with the objective
of training students capable of contributing to industry with practical knowledge and providing solutions to
society's requirements.

However, while the current situation that the world is going through due to Covid-19 and global warming has
slowed the achievement of the SDGs, it has made more evident the need to generate radical changes
considering sustainability as a synergy between wealth, social and environmental welfare. In this sense, the
empowerment of sustainable entrepreneurial activity based on innovation from public HEIs in Ecuador could
help achieve one of the areas of the 2030 Agenda proposed by the United Nations and contribute to the
strategy against the socio-economic crisis generated by COVID-19.

Research on entrepreneurial activities has been receiving increased attention in recent years. This research
aims to analyze the actions carried out by the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM)
public HEI in Ecuador to show their contribution to the achievement of the United Nations goals 4.4 and 8.3
through the application of the fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) methodology in the field
of entrepreneurship. A preliminary literature review revealed a lack of related articles. However, they are
focused on particular elements and actors. Likewise, the analysis of the management reports issued by each
HEI and a group of keywords determined the relationship with the SDG goal's achievement.

The following structure is proposed to achieve this purpose. Section one presents the relevance of the study.
In section two, the development of the method used is discussed. In section three, the results obtained from
using the fsQCA tool will be presented. In chapter four, conclusions will be developed, and possible future
work will be considered.

METHOD

To examine how entrepreneurial activity can contribute to SDG achievement, we used a configurational
approach to study the configurations since outcomes in this research are likely to result from multiple
interconnected conditions that are mutually dependent (Sukhov, Abadzhiev, and Johnson, 2021).
Specifically, we used fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) developed in 2000 by Charles
Ragin, which enables the assessment of causation or cause-effect relationship. The purpose of QCA is to
integrate the strength of the case-oriented approach, which is the assessment of within-case complexity, with
the strength of the variable-oriented approach, which is a systematic cross-case comparison. Fuzzy set QCA
explicitly indicates the degree to which cases are members of sets (Ragin and Timberlake, 1989; Ragin and
Lieberson, 2001).

Overall, three phases can be distinguished in the protocol for applying QCA. The first phase involves the
selection and description of the cases; the second corresponds to the so-called "analytical phase," the
technical analysis of the data; and the third phase involves the interpretation of the results. (Zamora Aviles,
2018).

For the first phase, the cases' theoretical background and the study's conditions were studied. The second
phase, called the "analytical moment" of QCA, is the most characteristic of its understanding as a method. It
begins with the "calibration" of the conditions and the result and the establishment of the thresholds belonging
to the conceptually defined analysis set, which in this case will be fuzzy-set. From these characterizations,
we proceed to the construction and presentation of each configuration (each case) in the truth table and
simultaneously develop an initial process of incoherence analysis in each case. Since not all logically feasible
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cases correspond to the empirically existing cases, an analysis of the so-called "logical residues" is performed
based on the configuration of the truth table. Subsequently, the logical minimization of the configurations is
developed using the Quine-McClusky algorithm. To accomplish data analysis, "fsQCA 3.0" software will be
used, and the information will be presented in the results section. The third phase of the QCA application
corresponds to an in-depth analysis of the cases presented in the conclusions. (Ragin and Lieberson, 2001;
Schneider and Wagemann, 2012).

Theoretical background

Entrepreneurial activity has been widely studied in recent years and with different notations. For example,
Ahmad and Seymour (2008) consider that entrepreneur's activities are enterprising human action in pursuit
of the generation of value through the creation or expansion of economic activity. All this by identifying and
exploiting new products, processes, or markets within a business context, including industry, competition,
and national economic structures.

On the other hand, entrepreneurial activity can also be described in terms of the activities it develops. Thus,

Shane and Venkataraman (2000) refer to the entrepreneurial activity as carrying out an entrepreneurial
process that does not necessarily require the birth of a new company, although some innovation does occur.
In this sense, innovation includes discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities to introduce new
products or services, production processes, raw materials, markets, and new organizational formulas that
did not previously exist, carried out by existing companies and by new ones.

Another way of measuring entrepreneurial activity is based on the number of new business centers opened,
distinguishing between entrepreneurial activity carried out by existing and new companies. (Larraza Kintana,
Contin Pilart and Bayona Saez, 2005; Fuller and Pickernell, 2018; Lasio et al., 2020)

From a different perspective, Obschonka, Moeller, and Goethner (2019) suggest that a person's essential
entrepreneurial personality character contributes to shaping actual entrepreneurial activity. A similar idea can
be found in Vallerand, (2015) as they relate entrepreneurial activity from a behavioral point of view, such as
attitudes and skills.

In Ecuador, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) talks about post-secondary entrepreneurship
education, differentiating between entrepreneurship training provided in primary and secondary education
and that offered by higher education institutions. According to this report, Ecuador has consistently average
performance, surpassing the regional average in business administration training, vocational training, and
education systems. (Lasio et al., 2020).

In this research, the entrepreneurial activity will be related to universities' activities to promote
entrepreneurship, now called entrepreneurial university. The term "entrepreneurial university" was coined
more than thirty years ago and began when university scientists attracted the attention of venture capitalists
with their research and decided to exploit its industrial applications. Over time, universities gradually started
to see researchers as factors of production and their opportunity to generate other types of revenue
(Etzkowitz, 1983). Years later, a new paradigm was developed to understand the emerging entrepreneurial
role of the university, giving way to what we know today as the basis of technology transfer between
universities and companies (Smilor, Dietrich, and Gibson, 1993).

Subsequently, incubators as a mechanism for supporting the development of new technology-based firms
were not very common despite the increased worldwide interest in university-sponsored technology.
Nevertheless, the need to establish reasonable objectives and management policies that promote tangible
results consistent with the requirements of the new mission of a business university began to become evident
(Mian, 1994). These antecedents set a precedent for the university's third revolution, incorporating economic
and social development as part of the HEI mission, known as the triple helix model (academic-industry-
government relations). Hence, the university plays a more critical role in technological innovation contributing
to regional development (Etzkowitz, 1998; Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Salomaa, 2019; Salomaa et al., 2020).

Entrepreneurial universities now encourage interaction and networking. They integrate entrepreneurship into
the academic culture to obtain economic returns on the knowledge generated (Formica, 2002). Therefore,
universities have been considered sponsors for economic growth (Cohen and Winn, 2007; Pugh et al., 2018;
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Salomaa, 2019). Policies have been generated that encourage universities and companies to participate in
partnerships and personnel exchanges. For example, through university and industrial centers or science
parks, commercialization is incentivized by granting ownership of intellectual property arising from their
research and building universities' knowledge transfer capabilities by supporting recruitment and training of
technology transfer staff (Adams, Chiang, and Starkey, 2001; Siegel and Zervos, 2002; Valentin and Jensen,
2007; Woolgar, 2007; D'Este and Perkmann, 2011).

Little research exists regarding the entrepreneurial university ecosystem that conceptualizes its structure and
function (Guerrero et al., 2016). An ecosystem consists of a collection of individuals, organizations, industry,
and environmental elements who join forces in complex ways (Guerrero, Urbano, and Gajon, 2020). Piqué,
Berbegal-Mirabent, and Etzkowitz (2020) make an approximation mentioning that entrepreneurship
education, interactions between universities and investors, the improvement of specific infrastructures to
incubate and accelerate business ideas, and an intensified activity of technology transfer offices could shape
an entrepreneurial university ecosystem. In this sense, Polbitsyn et al. (2020) question the educational
programs as they are crucial within an entrepreneurial ecosystem(Pugh et al., 2021) by identifying strengths
and weaknesses to develop entrepreneurial competencies as they do not fully meet the requirements of
students (Pugh et al., 2021). On the other hand, Padilla-Meléndez et al. (2020) comment that institutional
barriers still exist for capital needed for business ideas. Infrastructure (i.e., incubator), on its behalf, influences
graduates' career patterns facilitating employability options as academic entrepreneurship. Guerrero,
Urbano, and Gajon (2020) show how graduates' risk aversion and work effort are positively influenced when
access to university business incubators and relationships with external stakeholders are provided (Bikse et
al., 2016). Finally, university-industry collaboration and outputs such as patents and licenses will not be used
by society if there are no knowledge transfer activities as a closing aid to the research process (Novela et al.,
2021).

In addition to all the above described, a sustainable university must have efficient management, address
issues of the environment, and social and sustainable resource issues. The management model for a
sustainable university should include developing a sustainable vision and mission as the basis for the
university, actions, establishing the policies and resources necessary to carry out the task, and establishing
a strategy for sustainability based on principles in both research and education (Bratucu et al., 2020).
Embarking on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) path requires HEIs to manage specific processes
to lead sustainability. Unfortunately, the lack of capacity of HEI to integrate sustainable development into all
aspects of education and learning hampers the capability to act as an entrepreneurial university (Fleaca,
Fleaca, and Maiduc, 2018).

In Ecuador, the university education system cannot develop students' motivation, competencies, and skills
related to innovation and entrepreneurship, even worse than sustainability. On the contrary, entrepreneurship
education requires learning methods, pedagogical processes, and frameworks for education, which many
HEI universities have not mastered. (Blenker et al., 2008).

RESULTS
Selection and description of cases

In Ecuador, there are 62 universities, 32 of which are public and distributed throughout the country. In this
sense, the presented model has taken 27 public higher education institutions that considered STEM a
sample. For analysis purposes, the first hypothesis states as relevant the contribution of careers in science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics to provide solutions to specific problems of society and the
achievement of the SDGs. On the other hand, the second hypothesis states that the primary purpose of
public HEIs is academic and professional training and the construction of solutions to problems (Funcion
Ejecutiva, 2010). Private universities were excluded, considering that their purpose could be economic.
These assumptions ensure that the model will include the most relevant cases, similar enough to compare
and sufficiently variations in conditions and outcomes.

Secondary data was used to define the conditions with accurate data, and cases were selected purposefully
to be seen as potential causes of the outcome. Thus, considering the theoretical background, the following
conditions were defined for the model based on the university entrepreneurial ecosystem and management.
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Having a technology transfer office was not considered since it is a requirement of higher education regulatory
entities:

e A: Entrepreneurship education

e B: Sustainable education

e C: HEI strategic management, including entrepreneurship and sustainability

¢ D: Specific infrastructures to incubate and accelerate

HEls curricula were investigated one by one to assess conditions A and B corresponding to education.
Related subjects on sustainability and entrepreneurship and other forms of training and their scope to all
2020 programs were sought.

The information used to evaluate condition C was based on the 2020 CPCSS (Council for Participation and
Social Control in Ecuador) accountability form for higher education institutions. This CPCSS accountability
form is a mandatory public document, where the percentage of compliance, results, and description of the
strategic objectives and exclusive competencies for the 2020 period must be specified. In this section, HEIs
shall show whether their strategic direction includes entrepreneurship and sustainability as elements in the
strategy.

Likewise, the information analyzed to evaluate condition D was based on the analysis of HEls web pages,
news reports, and reports of Programs and Projects endorsed and registered in the Secretaria de Educacion
Superior, Ciencia, Tecnologia e Innovacién (Senescyt).

Finally, the outcome investigated in these cases corresponds to the contribution of the HElIs in achieving
SDG. Each HEI's 2020 Annual Accountability Reports was analyzed to carry out this measurement.

e Y: The contribution of the HEI to the achievement of the SDGs is evidenced.
Calibration
Variables of each case were calibrated into the fuzzy-set membership scores for their degree of membership
to produce scores ranging from 0.00 = full non-membership to 1.00 = full membership (Ragin and Lieberson,

2001). Rules for assigning set membership scores to cases are presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1: Rules for assigning set membership scores to conditions A, B, and D

A B D
Score Entrepreneurship education Sustainable education Specific infrastructures to
incubate and accelerate
0 HEI does not have cross- HEI does not have cross- HEI has not developed
cutting subjects cutting subjects infrastructure
0.33 Only management programs Only the environmental HEI is part of the Innovation
have entrepreneurship programs have sustainable Hub
subjects. subjects.
0.67 There are extracurricular There are extracurricular HEI sponsors a coworking,
activities related to activities related to incubator, accelerator, or
entrepreneurship open to sustainability open to the prototyping-lab
the community. community
1 Entrepreneurship education Sustainable education is HEI has developed a
is transversal to all careers. transversal to all careers Scientific and Technological
Park

Table 2: Rules for assigning set membership scores to condition C and Outcome Y

C Y
Score HEI strategic management include The contribution of the HEI to the
entrepreneurship and sustainability achievement of the SDGs is evidenced
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0 HEI does not have related strategic objectives HEI does not show a contribution to
SDGs in their annual report

0.5 HEI has strategic objectives related to either HEI contribute non-significantly to SDGs
entrepreneurship or sustainability. in their annual report
1 HEI has strategic objectives related to HEI contribute significantly to SDGs in
entrepreneurship and sustainability. their annual report
Truth Table

The fuzzy-set scores are used to construct a data matrix as a truth table with 2k rows to operate the Boolean
algebra (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). The data matrix is presented as follows in Table 3.

Table 3: Data Matrix

Code Higher Education Institution A B C D Y
EPN Escuela Politécnica Nacional 1 0.33 0.5 0.33 0
2 ESPAM Escuela S. Politécnica Agraria Manabi 0.33 0.33 0 0 0
3 ESPE Universidad de las Fuerzas Armadas 1 0.33 0 0.33 0
4 ESPOCH Escuela Superior Politécnica Chimborazo 0.33 1 1 0.33 0.5
5 ESPOL Escuela Superior Politécnica del Litoral 1 1 1 0.66
6 IKIAM Universidad Regional Amazoénica 0 1 1 0
7 UAE Universidad Agraria Ecuador 0.33 1 1 0 0.5
8 UC UNIVERSIDAD CENTRAL 0.33 0.33 0 0.66 0.5
9 UEA Universidad Estatal Amazonica 0 0.33 0.5 0.33 0.5
10 UEB Universidad Estatal Bolivar 1 1 0.5 0.33 1
11 UG Universidad de Guayaquil 1 1 0 0 0
12 UINPIAMM Amawtay Wasi 1 1 0.5 0 0
13 ULEAM Universidad Laica Eloy Alfaro Manabi 0.33 0.33 0 0.33 0
14 UNACH Universidad Nacional Chimborazo 0.33 0.33 0 0.33 0.5
15 UNAE Universidad Nacional Educacion 0.33 0.33 0 0.33 0
16 UNEMI Universidad Estatal Milagros 0.33 0.33 1 0.33 0.5
17 UNESUM Universidad Estatal Sur Manabi 1 1 0.5 0.33 1
18 UNL Universidad Nacional Loja 1 0.33 0.5 0 0
19 UPEC Universidad Politécnica Estatal del Carchi 1 0.33 0.5 0.67 1
20 UTA Universidad Técnica Ambato 0.33 0.33 1 0.66 0.5
21 UTB Universidad Técnica Babahoyo 0.66 0.66 1 0.33 0.5
22 UTC Universidad Técnica Cotopaxi 0.66 0.66 0 0.33 0
23 UTELVT Universidad Técnica Luis Vargas Torres 0.33 0.33 0 0.33 0
24 UTEQ Universidad Técnica Estatal de Quevedo 0.33 0.33 0.5 0.33 0
25 UTMACH Universidad Técnica Machala 0.33 0.33 0.5 0.33 0
26 UTN Universidad Técnica del Norte 1 1 1 0.33 0
27 UY Universidad Yachay 1 0.6 0 0.33 0

Once the variables were calibrated, the following step was developing the truth table, which was carried out
through the software "fsqca V3.0". The truth table resulting is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Truth Table result from "fsqca V3.0" software
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A B C D number Y cases raw consist. PRI consist. SYM consist

0 1 1 0 3 1 0.769053 0.5 0.60241
cases ]

1 1 1 1 1 0 0.692308 0.555556 0.555556
cases

0 0 1 1 1 0 0.645022 0 0
cases

0 0 1 0 1 0 0.589474 0 0
cases

1 1 1 0 2 0 0.568404 0.386574 0.401442
cases

0 0 0 1 1 0 0.351515 0 0
cases

1 1 0 0 3 0 0.257772 0.188385 0.188385
cases

0 0 0 0 5 0 0.242315 0 0
cases

1 0 0 0 1 0 0.184015 0.0699153 0.0699153
cases

Logical minimization.

Finally, the logical minimization was carried out, and applying the Quine-McClusky algorithm, the complex,
parsimonious, and intermediate logic minimizations were determined. It should be noted that the threshold
used was 0.75 because it is considered substantially consistent in the study. The result of the logical
minimization and standard analysis evidenced the results shown in Table 4 considering "present” all causal
conditions in the software:

Table 4. Standard Analysis result from "fsqca V3.0" software

Complex Parsimonious Intermediate

Solution Solution Solution
Solution ~A*B*C*~D ~A*B ~A*B*C
Frequency 1 1 1
Coverage 0.37 0.4433 0.37
Consistency 0.769053 0.6 0.769053

Table 4 shows consistency in the results, which means that the sub-sets of conditions and outcomes are
closely related and share conditions or combinations of conditions. On the other hand, coverage has a low
degree showing how much of the outcome is covered.

With these results, and following Ragin's recommendation, we will stick to the intermediate solution. It uses
only easy counterfactuals for the minimization process and is not as difficult to interpret as the complex
solution.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to provide a comprehensive relation between a condition that promotes
sustainable development goals from Higher Education Institutions, primarily related to entrepreneurial
activity. To shed more light on the current body of knowledge, we analyzed the theoretical background to
determine the model's conditions. This approach leads us to consider specific requirements to promote
sustainable entrepreneurship, starting with an ecosystem that helps society.

Going back to the theoretical background is necessary to interpret the results. The HEI's entrepreneurial
ecosystem described the need for education, infrastructure, policies that promote entrepreneurship, and
knowledge transfer offices(Piqué, Berbegal-Mirabent, and Etzkowitz, 2020). The model indicates that more
important is promoting sustainable education and strategic direction tied to either entrepreneurship or
sustainability or both (intermediate solution ~A*B*C).

The calibration was performed, understanding that both the complex solution and the intermediate solution
exclude variable A as a condition for achieving the SDGs from the entrepreneurship activities. Condition A
was a count of the educational offerings proposed for students, including electives, cross-cutting subjects
within programs, additional training, and other forms of entrepreneurship-related education. Although many
HEIs currently have cross-cutting entrepreneurship education, most engage in any entrepreneurship type of
education.
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Regarding Condition B, It could be seen that all universities at least introduce sustainability education in their
environmental careers. Only 11% of the universities have additional courses related to sustainability, and
33% of the universities have cross-cutting programs in all their study programs.

About condition C of HEIls strategic management, 33% of HEIs include entrepreneurship or sustainability in
their axes, and 29% both. In the "entrepreneurship or sustainability" condition, there was a remarkable
difference in which entrepreneurship was more prevalent in strategic management than sustainability.

Concerning condition D, which dealt with infrastructure to promote participatory environments for
entrepreneurs such as coworking, incubators, accelerator, innovation Hubs, and technology parks, the model
shows that this condition can be present or absent as this will not affect the achievement of the SDGs. This
fact is not surprising since, due to SENESCYT programs, most public universities participate in innovation
HUBS sponsored by this entity. However, few universities have coworking, incubators, or accelerators, not
to mention that there are still no science parks in the country.

It is to say that only five universities covered the solution terms: Escuela Superior Politécnica Chimborazo,
Escuela Superior Politécnica del Litoral, Universidad Regional Amazénica, Universidad Agraria Ecuador and
Universidad Técnica del Norte.

In conclusion, this study showed that Ecuadorian higher education institutions are committed to including
entrepreneurship in their policies, programs, and activities, in line with the new mission of universities as part
of the triple helix. However, their efforts are not geared towards the sustainable development goals since
only 15% of the universities show significant evidence, such as projects or efforts made, and 30% show non-
significant evidence since they only show research projects related to SDGs issues but no concrete action
carried out.

Entrepreneurship and sustainability are not treated as related topics in Ecuador but are studied or applied as
different fields. Future work proposes to include new variables to the model, such as the analysis of linkage
projects and other goals of the SDGs to uncover the conditions or combinations of conditions that are
sufficient for the expected outcome to avoid these limitations give a complementary view.
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ABSTRACT

The purpose is to provide a framework guiding service organizations while adopting new work practices and
to specify effects of psychological empowerment. This research is based on a mixed-method approach to
establish new theory and to determine correlations. It is claimed that the managerial framework ensures solid
foundation for the quantitative analysis arguing that new work practices have positive effects on service
organizations. This study contributes to new work and service literature by equipping service organizations
with a framework and stating the positive effects on employees using psychological empowerment as a
mediator where employees are the central resource to success.

INTRODUCTION

The new working world and how to focus on employees came to the fore of discussion among academics
and practitioners. Digitalization, globalization and COVID-19 pandemic are challenging the service sector
(Edvardsson et al., 2018; Voorhees et al., 2020) and as being the main driver of economic productivity and
growth service organizations represent an essential part of the world economy (Anderson et al., 2013; Khanra
etal., 2021; Ostrom et al., 2010; Ostrom et al., 2021; Sheehan, 2006). In the past and especially now in order
to maintain a successful position service organizations need to find ways to prove themselves in a highly
competitive field (Kandampully, 1998; Ostrom et al., 2021). The majority of interactions within the service
industry are based on human-to-human collaborations, and hence, the adoption of new work practices can
create an advantage over competitors (Aksoy et al., 2019; Hart, 1995; Teece et al., 1997). Services itself do
not only connect activities within an economy or society but also combine different sectors of it (Kandampully,
2002). Additionally, the ubiquitous shortage of skilled workers is also causing service organizations to revise
their current ways of working and to update their abilities towards new work practices (Lindner et al., 2018;
Schermuly, 2021). So far, it has been found out that the introduction of new work practices within
organizations not only enhances employees’ motivation at work (Ollo-Lopez et al., 2010) but also fosters
overall productivity within an organization (Askenazy and Caroli, 2010; Schermuly, 2021). In particular,
these findings are of high relevance owing to the fact that service employees are deemed as key success
drivers for service organizations as they are able to enhance quality of services as well as foster customer
loyalty (Herhausen et al., 2020). This leads to the urgent need of adopting new forms of interaction between
customers and service organizations through their employees as well as to transform the collaboration
amongst employees. In accordance to Schermuly (2021), influenced by the structure of an organization this
corresponds to the concept of psychological empowerment. It maps human beings in an organization and
acts as a mediator between structural conditions and the intended effects such as increasing job satisfaction
or lowering employees’ intention to quit (Seibert et al., 2011). Due to the transdisciplinary nature of the service
industry and according to Aksoy et al. (2019) and Gustafsson et al. (2016), further research is needed in the
field of new work practices and the role of employees. As of now, despite the rapidly changing and complex
context of services, research has so far missed the opportunity to create a clear overview of practices for
service organizations and establish a guidance of what effect new work practices have on their employees
(Barley et al., 2017; Edvardsson et al., 2018; Leonardi and Bailey, 2008; Ostrom et al., 2021). Thus, this
paper is guided by two research questions. First, the qualitative part of the research focuses on how service
organization can adopt new work practices. Second, the quantitative part specifies what influence
psychological empowerment has on the effects of implementing new work practices. This study aims to equip
service organizations with a managerial new work practice framework derived from a manager’s point of view
and to test whether this framework has a significant effect on employees (e.g. job satisfaction) using
psychological empowerment as a mediator. It therefore contributes to the service literature by holistically
conceptualizing new work practices and the positive effects of psychological empowerment within service
organizations. The result of this paper is twofold. By adapting a mixed-method approach the qualitative part
derived a managerial new work practice framework using a grounded theory approach (Gioia et al., 2013).
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The quantitative part adopts these dimensions and cast an eye on the employee level examining
psychological empowerment as a central mediator for leveraging the positive effects of new work practices
in the service environment using a structural equation model (SEM).

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Staying flexible and continuously transform business processes as an organization as well as to acquire new
competences with respect to new work practices becomes key to stay innovative and competitive nowadays
(Janssen et al., 2016). In particular, in the last two years the understanding of work has changed and
transformed significantly as the COVID-19 challenged not only organizations but also work behaviour of
employees around the world (Dubey and Tripathi, 2020; Voorhees et al., 2020). The implementation of new
work practices seems to create an advantage for service organizations. In this sense, the constitution of
competitive advantages is linked to an organization’s ability to continuously update its knowledge concerning
the new working world. This is also supported by Teece et al. (1997, p.516) defining “dynamic capabilities as
the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competences to address rapidly
changing environments.”. To respond more flexible to changing work and market environments service
organizations need to develop multiple competencies (Eloranta and Turunen, 2015; Hobday, 1998). One of
these competencies is related to the adoption of new work practices and to further elaborate on its effects on
employees. Currently, academic literature presents a rather fragmented understanding of practices
organizations can implement regarding the new working world (Aroles et al., 2019; Schgne, 2009). Therefore,
academic literature suggests that new work practices are moving towards fostering flatter organizational
structures (Caroli and van Reenen, 2001; Lindbeck and Snower, 2000; Schermuly, 2021; Schane, 2009),
an incorporation of collective work measures through new ways of communication, shared responsibilities or
job rotation (Ashford et al., 2007; Askenazy and Caroli, 2010; Schgne, 2009) as well as enabling an
organizational culture change based on non-authoritarian style of leadership, open offices, individualization
of work arrangements and employee involvement in the decision-making processes (Handel and Levine,
2004; Hornung et al., 2008; Schermuly, 2021). Spreitzer et al. (2017, p.477) identified practices of new work
and described them as “three dimensions of flexibility that capture the range of alternative work arrangement:
(a) flexibility in the employment relationship, (b) flexibility in the scheduling of work, and (c) flexibility in the
location of where work is accomplished.”. However, a more technical oriented perspective is also widely
present among academia. In accordance to Barrett et al. (2015), the use of information and communication
technology (ICTs) and the incorporation in organizational business processes is considered a practice of new
work. Nonetheless, according to Schgne (2009) practices of new work miss a clear definition. With regard to
this paper, new work practices are defined as practices which holistically frame the way work is carried out
in service organizations in the future and encompass all practices that serve to redesign working
environments in order to be prepared for the challenges of the future. Service organizations can therefore
overcome challenges and maintain a certain degree of competitiveness by implementing new work practices.
In order to understand the concrete effects of new work practices in the service sector it is also important to
examine the effects at the level of the employees. The various sectors service organizations operate in (Mills
et al., 1983; Mills and Margulies, 1980) and its transdisciplinary (Aksoy et al., 2019; Askenazy and Caroli,
2010; Benoit et al., 2017; Gustafsson et al., 2016) make it especially crucial to conduct further research.
According to Gustafsson et al. (2016), future research in the service sector should contribute to knowledge
and competence acquisition by promoting the incorporation of disciplines using a more refined perspective
and by focusing on inter alia activities, e.g. new work practices from a managerial point of view, and how they
can serve service organizations by studying the effects of them. Regarding the relevance of service
organizations, a unique characteristic is the person-to-person basis service organizations generally operate.
In correspondence to Aksoy et al. (2019) the maijority of interactions within service organizations, especially
in the daily work context, is based on human collaborations. Precisely, psychological empowerment starts at
this point and places the individual at the core centre of an organization, in contrast to, the structural, and
thus, organisationally-oriented approach (Schermuly, 2021). Psychological empowerment can be understood
as a motivational construct that is manifested through four dimensions, namely meaning, competence, self-
determination and impact (Spreitzer, 1995). These four dimensions are described to be the fundamental
facets that support psychological empowerment (Schermuly, 2021). First, meaning encompasses how much
value is attached to the purpose itself and the purpose of the work (Spreitzer, 1995). Second, competence
aims at the individual's perception of his or her own ability to accomplish a task with his or her own skills
(Spreitzer, 1995). Third, self-determination refers to influencing one's own daily work flow, and finally, impact
is understood as the degree of influence to shape results of a strategic or administrative nature (Schermuly,
2021). The interplay of these four dimensions shapes the perception of psychological empowerment. How
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psychological empowerment is perceived in turn depends on structural conditions such as leadership
behaviour or organisational culture (Schermuly, 2021). This makes service organizations a profound sample
concerning new work practices owing to the fact that the human factor plays a central role. Advantages can
arise especially for service organisations as concrete research in the area of individual measures has shown
that they foster the productivity of organizations (Askenazy and Caroli, 2010) and motivation (Ollo-Lopez et
al., 2010) as well as efficiency of employees (Barrett et al., 2015). In their meta-analysis (Seibert et al., 2011)
summarise various empirical findings on the effects of psychological empowerment. Consistently across
several studies, positive correlations with job satisfaction, performance, innovative behaviour and
organisational commitment were found. In addition, individuals who feel psychologically empowered feel less
stress and are less likely to express intentions to quit.

Regarding the quantitative analysis of the effect of new work practices on employees in the service sector
this study stated the following hypotheses:

(i) The higher the psychological empowerment, the higher the (1) job satisfaction, (2) productivity, (3)
perceived enjoyment, (4) employer attractiveness.

(ii) The higher the psychological empowerment, the lower the (5) inhibition of work efficiency, (6) intention to
quit.

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study is to identify how service organization can adopt new work practices as well as to
specify what influence psychological empowerment as mediator has on the effects of implementing new work
practices. The research adopts a mixed-method approach based on qualitative semi-structured interview
study and a quantitative structural equation analysis.

In the first step, the qualitative method was applied in order to gather interpretation of experiences from
experts as well as to capture the organizational processes (Bluhm et al., 2011). Following the work of Gioia
et al. (2013) a grounded theory approach is applied based on Gioia methodology. Data were collected
conducting 21 semi-structured expert interviews. Service organizations adapting their strategy towards the
new working world and with its headquarters in Germany were selected in order to create a comparative
basis regarding the similarity of legal and political parameters. Top-level managers were interviews in order
to understand the strategic perspective behind new work practices, whereas, mid-level management was
considered to capture the tactical perspective behind implementation mechanisms (Langley and Abdallah,
2015). Management level was involved for the reason that based on the managerial new work practices
hypotheses for the quantitative part are built up in order to test the effects of these practices respectively.
Semi-structured expert interviews were conducted in German between March 2021 and June 2021 lasting
between 42 minutes and 69 minutes. All conducted interviews were recorded and transcribed in order to
code the data. Coding of the data involved three researchers and in order to maintain a thematical distance
and to improve theoretical outcome one researcher iteratively gave feedback (Crosina and Pratt, 2019;
Gioia et al., 2013). Hence, the iterative process allowed for created concepts, themes and aggregated
dimensions critical revisions. First, interview transcripts were assessed using open coding, and hence, first
order codes were created in a more descriptive nature closely linked to the actual quotes. Second, first order
codes were subject to axial coding in order to organize and group them in a more theoretical manner (Gioia
etal., 2013). The underlying coding process aimed for second order themes. Second order theme “facilitation
of agile work methods” for instance was clustered from following first order codes “simplifying flexible and
collaborative ways of working”, “promoting employee satisfaction and fun at work” as well as ‘introducing
working space and desk sharing concepts”. Third, in the last stage of analysis application of theoretical coding
was performed. Axial codes were organizing again to cluster suited and logical forms of aggregated
dimensions. Therefore, the derivation of an aggregated form based in second order themes constitutes the
underlying data structure leading to three aggregated dimensions, namely, ‘introducing new work
approaches”, “changing leadership attituded” and “innovating organizational culture”. In this regard, Figure 1
presents the data analysis process consisting of first order codes, second order themes and aggregated
dimensions denoting the managerial new work practice framework and ensuring a solid foundation for the
quantitative analysis.
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Figure 1: Qualitative data structure
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In the second step, a quantitative survey was carried out among employees with office-based activities in
order to assess the degree of implementation of the identified framework of new work practices as well as
the psychological empowerment perceived by employees. In general, the survey was open between May
2021 and March 2021 and 279 observations were gathered from contestants from Germany. Half of the
respondents were recruited through social accounts and networks of the researchers and the LF Group
Leipzig as corporate partner and the other half was collected via an end-consumer-panel. In each way, a
focus was set on employees working with a relative proportion close to the office (min. 30 per cent).

As the research hypotheses deal solely with employees in service organizations all respondents not working
in the service sector were removed from the sample. This information was collected through a separate
question in the survey about the employer's sector and left a sample of 155 people for further analysis.

The distribution of the survey participants among the individual service sectors is relatively balanced in the
sample. Approximately, 34.2 per cent work in the field of information and communication, 10.3 per cent in
financial and insurance services, 16.8 per cent in the provision of professional, scientific and technical
services, 18.7 per cent in the provision of other economic services and 20 per cent in the provision of other
services. Companies with more than 500 employees are overrepresented in the sample in view of the
company structure and employees over 50 years of age are underrepresented in the sample. In terms of
gender, the sample is balanced with 49.1 per cent female, 50.3 per cent male as well as 0.6 per cent diverse
respondents. The share of persons with leadership tasks is 19.4 per cent. Regarding the age of the company,
the spectrum ranges from start-ups to traditional companies, with the majority of participants classifying their
employer as a traditional company. Firstly, a descriptive analysis of the central variables and in particular the
use and relevance of new work practices is carried out. Secondly, the correlation between psychological
empowerment and the effect variables mentioned (e.g. job satisfaction, productivity) is examined with the
help of a correlation analysis. Finally, the overall model is tested with the help of a SEM model based on
Partial Least Square (PLS) method.

RESULTS

The preliminary findings of this study are twofold. The qualitative results provide a potential framework of
managerial new work practices facilitating the revision and adaption process. The framework consists of
three dimensions: (i) introducing new work approaches, (ii) changing leadership attitudes and (iii) innovating
organizational cultures. Service organizations can implement the dimensions in order to create a more
competitive position in the market.
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First, data analysis demonstrated that the dimension of introducing new work approaches considers a
composition of changes in recruitment processes and the facilitation of agile working methods. In order to
change the recruitment processes interviewed experts mentioned that service organizations have to consider
the increased complexity and changed requirements of their applicants. Moreover, both top- and mid-level
management need to allow for more openness regarding new forms of recruitment as this is expected by
future applicants. Closely linked to that is the growing importance of offering development measures for new
applicants. In this regard, service organizations have to develop their personnel professionally as well as the
personally. Two managers explained: “People must be the focus of the strategic orientation during the
recruitment processes. Combining different generations means that we have to change even further in this
respect. In the past, salary played a role; today, it's the work models, freedom or trust that appeals to new
applicants.” Further, experts noted the relevance concerning the facilitation of agile working methods. Hence,
simplifying flexible and collaborative ways of working is an often-mentioned aspect by managers. In this
context, fun at work plays a major role. According to the management level, the goal is to promote and
increase employee satisfaction during work. Furthermore, as data reveal the introduction of novel working
spaces and concepts such as desk sharing is often linked to agile working methods. One top-level manager
noted: “The aim of our agile measures is to increase the satisfaction of our employees in any case. We want
to achieve this with more dynamic, communication and flexibility during the work processes.”

Second, observed data reveal that the dimension of changing leadership attributes can be linked to the
enforcement of new leadership levels and the transparency as well as feedback opportunities. Service
organizations need to enforce new levels of leadership. Experts emphasized that the introduction of flat
hierarchies is often linked to this. Moreover, nowadays leaders need to rather take up the role of a coach or
a mentor. It is not enough to just represent a sole decision-making part. In this sense, it gains in significance
that the leaders take responsibility for their team and parallelly integrate all of their employees. An expert
stated in a similar vein: “As leadership takes on a different role new work includes the issue of no longer
thinking in such a hierarchy-driven way. Increasingly, it will be about collaboration and working together,
where the manager is there to support, nonetheless, in the end takes responsibility for the decision.”
Interviewed experts further assign a greater importance to the extent of transparency and feedback
opportunities within organizations. Integral to that is the establishment of long-lasting conditions for a setting
of open cooperation within the organization. With this management level must be open towards feedback
from their employees and proactively demand it. Hence, managers disclosed that in this way service
organizations are able to move towards a and establish a culture of trust. This is confirmed by one mid-level
manager who explained: “Especially through remote work and feedback opportunities, we can build trust
between employees and managers. In addition, managers are motivated to actively seek feedback. Through
personal development discussions, we ensure that this is also implemented on both sides.”

Third, interview data showed that the dimension of innovating organizational cultures can be connected to
the flexibilization of working models and the promotion of openness to innovation ideas and international
corporate orientation. To consider more flexibility regarding working models top- and mid-level management
described that employees must be invited and allowed to proactively engage in decision-making and internal
processes of their organization. Furthermore, experts agreed on the fact that service organizations are
obliged to create sufficient technical pre-conditions in order to handle virtual work. Closely connected to this
is the high relevance to not only offer but also establish remote working options for all employees. Several
experts commented: “Our work regarding flexibilization is twofold. On the one hand, we want to become more
flexible when it comes to remote work. However, we have equipped both our employees and our offices with
appropriate technology. On the other hand, it is crucial for us to make our employees more flexible in terms
of their own working method. In small projects they have the responsibility to work agile with others.” With
respect to the promotion of openness and to innovation ideas and the international corporate orientation a
frequent description was that service organizations must align their business processes even more
internationally. Changing the business language to English was one aspect which almost all experts
mentioned throughout the interviews. Furthermore, observations demonstrated that development of new
work targets within the team and the definition of uniform standards positively influences the further promotion
of innovation ideas and orientation. This is in particular relevant concerning the possibilities to test pilot and
innovation projects. One top-level manager confirmed this: “We want to make sure in our entire culture and
already during the recruitment phase that all the employees know English. Furthermore, the whole world is
changing and we try to keep up with the latest innovations and initiate change processes.”
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The preliminary quantitative results give first insights into the offered and implemented new work practices
of service organizations. In addition, it also reveals new work practices which employees would like to
experience. In this context, Figure 2 shows an overview of the results. The most widely available and used
new work practices are, for instance, flexible working hours, more flexible working locations and digital
communication as well as collaboration tools. New work practices that are currently offered less, but
increasingly desired by employees, are modern room concepts and ergonomic workplace design.
Additionally, employees would like to use more formats for developing new ideas and the possibility to use
part of their own working time for creative and personal projects.

Figure 2: Availability, use and demand of new work practices in the service industry (n=155)
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Furthermore, the preliminary quantitative results underline the relevance of new work practices and reveal
that the more a service organization implements new work practices the greater its employees experience
psychological empowerment. Additionally, results prove that the leadership dimension has a strong impact
on psychological empowerment as employer attractiveness and job satisfaction are significantly related to an
empowerment-oriented leadership style. Table 1 provides an overview of the correlation between identified
dimensions of new work approaches (NWA), organizational culture (OC), new work-oriented leadership
(NWL), psychological empowerment (PE), job satisfaction (JS), intention to quit (ITQ), fun at work (FAW),
productivity (P) as well as the effects of psychological empowerment on employer attractiveness (EA).

Table 1: Correlation table new work practices, psychological empowerment and effects (n=155)

NWA oC NWL PE JS ITQ FAW P EA
NWA ,365** ,350** ,293** 0,141 0,085 178" ,202* ,284**
OC ,365** ,264** ,330** ,399** ,280** ,189* ,308** 377
NWL ,350** ,264** ,525** ,380** ,334** ,549** ,276** ,507**
PE ,293** ,330** ,525** 475* , 347 ,596** , 297 ,556**
JS 0,141 ,399** ,380** 475* ,448** ,582** ,318** ,555**
ITQ 0,085 ,280** ,334** , 347 ,448** 474 ,344** ,579**
FAW ,178* ,189* ,549** ,596** ,582** A474* ,380** ,644**
P ,202* ,308** ,276** ,297** ,318** ,344** ,380** ,381**
EA ,284** 377 ,507** ,556** ,555** ,579** ,644** ,381**
DISCUSSION

As indicated by inter alia Barley et al. (2017), Edvardsson et al. (2018) or Leonardi and Bailey (2008) the
emergence of an explicit new work practice framework and an evaluation of its effects are currently missing.
Nonetheless, service organizations must overcome pandemic challenges (Dubey and Tripathi, 2020), fierce
competition (Tsai and Huang, 2020), digitalization as well as globalization (Edvardsson et al., 2018; Luca
etal., 2021) challenges. The adoption of a mixed-method approach allows to cast an eye on these challenges
and combines the managerial point of view specifying the effects on service organizations implementing new
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work practices. In general, this study potentially contributes to extending service literature by a managerial
new work practice framework and by testing as well as describing the positive effects of psychological
empowerment. Preliminary results can be translated into potential theoretical and managerial contributions
to the current state of literature. Concerning the preliminary theoretical contributions this paper takes new
work practices as an overall rather than explaining them as single fragmented measure (Askenazy and
Caroli, 2010; Barrett et al., 2015; Oberlander et al., 2020). Therefore, it promotes understanding within the
management level of service organizations towards the urgency to implement new work practices. This
understanding can as well help to increase value for customers. According to Kandampully (2002) this will
additionally foster a competitive advantage of service organizations. Moreover, it sheds light on what exactly
management level needs to consider while adapting these practices given the subdivisions of dimension in
Figure 1. The preliminary results show that psychological empowerment in the service sector can increase
effects such as job satisfaction and reduce the intention to quit. The targeted increase of perceived
psychological empowerment through the use of new work practices can therefore represent a relevant
success factor. This is especially valid for the service sector where employees are central to the successful
provision of services. With regards to the preliminary practical contributions it can be observed that the offered
framework creates a uniform basis regarding new work practices. As stated by Aroles et al. (2019), Lindbeck
and Snower (2000) and Schgne (2009) current practical implications of new work practices are rather
inconsistent, and hence, practical implications lack a common guideline. Furthermore, amid the COVID-19
pandemic our working world significantly was interrupted and is still changing, thus, becoming not only a
theoretical phenomenon but rather a real scenario (Dubey and Tripathi, 2020). Yet, numerous organizations
are keen on going back to normal. In this context, the framework supports a new work practice adaption
guides decision-makers through the changing working world. The results of the correlation analysis also show
the considerable correlation between leadership behavior and perceived psychological employee
empowerment. It therefore seems important to sensitize managers with regard to their influence on
employees and thus also on their work results. Depending on the manager and the context, it might be
necessary to empower managers as well with regard to their resources and competences.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this study was to provide a framework guiding service organization while adopting new work
practices and to specify effects of psychological empowerment. The overall topic around new work practices
in service organizations provides a promising approach for enriching theory and practice. Apart from the
contributions this preliminary status has limitations which will be addressed in the further course of the study.
The qualitative and quantitative data collection was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, and hence,
results might be subject to change in a different time period. As data were solely retrieved in Germany there
is a potential regional bias as other countries face different legal conditions or situations regarding new work.
The sample should also be reflected critically as which people under 50 years of age are underrepresented
and employees from large companies are overrepresented. Nonetheless, future research could further differ
between service organizations with a concrete focus on commerce and service organizations with a majority
of their employees working from office spaces. In particular, it would be crucial to find out how new work
practices can be implemented and how to deal with differences.
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ABSTRACT

This paper analyzes antecedents and consequences of environmental management. A mixed methods
study with three phases is conducted, combining a first qualitative part, a second quantitative phase, and a
third qualitative stage. The findings show that quality management and human resource management have
a positive influence on environmental management. Moreover, human resource management plays a
mediating role between quality management and environmental management. Regarding consequences,
the results show that environmental management has a positive impact on performance, competitive
advantages (costs and differentiation) and two dynamic capabilities (innovation and agility).

INTRODUCTION

Environmental management is an important management system with relevance in academic research and
practice. In this study, we analyze antecedents and consequences of environmental management. Thus,
the main purpose is twofold: first, we study the role of two internal organizational factors in the
implementation of environmental management, specifically quality management and human resource
management; second, we study the consequences or outcomes of environmental management, examining
its impact on performance, competitive advantages and dynamic capabilities.

Several contributions to literature are emphasized. Studies in the field of environmental management
usually examine antecedents or consequences; in our study, we examine both aspects. Regarding
antecedents/determinants of environmental management, most studies focus on external determinants
(pressure from several stakeholders, such as public administrations through regulations, customers or
competitors); in our study, we focus on two internal determinants: quality management and human
resource management. With regard to consequences of environmental management, most studies focus
on financial performance and competitive advantages; together with these outcomes, we also examine the
influence of environmental management on two important dynamic capabilities: innovation and agility.
Moreover, most studies examine environmental management in manufacturing industries; in our paper, we
analyze the service industry, focusing on tourism, and specifically in the hotel industry.

Another contribution is methodological. A mixed methods study (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018;
Tashakkori, Johnson and Teddlie, 2021) is conducted, integrating qualitative and quantitative methods
through three sequential phases. A first qualitative phase, through interviews with practitioners in the hotel
industry, helps to improve the second quantitative phase (support for hypotheses, knowledge of the
industry context and development of the questionnaire). In the second, quantitative phase, relationships
between variables were analyzed for 365 Spanish hotels using a structural equations model based on the
Partial Least Squares (PLS) approach. In a third and last qualitative phase, practitioners indicated their
opinion, elaboration and clarification of the quantitative findings. Using notation of mixed methods, our
study is a QUAL—-QUAN—QUAL design, combining an exploratory purpose (with the first qualitative
phase) and an explanatory purpose (through the last qualitative part).

The structure of the paper is as follows. Next, hypotheses are developed based on literature and the first
qualitative phase of the mixed methods design. Then, the quantitative phase is carried out, testing
hypotheses about relationships between variables. In the following section, through the last qualitative
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phase, practitioners clarify the quantitative findings from their perspective. Finally, some conclusions,
implications, limitations and future research ideas are indicated.

HYPOTHESES: LITERATURE REVIEW AND FIRST QUALITATIVE PHASE

Hypotheses were developed using previous literature and supporting this literature review with a qualitative
phase conducted through interviews with 14 persons who work in the hotel industry from several positions:
six managers of several hotels, two representatives of hotel associations, two representatives of institutions
of knowledge transfer to the hotel industry, one representative of tourist policy, one manager of a consulting
firm in the hotel industry, and two academic researchers in the hotel industry. These interviews were
conducted in the workplace of interviewees, with a mean duration of 2 hours. Interviews were recorded and
the transcripts were used in a content analysis. These interviews help to support hypotheses, to strengthen
our knowledge about this industry context and to develop the questionnaire to the second, quantitative
phase.

Antecedents of environmental management

Regarding antecedents of environmental management, as noted above, we focus on two internal
determinants: quality management and human resource management. Most previous studies focused on
external determinants based on pressure from several external stakeholders. We focus on internal
antecedents, not only because there are less studies about them, but also because organizations and
managers can use these internal determinants to develop their level of environmental management.

The implementation of quality management may facilitate the adoption of environmental management.
Quality management helps develop some resources and capacities that are useful for environmental
management (Curkovic, 2003; Darnall and Edwards, 2006; Molina-Azorin, Tari, Pereira-Moliner, Lépez-
Gamero and Pertusa-Ortega, 2015): commitment of top management, involvement of employees, long term
planning, relationships with stakeholders, culture of continuous improvement and prevention, organizational
design, system of indicators, etc. Several interviewees also indicated that quality management and
environmental management are very similar and when a hotel implement quality management, then it is
easier to implement environmental management (we do not include specific quotations in this hypothesis
and next hypotheses for space limitations). Then, we propose:

H1: Quality management is positively related to environmental management.

Literature on human resource management and environmental management emphasizes the importance of
training, participation, involvement and motivation of employees for a successful implementation of
environmental management (Ramus and Steger, 2000; Baum, 2007, 2018; Martin-Tapia et al., 2008;
Martinez-del-Rio et al., 2012). Human resource management can be a way to develop a vision toward the
protection of the natural environment (Temminck, Meharns and Fluhen, 2015), increasing the awareness of
employees and their contribution to environmental management. These ideas also were indicated in the
interviews (as noted above for H1, we do not include specific quotations in this hypothesis and next
hypotheses for space limitations). Then, we propose:

H2: Human resource management is positively related to environmental management.

Regarding these antecedents, the intention was to examine only these two hypotheses. However, in the
interviews, respondents indicated some ideas about other interesting relationship that we did not plan at the
beginning of our study: the impact of quality management on human resource management, and the
mediating role of human resource management between quality management and environmental
management. Several interviewees indicated that the implementation of quality management supposed that
the hotel carried out training for managers and employees, with creation of improvement groups, and this
training and groups were also very useful for the adoption of environmental management. We find some
few studies that emphasize that quality management impacts on human resource management (e.g., Bayo-
Moriones and Merino-Diaz, 2001) and, as noted above in H1, quality management helps develop some
resources and capabilities that are useful for environmental management, with some of these resources
linked to human resources (commitment of managers, involvement of employees, etc.). Then, we propose:
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H3: Quality management is positively related to human resource management.

H4: Human resource management play a mediating role between quality management and environmental
management.

Consequences of environmental management

With regard to consequences or outcomes of environmental management, as noted above, we focus on
two internal determinants: quality management and human resource management. Most previous studies
focused on external determinants based on pressure from several external stakeholders. We focus on
performance, competitive advantages (costs and differentiation) and two dynamic capabilities (innovation
and agility).

Regarding performance and competitive advantage, although some works indicate that the implementation
and certification of environmental management has a negative influence on firm performance (Jaffe et al.,
1995; Walley and Whitehead, 1994), most works indicate that the impact is positive (Sharma and
Vredenburg, 1998; King and Lenox, 2002; Segarra-Ofa et al., 2012; Molina-Azorin et al., 2015), including
systematic reviews and meta-analyses (Molina-Azorin et al., 2009; Albertini, 2013; Friede et al., 2015). The
improvement of profitability can be achieved through eco-efficiency, reducing several types of costs
(consumption of energy, water and other raw materials). In addition, through environmental management,
firms not only improve their competitive advantage in costs, but also the competitive advantage in
differentiation, as companies may improve their green reputation, relationships with stakeholders and to
meet the need of ecological customers. These ideas also were indicated in the interviews. Then, we
propose:

H5: Environmental management is positively related to firm performance.
H6: Environmental management is positively related to competitive advantage in costs.
H7: Environmental management is positively related to competitive advantage in differentiation.

With regard to dynamic capabilities (Teece et al., 1997), usually literature has examined the role and
impact of some dynamic capabilities on the adoption of environmental management. However, and as a
contribution of our study, we would like to examine whether the implementation of environmental
management may influence on the development of important dynamic capabilities. Here, we first conducted
interviews, and next we reviewed the literature. We have studied two dynamic capabilities: innovation and

agility.

Several interviewees indicated that a correct implementation of environmental management supposes to
introduce new technologies and innovations in the hotels, and employees has to indicate new ideas for
improvement. Moreover, literature shows that firms that implement environmental actions have a higher
propensity to innovate, including environmental innovations (Sharma and Vredenburg, 1998; Bansal and
Roth, 2000; Kim et al., 2018; Warren et al., 2018). Then, we propose:

H8: Environmental management is positively related to firm innovation.

Regarding agility, interviewees also pointed out that environmental management may influence in the
capability to react to changes in the environment, promoting quick responses. Environmental management
changes behaviors in the internal process of firms in order to respond quickly to the needs and demands
from stakeholders. Literature found also support these ideas. In this regard, environmental management is
based on some principles (continuous improvement, orientation toward stakeholders, involvement of
employees, etc.) that may help to develop a capability of quickly adaptation to changes, that is, agility.
Then, we propose:

H9: Environmental management is positively related to firm agility.
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QUANTITATIVE METHODS AND FINDINGS
Sample and data collection

The population consisted of 3-, 4- and 5-star hotels located in Spain. Obtained from the Alimarket
database, the population census was 5,071 hotels (of which 2,233 were 3-star, 2,472 were 4-star and 366
were 5-star). We designed a questionnaire that was sent to the whole population by post and by e-mail in
two waves. 365 completed questionnaires were received, which means a response rate of 7.20% and a
sampling error of 4.94%. The sample distribution by hotel category was: 38.1% for 3-star; 52.3% for 4-star;
and 8.2% for 5-star, while 1.4% did not disclose the category. 48.6% of the hotels belonged to hotel chains,
while 51.4% were independent hotels. The average size was 124 rooms.

We tried to address common method bias. First, the accompanying letter that introduced the questionnaire
requested that the hotel manager completed the questions on performance, the two competitive
advantages, and the two dynamic capabilities, while the questions on quality management, human
resource management and environmental management were to be answered by the persons responsible
for these areas. Second, we tested for non-response bias, as it is expected that late respondents will be
more similar to those who did not answer than will early respondents. The results did not show significant
differences between the data sets.

Measures and analysis

Environmental management was measured using a scale with 12 items from Garay and Font (2013), with
each item measured on a 7-point Likert response scale (1 = “Strongly disagree”, 7 = “Strongly agree”).
Quality management was measured using a scale with 12 items from Zhang et al. (2012) and Moreno-
Luzon et al. (2014), with each item measured on a 7-point Likert response scale (1 = “Strongly disagree”, 7
= “Strongly agree”). Human resource management was measured using a scale with 8 items from Beltran-
Martin et al. (2017) and Beltran-Martin and Bou-Llusar (2018).

Hotel performance was measured by means of objective and perceptual variables. The objective hotel
performance variables used for each hotel was RevPAR, a variable always known to hotel managers. The
perceptual performance variable consisted of five items, based on the studies by Bou-Llusar et al. (2009)
and Sainaghi et al. (2017). The hotel managers were asked to compare the hotel with its known
competitors when evaluating each of the five items, using a scale from 1 (“much worse than its
competitors”) to 7 (“much better than its competitors”).

Competitive advantages in costs and differentation were measured using a scale with nine items that were
drawn from various earlier scales proposed by Beal (2000) and Govindarajan (1988), measured using a
seven-point Likert scale. Items were classified according to their corresponding cost and differentiation
advantages.

Innovation was measured using a scale with 11 items from Jansen et al. (2006) and Pertusa-Ortega and
Molina-Azorin (2018), and agility was measured using a scale with 9 items from Felipe et al. (2019), with
each item measured on a 7-point Likert response scale (1 = “Strongly disagree”, 7 = “Strongly agree”).

In addition, three control variables were included to strengthen the model's explanatory power: i) chain
affiliation (0 = independent; 1 = chain); ii) number of stars (3, 4 or 5); and iii) size (number of rooms).

Structural equations model (SEM) based on Partial Least Squares (PLS) was applied to test the
hypotheses using SmartPLS 3 software.

Assessment of the measurement and the structural models

First, we apply traditional validity and reliability criteria. Regarding loadings for each item, the criterion
suggests that loadings should be over 0.707. Construct reliability is examined and all the values are over
0.7. Convergent validity, measured by AVE, is also examined: all the AVE values are over 0.5. Discriminant
validity is also checked successfully, based on the Fornell-Larcker and HTMTsgs criteria.
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Second, the validity of the structural model is also assessed. The goodness of fit of the first order structural
model is SRMR=0.061 < 0.08 and for the second order model is SRMR= 0.064 < 0.08. In addition, the VIF
values of each predictor in the structural model is higher than 0.20 and lower than 5 (our minimum value is
1 and our maximum value is 1.538). Regarding R?, the values are 0.331 for human resource management,
0.345 for environmental management, 0.078 for perceptual performance, 0.015 for RevPar, 0.081 for costs
competitive advantage, 0.130 for differentiation, 0.125 for innovation, and 0.150 for agility.

Findings

Regarding antecedents of environmental management, results show that H1 and H2 are supported, i.e.,
that quality management is positively related to environmental management (3=0.34, t=5.32, p<0.001) and
human resource management is related to environmental management (f=0.29, t=5.23, p<0.001)
advantages in the hotel industry. Furthermore, H3 is also supported, as quality management influences
human resource management (3=0.58, t=15.14, p<0.001). Regarding the mediating role of human resource
management between quality management and environmental management, H4 is supported as the
indirect effect is significant (=0.17, t=4.75, p<0.001), and the mediation is partial.

With regard to consequences of environmental management, findings show that this management system
is related with all the outcomes variables examined, being supported H5 about performance (=0.17,
t=2.89, p<0.01 for perceptual performance and p=0.12, t=2.17, p<0.05), H6 about costs (f=0.19, t=3.23,
p<0.01), H7 about differentiation (f=0.27, t=4.65, p<0.001), H8 about innovation (3=0.35, t=6.19, p<0.001)
and H9 about agility (=0.39, t=6.97, p<0.001).

LAST QUALITATIVE PHASE

In the last qualitative phase, after the quantitative phase, we interviewed 10 persons (9 managers and 1
representative of a hotel association), to know their opinion and view about the quantitative findings and the
relationships examined. In summary, they agree about the findings, explaining and indicating interesting
additional ideas that help to elaborate, extend and emphasize interesting aspects for future projects.
Therefore, practitioners indicated their opinion, elaboration and clarification of the quantitative findings.

CONCLUSIONS

With regard to antecedents of environmental management, the main findings show that quality
management and human resource management have a positive influence on environmental management.
Moreover, human resource management plays a mediating role between quality management and
environmental management (partial mediation). Regarding consequences, the results show that
environmental management has a positive impact on performance and competitive advantages (costs and
differentiation). In addition, the impact of environmental management on the two dynamic capabilities
studied (innovation and agility) is also positive and significant. Then, environmental management could be
considered as a second-order dynamic capability (Schilke, 2014) as it helps to develop important first-order
capabilities.

Regarding academic implications, the academic contribution is about how quality management may
influence environmental management through human resource management. And the analysis of the role
of environmental management as a second-order dynamic capability. With regard to practical implications,
we would like to highlight the role of quality management and human resource management as internal
mechanisms to promote environmental management in the hotel industry, and the importance of linking
environmental management with quality management and human resource management looking for
synergies. Hotel managers must also consider the role of environmental management to foster innovation
and agility. Regarding social implications, we would like to emphasize the improvement in environmental
performance by hotels (environmental sustainability).

As research limitation, a cross-sectional analysis based on managers’ perceptions has been conducted.

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
112



And we consider that an interesting idea for future research is to examine the impact of environmental
management of social performance (social practices or social sustainability). It would be also interesting to
examine the mediating role of innovation and agility between environmental management and performance
and competitive advantages.
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ABSTRACT

To enhance business competitiveness, the idea of creating shared value has been introduced with the notion
to embrace social needs at the center of a firm’s operational strategy. In the era of sharing economy, many
transportations network services such as Uber have already established their network worldwide, and to
compete with uber it is necessary to focus on the new value propositions. This research aims to observe the
extent of creating shared value by observing the real process and actions taken in the context of the ride-
hailing service (Careem) in Pakistan. Careem was launched with an innovative idea and a big challenge to
work for the benefit of society. Results suggest several knowledge management strategies for creating
shared values towards business survival.

INTRODUCTION

Capitalism is an incomparable move for improving productivity, meeting human needs, creating jobs, and
building wealth. A slight beginning of capitalism has prohibited business from binding its full capacity to
assemble wide-ranging challenges prevailed in the society. There are many opportunities throughout but
have been ignored. Businesses are acting as businesses, not as charitable patrons. There is a need to realize
a new trend of capitalism by realizing social needs, while customers and employees are asking businesses
to step up (Ghasemi et al., 2014; Hawkins, 2006).

The purpose of a company must be realized as creating shared value, not just in terms of profits but also to
attain societal benefits simultaneously. This has derived the next wave of revolution in the global economy.
Because it has reshaped capitalism and its affiliation with society. Creating shared value (CSV) has gained
integrity, acceptability and drive as a new way of doing business (Kim et al., 2021; Porter and Kramer, 2006,
2011). It refers to the creation of economic and societal values simultaneously by addressing the social issues
and challenges at the core of the management strategy. This idea has already been incorporated by many
of the world’s leading organizations like Nestle, Intel, Unilever, Coca-Cola, and Western Union. In recent, the
framework of shared value has expanded rapidly to the Government region, like NGOs, civil organizations,
and academic institutions.

Many studies about CSV are just snapshot surveys and conducted mainly in developed countries because it
is an emerging trend of business. However, the target of this research is Pakistan (a developing country),
where Careem is a rapidly progressive ride-hailing service. Because of the unique and instant adoption of
regional policies for generating solutions to social issues, it is worth seeing to observe a case of CSV in
Pakistan to boost sharing economy.

Careem is a unique type of ride-hailing service that shows an agility trend. First, this service adopted a
business model of a conventional ride-sharing service as Uber, but in a short time, Careem realized the fact
that no service can be implemented in a developing country in its original form because of limited resources
and economic/social issues. The service must be re-shaped. First, it has shown great progress by increasing
the scope of a business model as per local needs. Second, Careem has involved many customers and drivers
directly in its service model to facilitate community (Javaid et al., 2019b). So, it is a good example to observe
the process and implementation of the CSV concept.

Problem statement
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In developing countries, the implementation of ride-hailing services creates an issue of uncertainty due to the
changing nature of sharing economy. Therefore, because of unfeasible situations including economic
situation and inconsistent surroundings, this service cannot be implemented with the same force as in
developed countries (Javaid et al., 2019a). There are a few reasons behind this problem which include that:
there is no right process to point out the social issue, unemployment, limited and deallocated resources and
lack of knowledge towards the adoption of sharing culture.

The main reason behind the issues is the shortage of commodities and merchandise in developing countries
that hinders society's well-being and development. Whereas, sharing economy has the power to mitigate the
hurdles by improving the social, economic, and financial situation of society. As sharing culture encourages
the trust level among the people and brings them together at a common platform, therefore, to transfer the
culture of sharing from a developed country to developing countries is nearly impossible in its full form. It
requires the reshaping of the sharing services. And this re-shaping can be made by considering the
localization, cultural norms, and social trends. That is difficult to handle in a short time but, as Careem has
an agile nature, this is a perfect opportunity to observe the role of Careem towards sustainable development
in the light of the following questions related to the management strategy (Javaid et al., 2019a).

e What level of CSV has been achieved by Careem?
e What strategy has been adopted by Careem to expand its service ecosystem?
e How Careem is building up new plans as a CSV company?

Purpose and motivation for the study

In the current economy, creating shared value (CSV) has recognized a new way of doing business, because
it has reshaped capitalism by constructing its affiliation with society. The target of this research is Careem-a
ride-hailing service in Pakistan, where 96.50% population is Muslim. Being an Islamic country, it must follow
Islamic traditional views of life and its excellence.

Careem is a unique type of sharing service that shows an agility trend within the Islamic perspective. Initially,
Careem adopted the business model of Uber but in a short time, it realized that no service can be
implemented as it is in a developing country because of limited resources, therefore, it has involved many
customers and drivers directly in its service model to facilitate community. Briefly, there is no interface
between ride-hailing services and CSV. From the study of Careem with a service research perspective, we
can better understand the knowledge management strategy for CSV and its implementation in the
sustainable development of sharing organizations in general.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. We discuss the literature gap and past research of the
topic in section 2. In the following section, the methodology employed in this research is explained. Later, the
research findings are discussed in section 4. Finally, we conclude the study with a discussion of academic
and practical contributions and their significance.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Knowledge management and its implication

Knowledge management (KM) is a planned strategy to achieve a knowledge goal, scrutinize the effects of
Knowledge management strategies and extract innovative outputs in the firm. However, there is a
misunderstanding related to KM strategy. To line up the KM with organizational strategy, it is necessary to
focus on knowledge representation that explains the importance of capturing, storing, and employing the
available knowledge in an effective manner (Cabitza et al., 2014). Furthermore, it is stated that KM strategy
has dual functionality, one function is explained in terms of managing knowledge content, storage, and
representation while the second feature is to unify knowledge management with an organizational
competitive strategy to accomplish a knowledge strategy.

Strategizing creating shared value to secure a competitive edge

Strategizing can be described in two ways: one is representing it as a plan (deliberate process) another is
depicting it as a pattern (emergent process). CSV is an anticipated process in which the firm’s operational
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management intentionally integrates societal challenges in the core of its strategy from the starting point
(Scagnelli and Cisi, 2014). The purpose of strategizing is to set the directions, strengths, and reliability across
the firm. A good strategy should state the firm's outer situation (e.g., the market competition), inner situation
(e.g., resources and their allocation) and collaborations among stakeholders for resource utilization. Strategy
can be implemented at different levels such as operational, business, network and commercial levels (De
Los Reyes et al., 2017). So, the focus of CSV is mainly on business-level strategy with the purpose to observe
the firm's competency in specific market segmentation.

Furthermore, strategizing CSV can be measured as a peripheral to businesses that help to differentiate the
firm from its competitors and generate a competitive edge by identifying the social needs in a cost-effective
manner that will contribute to develop a better economic situation in parallel with social well-being. In addition,
employee skills, motivation and safety also enhance firms' effectiveness (Porter and Kramer, 2011).
According to Pfitzer et al., (2013) by inserting a social cause in the firm's environment or values, a CSV can
be initiated. And for this reason, the allocation of resources to encounter an environmental change in an
organization is a priority factor of CSV. As an initiative to achieve CSV the main elements that need to be
considered are: Creating an optimal innovative structure inside the organization including the continuous
follow-up calculations of social and economic values and finally collaborating with the external stakeholders.

Many scholars have worked on CSV, some presented the elaborated version of the CSV conceptual
framework (De Los Reyes et al., 2017; Moon and Parc, 2019). Others stated multiple ways of creating shared
values by gathering empirical evidence (Alberti and Belfanti, 2019; Yelpo and Kubelka, 2019; Jackson and
Change, 2019). Recently CSV is quoted as a process that is used not only for fostering the managerial
understanding of economic and social concerns but also to investigate business models to attain economic,
social, and environmental values simultaneously (Ghasemi et al., 2014; McGahan, 2020).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This paper has adopted a case study approach and data are collected through interviews with Careem
management, and drivers to identify the Unique characteristics of Careem as a CSV company. Also, to
investigate the customization strategies, work opportunities and sustainability check for the society
betterment. As a first target, a case study protocol has been developed and then for analysis of interviews
together with publicly available company information, an explanation-building technique has been used
(Schoch, 2016; Yin, 2018).

Research hypotheses
To analyze the growth of Careem, four research hypotheses are generated as follow:

a) H.1. Islamic principles and effective communication can be a good guideline to achieve CSV.

b) H.2. Careem can manage problematic issues because of its agile nature and re-shaping mechanism
to achieve competitive advantage.

c) H.3. Resource integration contributes to develop a business-society relationship that extends value-
creation possibilities in CSV.

d) H.4. Building “trust” and “public welfare” in business and community as ethical is a critical value-
creating strategy to achieve CSV.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This research proposes that to become a CSV company and for expanding the scope of business towards
more employment or work opportunities, Careem has a great emphasis on four steps growth: compliance for
business survival, business-in-society dynamics for employee well-being, boundary-spanning for service
expansion and strong ethical stance for sustainability and public welfare. Towards the success of driving
innovation in Careem by following the vision of CEO (Javaid et al., 2019a), it is stated in an interview that:

“In the presence of giant companies like Uber, Careem is still competing in the Pakistani market just
because of focusing the local issues, flexible infrastructure, providing huge work opportunities for
achieving the social benefits.” (Careem management)
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KM operational strategy for CSV in Careem

The results extracted from this research suggest three distinctive knowledge management operational
strategies for creating shared value in Careem, see table 1.

Table 1: KM operational strategy for creating economic and societal values

Targets of KM Operational CSv
Careem Strategy Creating Economic Values Creating Societal Values
1 Motivation and Work opportunities beyond Safety + well-being
commitment of drivers  algorithm including incentives Freedom of work
and training
2 Furthering driver's Balancing of entrepreneur Entrepreneurs than
prosperity freedom employees
3 Fueling the growth of Collaboration with external Social campaigns and
regional economies investors and 3rd parties financing solutions to social
challenges

a) Motivation and commitment of drivers

The first strategy employed in Careem is towards encouraging the motivational attitude and commitment of
drivers towards their work by providing them work opportunities beyond algorithm that covers several
incentives, bonuses, and training sessions. These proposed values by Careem for employees help to
redefine the service productivity by increasing the driver’s safety and life well-being. Careem drivers have
the freedom of work in terms of selecting the ride's capacity to increase the efficiency of the value chain.
Furthermore, this expansion in the value chain drives the social change embedded in the economic culture.

“| started working with Careem in 2019 as a full-time driver. At the beginning of the pandemic (Covid 19),
ride-hailing service was fully stopped, and it was difficult for most of the drivers to meet their expenses
[...] But Careem provided a solution to engage drivers by providing the opportunity of delivering food and
medicines to the customers at their homes [...] | am satisfied with Careem and will continue my work as
driver.” (Careem driver)

b) Furthering driver's prosperity

Careem is facilitating drivers by providing the opportunities to become an entrepreneur. It has launched
several entrepreneurship programs with the collaboration of banks and external stakeholders to approach
social and financial needs. By interpreting the social needs of the drivers, Careem is partnering with local
institutions and central banks to stipulate short-term support to fulfill driver’s car loan responsibilities.

“Careem has launched fair loan opportunities for the drivers to be an entrepreneur [...] and succeeded to
manage almost over one thousand entrepreneurs.” (Careem management)

c) Fueling the growth of regional/local economies

Careem has guaranteed an optimal management structure to make sure that social purpose is combined
with the existing management strategy. Careem has put its maximum efforts to define its social business and
skills to solve prevailing social issues in society. Careem is fueling the growth of regional markets by involving
multiple stakeholders to expand its social business and finding appropriate solutions to mitigate the problems.
These stakeholders are the government organizations, banks, NGOs, academia, and other local private firms.
Careem is using the supply capabilities of the external stakeholders to leverage its business to meet
economic values embedded with social values.

“Careem provides a ride-hailing platform that is not directly linked to the financial benefits but also it is
outsourcing expertise and resources to progress solutions to resolve social issues.” (Careem
management)
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Hypotheses result to discuss the ways to create shared values in Careem (H1-H4)
a) Business survival (H1)

Careem is an Arabic name that means “generous”. This name is assigned to the ride-hailing platform with
the philosophy to be gentle with the customers, drivers and management staff while using the service platform.
Careem is currently working in many Muslim countries and follows the structure of Islamic conditions (e.g.,
humanity first then business). Careem has proven itself as a market leader in the Middle East. Based on the
working environment and interaction mechanism, the focus of Careem is to promote constructive dialogues
between management and the team to realize market trends for business survival, see figure 1.

“Careem is trying to bring out many operational changes that suit local challenges and needs to develop
a successful business model that inspires.” (Careem management)

Figure 1: A proposed CSV model of Careem
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b) Business in society (H2)

Careem has commenced a common platform that is used for the identification of social problems and
strategic priorities to seek effective solutions. Consideration of local issues and amendments in the business
model to provide better job opportunities for the drivers to improve their social status can raise a step towards
societal well-being, see figure 1.

c) Boundary spanning (H3)

Towards service expansion, Careem has fostered the development of links to promote cross-business
collaborations for solving social issues. The business model expansion is made possible by involving
outsourced stakeholders like NGOs, traffic regulatory authorities, and banks. Careem plays the role of an
intermediary or boundary spanner that encourages connection building among stakeholders. This boundary
spanning has become a success factor of Careem under which it has introduced the sharing culture in
Pakistan to engage the whole society. Careem has adopted a partnered strategy for involving external parties
that can be individuals, groups, or companies, see figure 1.

“The focus of Careem is to indulge many global partners to extend the network of stakeholders [...] We
are facilitating a service platform where companies can come closer to share their resources for business
expansion.” (Careem management)

d) Ethics driven strategy (H4)

Community development is the preference of many companies these days. Without achieving sustainability,
it is difficult to work for the well-being of the community. To meet this situation at a broader level by Careem
and to keep it alive, it is necessary to initiate a work arrangement that can resolve social issues in parallel
with economic benefits. The role of Careem is more intended towards the social growth of an economy by
offering employment opportunities, safe and convenient rides, and finally society development. Building “trust”
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and “public welfare” in business and community is a value-creating strategy adopted by Careem to become
a CSV company, see figure 1.

“We have formed a special team that promotes awareness programs and arrange seminars, where public
get a chance to communicate with the management bodies [...] Everyone has a freedom to share their
suggestions and concern to improve the service quality.” (Careem management)

Moreover, Careem is getting appreciation from society because of analyzing social problems, suggesting
solutions that are consistent with the market trends.

CONCLUSION

The results show that to become a CSV company and for expanding the scope of business towards more
work opportunities, Careem has a great emphasis on four steps growth for reshaping its business model
using knowledge as firstly, compliance for business survival signifies that Careem is currently working in
many Muslim countries and follows the structure of Islamic conditions so, Islamic principles and effective
communication can be a good guideline to achieve CSV. Secondly, business-in-society dynamics for
employee well-being represents that Careem can manage problematic issues because of its agile nature and
re-shaping mechanism to achieve a competitive advantage. Thirdly, boundary-spanning for service
expansion through resource integration contributes to develop a business-society relationship that extends
value-creation possibilities in CSV. Lastly, a strong ethical stance for sustainability and public welfare by
building “trust” and “relief” in business for the community.

As an academic implication, Careem has made a big contribution in the service industry by measuring the
business operations and developing ethical value-creating knowledge management operational strategy in
both economic and social dimensions. For the practical contribution, this case will contribute to describe
organizational knowledge management by identifying how Careem is trying to penetrate the global market.
Whereas the consideration of local issues and amendments in the business model to provide better job
opportunities can raise a step towards platform sustainability.

Research limitations:

This study is grounded on a convenience sample in Pakistan, but the use of a random sample and selection
of other countries is vital to recognize the generalizability of the results.

Research significance and originality:

Many studies about CSV are just a snapshot survey mainly in developed countries, but studies in developing
countries are still limited. Additionally, Careem is the first case that addresses the real process of adapting
the trend of CSV implementation and transformation in a ride-hailing company in Pakistan. This case can set
a good live example of agility in marketing.
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ABSTRACT

Temporary retail spaces, or pop-up shops, are becoming a promotional strategy for retailers. In this study, a
survey of retailing organizations reveals that among those that had implemented at least one pop-up shop,
more than 80% considered it a success. The results show that reasons for activating pop-up shops were to
create connections with customers, increase brand awareness, introduce a new product/brand, and staging
new products/brands. While the respondents deemed revenue generated at pop-up shops important, they
considered improving market visibility a more significant objective. This research provides retailing
organizations with guiding principles for developing and operating successful pop-up stores.

INTRODUCTION

Pop-up shops are appearing across the globe in Europe, Asia, the Americas, and elsewhere, as they have
become an important strategic marketing tool for retailers of all types and sizes, including online, brick-and-
mortar, and multi-channel organizations (De Lassus and Freire, 2014; Scott and Szili, 2018; Warnaby and
Shi, 2018, 2019b). Pop-up shops have assumed their name in analogy with pop-up windows appearing on
users’ computer screens when accessing the Internet.

Despite their kitsch name, contemporary pop-up shops represent strategically planned, temporary, physical
retail operations that are open for a limited time, ranging from a few days to several months (De Lassus and
Freire, 2014; lbrahim and Chua, 2010; Warnaby and Shi, 2019a). Rudkowski et al. (2020) identify
contemporary pop-up retailing as temporary stores in multi-faceted, non-traditional retail environments and
label them as an innovative and highly experiential marketing strategy that marketers and retailers leverage
to ensure their customers receive the innovative and interactive experiences they crave.

Despite the nomenclature association with the Internet, pop-up shops are far from a novel concept in retailing;
flea markets, garage/yard sales, farmers’ markets, home product parties (e.g., Avon, Tupperware), door-to-
door selling, night markets, vending machines, food trucks, mall kiosks, and even some forms of illicit retailing
(e.g., selling items out of a car) are all forms of pop-up shops, or temporary retailing, operating for only a
limited time. A feature that separates contemporary pop-up shops from these other types of common
temporary retailing is that, today, many represent strategic initiatives by retail organizations to temporarily
enter marketplaces in a way that mirrors a permanent locale in terms of construction of a physical
consumption setting (Spitzkat and Fuentes, 2019). That is, many organizations, including brick-and-mortar,
online, and resellers/distributors, are investing in crafting visually appealing and complex pop-up shops
(Ballantyne and Nilsson, 2017), even though these temporary outlets, regardless of their attractiveness, are
slated to be dismantled within relatively short periods.

Although retailing academics and practitioners seem to understand the benefits (e.g., enjoyment, curiosity)
that customers obtain from patronizing pop-up shops (Chen and Fiore, 2017; Zogaj, Olk and Tscheulin,
2019), they know considerably less about the benefits organizations realize from engaging in temporary
retailing. On the one hand, research suggests that retailing organizations use pop-up shops to accomplish
strategic goals, such as generating new revenue or selling excess or seasonal inventory, or to test potential
sites for permanent physical locales (Overdiek, 2018; Warnaby and Shi, 2018). On the other hand, research
suggests that rather than simply selling merchandise (Klein et al., 2016; Ko, Phau and Aiello, 2016), pop-up
shops primarily serve as promotional initiatives that help firms launch new products; generate brand
awareness; create marketplace buzz (e.g., using pop-ups to promote collaborations between retailing

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
123



organizations and product designers); experiment with new products, technologies, and formats (Robertson
Gatignon and Cesareo, 2018); and enhance brand image.

As a result, there is a dearth of knowledge on why retailing organizations open pop-up shops and the benefits
and risks they encounter in doing so. This article addresses these research voids by empirically investigating
four research questions:

¢ What motivates traditional retailers, e-commerce retailers, and brand owners to open pop-up shops?

e How successful are pop-up shops in helping traditional retailers, e-commerce retailers, and brand
owners achieve their objectives?

¢ What benefits do retail organizations realize from operating retail pop-up shops?

¢ What obstacles impede the success of retail pop-up shops?

METHODOLOGY

Data collection occurred through a self-administered questionnaire, which was available to respondents via
links on organization X’s Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn social media feeds (i.e., Organization X preferred
anonymity). Organization X is one the world’s largest proprietors of short-term retail spaces throughout the
world. The organization specializes in creating pop-up activations for retailers, including proprietors of
fashion, music, and art, as well as providing clients with layout and design consulting services. The links were
available for one month, and weekly reminders of the link’s availability were posted on organization X’s social
media, including its LinkedIn and Facebook landing pages. In addition, organization X emailed it customer
base to participate in the survey.

In total, 545 respondents agreed to provide their perspectives on pop-up shops. Of these, 290 (53%)
respondents confirmed that their organizations had made use of a “temporary storefront or pop-up” at some
time, so we focused our analysis on these respondents. When queried on how many times their “organization
used a temporary storefront or pop-up in the last year,” 41 (14%) respondents indicated zero, 71 (25%)
indicated once, 82 (28%) indicated two or three times, and 96 (33%) indicated more than three times.

Each heading should have one blank line above it and below it. These headings should be in capitals and
left justified. Please try to use only one level of headings. If subheadings are necessary please use the
format below. Please ensure that there are no ‘hanging’ headings at the bottom of a page, i.e. a heading with
no text below it (see below).

RESULTS

Reasons to open pop-up shops

The respondents indicated several factors that motivated them to make use of the pop-up shop format. The
list, which organization X developed, is based on its global experience in offering short-term leases for

temporary retailing. Table 1 provides the reasons the respondents chose to open a temporary storefront.

Table 1: Reasons provided to explain why respondents opened their latest pop-up

Reason Number of %
organizations
Increase brand awareness 164 66
Create a connection with customers 158 63
Introduce a new product or brand 120 48
Stage an event for customers and/or partners 105 42
Increase sales for a specific product or brand 93 37
Test market a new domestic region or neighborhood 54 22
Test market a new country/international market 27 11
Other (seasonal, result of new store delays, Black Friday) 25 10
Offer customer service (e.g., order pickup, a return facility) 18 7
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Overall, the table shows that many organizations are employing pop-up shops as advertising and promotional
tools—that is, as an integrated marketing tool more than as a tool to generate additional sales for a product

or brand.
Perceived organizational success of pop-up stores

The respondents were asked to subjectively rate the successfulness of their last pop-up shop with respect to
achieving their organizations’ goals on a scale from 1 (not successful) to 4 (very successful). Of the 247
respondents answering this question, 201 (81%) rated the successfulness as positive (scores 3 or 4), while
46 (19%) offered a negative perspective (scores of 1 or 2).

The benefits and pitfalls of operating temporary (pop-up) retail outlets

Respondents were then asked to explain open-endedly why they believed their temporary pop-up shop
helped them achieve their organizations’ goals or why it failed to do so. We then coded the open-ended
answers, reaching agreement on the conceptual categories created from the qualitative data. Of the 290
respondents, 198 (68%) provided descriptive insights into the benefits and drawbacks their organizations
realized in operating a pop-up shop, with 155 (78%) discussing how they achieved their organizations’ goals
with pop-up shops and 43 (22%) discussing why they failed to achieve these goals.

Figure 1 summarizes the respondents’ responses regarding their perspectives to the benefits, and obstacles,
or pitfalls, of operating pop-up stores.

Figure 1: The benefits of operating pop-up shops and the pitfalls of doing so
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CONCLUSION

Many retail pundits suggest that physical store retailing is in a state of decline or even a so-called apocalypse.
This work reveals that within the physical retail store segment, temporary stores, or pop-up shops, are
thriving. Pop-up shops are a means for retail organizations to generate marketplace buzz, customer
interaction, and buy-in and to test new products, brands, or markets for permanent locations. Retailers no
longer need to build or maintain expensive monumental flagship stores to support customer relationships or
to amass extensive inventories to generate marketplace hype. Rather, this research shows that consumers
respond well to temporary retail outlets that offer them engaging and memorable shopping experiences. This
does not mean that pop-up stores are a panacea for the decline of brick-and-mortar retailing and not without
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their own challenges. Our research shows that organizations must balance the financial and time investments
involved in pop-up activations with the realization that the benefits they most likely obtain from pop-up
activations are related more to increased brand awareness and marketplace buzz than to direct sales or
revenue generation.

The future of pop-up shops around the world is bright. That is, the amount of vacant commercial space will
likely increase in many industrialized countries as e-commerce retail sales continue to surge ahead of brick-
and-mortar retail sales. In 2018, e-commerce accounted for a record 14.3% of total retail sales in the United
States, with the retailing powerhouse Amazon.com accounting for slightly over 40% of sales (Ali, 2019). The
same year, retailing organizations announced plans to shut a record-breaking 145-million square feet of
commercial retail space across the United States (Tokosh, 2019). Today, more than 10% of the United States’
commercial mall space is unoccupied, with retailing experts predicting additional commercial and retailing
vacancies and falling commercial property rents. This combination of increased vacancies and falling rents
is likely to continue in the foreseeable future. Therefore, pop-up shops may represent a temporary solution
to address the revenue loss that commercial property owners are likely to experience until their properties
are repurposed for other revenue-generating operations (e.g., residential living; medical, educational, or
fithess centers; Rosenbaum et al., 2019).

In terms of limitations, it is worth noting here that because respondents participated in the survey via
Organizational X, they most likely understood the term ‘pop-up’ as being a form of temporary retailing that
requires resources, in terms of location selection and layout/design features. Indeed, given Organization X’s
global prominence in securing short-term rentals in prime global locations, and its ability to provide clients
with customized layout and design consulting services, the respondents were biased towards those who
perceive pop-up activations as part of strategic marketing programs. As such, organizations that engage in
architecturally simplistic, and historically older forms of temporary retail activations, such as home parties,
vending machines, garage sales, flea/farmers markets, or jobbers that may sell directly from pallets, were
most likely not represented by this study. Therefore, the results should be viewed from a contemporary
perspective, in which pop-up activations are viewed as part of strategic marketing program.
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ABSTRACT

The “service paradox” describes how manufacturing businesses make significant investments to enhance
their service business, but fail to achieve positive profitability effects. Even though it is a commonly
recognized phenomenon in servitization research and practice, its underlying causal mechanisms remain
unclear. This study examines the causal factors responsible for the service paradox, by analyzing and
comparing both the occurrence of service profitability and overall profit growth, as well as their absence,
using fsSQCA. By comparing the resulting necessary conditions and sufficient configurations it becomes clear
that a mismatch between the kind of service offering and the structure of the service organization is causally
responsible for the service paradox.

INTRODUCTION

Manufacturers increasingly face competitive pressure from low-cost economies and the commaoditization of
their physical products (Baines et al., 2009). As a response, to realize higher profit margins and more stable
revenue flows (Fang, Palmatier and Steenkamp, 2008), and to strengthen their competitive position by
providing unique value for their customers (Kowalkowski et al., 2015), many manufacturing businesses add
services to their core offering. This entails a “transformational process of shifting from a product-centric
business model and logic to a service-centric approach” (Kowalkowski et al., 2017), which is referred to as
servitization (Vandermerwe and Rada, 1988). However, not all servitizing companies achieve the intended
positive effects. Some invest in the service business, which leads to increased service offerings and higher
costs, but fail to achieve the expected higher returns (Gebauer, Fleisch and Friedli, 2005). This phenomenon
is referred to as the service paradox (Brax, 2005; Gebauer, Fleisch and Friedli, 2005).

Even though the service paradox is a commonly recognized phenomenon in servitization research and
practice (Brax et al., 2021), its underlying causal mechanisms remain unclear. Previous research has
predominantly focused on successful cases of servitization (Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017), while
little is known about servitization failure (Valtakoski, 2017). Even less is known about how any of the
previously identified success- or failure factors combine and interact with each other in producing positive
servitization effects as well as a lack thereof — in other words, how they relate to the service paradox.

The purpose of this study is to investigate the causes of the service paradox from a configurational
perspective, examining both the occurrence and the absence of service profitability and profit growth.
Complex phenomena like organizational success and failure are more accurately and realistically understood
in terms of different, equifinal configurations of relevant factors (Fiss, 2011; Lexutt, 2020). The service
paradox is consequently conceptualized as a causally complex phenomenon, as indicated by the
inconclusive and interconnected results of previous research (Fliess and Lexutt, 2019). This study adds to
the sparse literature on servitization failure and the service paradox. It offers a theoretically sound, fine-
grained and realistic understanding of the causes of the service paradox, which ultimately aids managers of
servitizing companies in better decision making.

In the next section, it is argued that the service paradox is best understood from a configurational perspective
in terms of complex causality. Based on configuration theory and the extant servitization literature, the
configurational model is built to contain elements of strategy and structure. After presenting fuzzy set
qualitative comparative analysis as the appropriate methodology for dealing with complex causality, the
results are presented and discussed. The paper concludes with a summary of its contribution and
suggestions for future research.
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THE SERVICE PARADOX AND COMPLEX CAUSALITY

Following the definition of (Gebauer, Fleisch and Friedli, 2005) and focusing on the financial service paradox
(Brax et al., 2021), this study conceptualizes the service paradox as an inability of the servitizing company to
achieve higher profit from services, even though efforts to enhance the service business have been made.
This might be because 1) the offered services are not profitable, or 2) the effects are not strong enough to
impact overall profit growth. Discrepancies between achieving profit with services and overall profit growth
are indicative of the service paradox (Gebauer, Fleisch and Friedli, 2005). Furthermore, the causal
mechanisms leading to service level and company level profitability are assumed to be different (Gebauer
and Putz, 2007), however they are not often examined together. In existing research, superior servitization
performance is usually captured in terms of revenue or profitability, either at the company or at the service
level (Brax et al., 2021; Fliess and Lexutt, 2019). In order to disentangle these effects and thus provide a
fine-grained explanation of the service paradox, service profitability and overall profit growth are analysed
separately and compared.

This study argues that the service paradox is best understood from a configurational perspective in terms of
complex causality. The main concern of configuration theory is the identification of constellations of
organizational characteristics leading to superior performance (Zaefarian and Henneberg, 2010). It has been
widely used in organization research to explain why some companies succeed while others fail and explicitly
addresses complex causality (Ordanini, Parasuraman and Rubera, 2014). Even though configuration theory
is gaining popularity in servitization research (Brax et al., 2021; Kohtamaki et al., 2019; Lexutt, 2020; Salonen,
Zimmer and Keranen, 2021), few studies fully address the conceptual and methodological implications of
causal complexity i.e. equifinality, meaning that different configurations of causal factors can lead to the same
result; conjunctural causation, meaning that a causal condition might not have an effect on the outcome on
its own, but only in combination with other causal conditions, and that it might even have opposing effects
when combined with different factors; and causal asymmetry, meaning that different combinations of causal
conditions explain the presence and the absence of an outcome (Schneider and Wagemann 2012).
Particularly asymmetry is often neglected (e.g. Brax et al., 2021; Salonen, Zimmer and Keranen, 2021), which
is of particular importance for understanding why some companies are successful with servitization while
others fail. Current research mostly focuses on successful cases of servitization (Kowalkowski, Gebauer and
Oliva, 2017). Lack of success or failure are usually not mentioned. The models found to relate to servitization
success are assumed to be equally suitable to explain its absence, meaning that symmetric causality is
implied (Woodside, 2015). However, perceiving failure as a mirror image of success is not sufficient for fully
grasping failure (van Rooij, 2015). The present study contributes to this literature by examining both the
occurrence and the absence of positive profitability effects of servitization from a configurational perspective.

The most commonly studied organizational attributes in configuration research are strategy and structure, as
they have repeatedly been shown to impact on organizational performance in complex ways (e.g. Vorhies
and Morgan, 2003). Elements of strategy and structure have been shown to be particularly critical for
servitization performance as well (Fliess and Lexutt, 2019; Kohtamaki et al., 2019). Furthermore, a mismatch
between strategy and structure has been attributed to be responsible for the service paradox (Gebauer et
al., 2010), constituting the managerial decisions on strategy and structure particularly relevant to avoid the
service paradox. Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual model. It contains strategic and structural conditions,
for which previous results have, on the one hand, shown effects on servitization performance, but have, on
the other hand, been contradictory, particularly interrelated, or generally ambiguous, indicating complex
causality (Fliess and Lexutt, 2019; Lexutt, 2020) .

The first step in the transformation from a product-centric to a service-centric business model is to assign
strategic importance to the offering of services (Fliess and Lexutt, 2019). To capture the service strategy, the
existence of a clearly formulated strategy (Oliva, Gebauer and Brann, 2012) and the focus of the service
offering on services supporting the product (SSP), which “...ensure the proper functioning of the product
and/or facilitate the client's access to the product” (Mathieu, 2001), p.40, as opposed to mostly services
supporting the client (SSC), which aim at supporting different processes, actions and strategies of the
customer (Mathieu, 2001) are examined in this study.

As “structure follows strategy”, refocusing the strategy on services comes with adaptations in the vertical and
horizontal elements of organizational structure, i.e. the formal structure as well as integration mechanisms
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(Chandler, 2003). In terms of formal structure, the existence of a separate service organization with profit
and loss responsibility (Gebauer et al., 2010) is examined. Corporate culture is considered a soft element of
organizational structure, serving as an integration mechanism between the structural elements of the
organization (Kohtamaki et al., 2015) . To capture this, service orientation of corporate culture (Homburg,
Fassnacht and Guenther, 2003) is included in the configurational model.

Figure 1: Configurational model
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METHODOLOGY

Contrary to the most widely applied statistical methods, fsQCA is capable of capturing equifinality,
conjuncturality, and asymmetry (Woodside, 2015). FsQCA identifies configurations of conditions that are
necessary or sufficient for the occurrence of an outcome based on Boolean algebra and the set theoretic
rules of logical minimization (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). Differentiation between necessity and
sufficiency is a central characteristic of complex causality (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). Necessity
means that an outcome cannot be achieved without the condition, while sufficiency means that whenever the
condition is observed, the outcome is also observed (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012).

Data were gathered in an online survey of the German manufacturing sector in December 2017, addressing
CEOs and higher management with extensive knowledge about the service business and financial
performance of the firm. 143 cases of companies belonging to the manufacturing sector and undergoing
servitization were selected for the analysis. To test for non-response bias, independent sample t-tests for
early and late respondents were conducted. No significant differences were found, so non-response bias
appears not to be an issue in the sample (Hair et al., 2014).

Operationalizations from the extant literature were used for the measures. To assess the suitability of the
latent constructs to capture the intended meanings, a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted, which
resulted in satisfactory model fit, given the size of the sample and the number of constructs (Hair et al., 2014)
(x?/df=72.627/41=1.77; Comparative Fit Index (CFI)=0.967, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI)=0.956, RMSEA
=0.073, SRMR =0.037).

The Set Methods (Medzihorsky et al., 2016) and QCA packages (Dusa, 2007) in R are used for the
assessment of necessary and sufficient configurations for the outcomes, in terms of superset and subset
relations (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). Following Greckhamer et al., 2018; Schneider and Wagemann,
2010, the analyses for necessity and sufficiency are performed separately, for both the presence and the
absence of the outcomes. As QCA accounts for causal asymmetry, the absence of the outcomes, i.e. the
absence of service profitability and of profit growth, are examined in separate analyses (Schneider and
Wagemann, 2010). To avoid logical contradictions, both the Standard Analysis and the Enhanced Standard
Analysis are performed, where required (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012).
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For the analyses of sufficiency, inclusion consistency thresholds of .943 and .923 were set for the presence
of service profitability and overall profit growth, and of .90 and .91 for the absence of service profitability and
profit growth, respectively. All thresholds are well above the recommended .80 threshold and are supported
by the data (Greckhamer et al., 2018). A frequency threshold of 2 cases is applied, in order to avoid drawing
conclusions from single cases (Fiss, 2011). As robustness checks, analyses with different consistency and
frequency thresholds as well as with different calibrations are conducted (Lexutt, 2020). No major differences
in the results occurred, indicating that the results are robust (Thomann and Maggetti, 2017).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The first step is the analysis for necessary conditions (Schneider and Wagemann, 2010). The existence of a
clear service strategy and of a service orientated corporate culture pass the consistency threshold of .9 for
accepting statements of necessity (see Table 2). The high relevance of necessity (RoN) scores (.843 and
777, respectively) and coverage (.871 and .831), further support accepting the existence of a clear service
strategy and a strong service orientation of corporate culture as necessary conditions for service profitability.
No necessary conditions are found for overall profit growth or for the absence of the outcomes.

Table 1: Analysis of necessity

Service profitability

Condition Consistency Coverage RoN
SSP 591 .780 .855
ssp .667 .682 .709
SSC 456 .809 916
ssC T77 .663 .588
STR* .900* .873* .843*
str 456 .647 .805
SEP .618 .694 .756
sep .607 g17 .788
SOR* .908* .831* T77*
..sor 426 .661 .834

Whether or not a formulated service strategy leads to higher performance is a widely discussed question in
servitization research is (Fliess and Lexutt, 2019). The identification of a clearly formulated strategy as
necessary for service profitability is in line with research that emphasizes the importance of clearly defined
service related objectives for servitization (Neu, 2005) and with (Gebauer and Fleisch, 2007), who showed
that a systematic strategy formulation procedure, involving all parts of the company affected by the service
strategy, positively impacts on service revenue. It has been suggested that a clearly formulated strategy is
more important at advanced levels of servitization (Fischer et al., 2010), where the company offers services
extensively, and that in many instances servitization follows an emergent rather than a strategically planned
process (Kowalkowski et al., 2012). This study shows that a clearly defined service strategy is necessary to
achieve service profitability, regardless of the kind of service offering.

The transition to services is a challenging change process (Kowalkowski et al., 2017) that “requires
managerial attitudes and approaches that may not be straightforward for a company with an historical focus
on goods” (Benedettini, Neely and Swink, 2015 p. 967). Having clear service related objectives and a
formulated strategy can help with managerial commitment, which has been found to be necessary for
servitization success (Lexutt, 2020). Furthermore, the co-existence of the product- and service-business that
comes with servitization is an important challenge (Lutjen, Tietze and Schultz, 2017), as it requires the
internal alignment of several organizational factors of both business models (Neu and Brown, 2008). A clear
strategic intent can help overcome these challenges, as it aids the integration of these diverse factors, making
it easier for the organization to follow a common path (Litjen, Tietze and Schultz, 2017).

The importance of a cultural reorientation towards services is generally acknowledged in servitization
research (Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017; Lexutt, 2020). The identification of a service oriented
corporate culture as a necessary condition for service profitability further supports this notion.
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A case can exhibit a formulated strategy or high service orientation but not service profitability, without that
contradicting the statements of necessity. This means that service strategy or service orientation on their
own are not sufficient for service profitability. Therefore, separate analyses of sufficiency are performed,
Table 2 summarizes the results. Overall, one configuration is identified as sufficient for the occurrence of
service profitability (1) and 5 for the occurrence of overall profit growth (2-6) in the examined cases.
Configurations 1 and 2 are identical, meaning that this configuration consistently leads to both service
profitability as well as profit growth. Three configurations are sufficient for the absence of service profitability
(7-9) and the absence of overall profit growth (10-12). All solutions pass the consistency threshold of .8 for
sufficiency and display PRI scores over .5 (Greckhamer et al., 2018). The high solution coverage scores
demonstrate the empirical relevance of the solutions, while all configurations display unique coverage above
0, meaning that they all uniquely contribute to the solution (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012).

Table 2: Sufficient configurations for the occurrence and the absence of service profitability and profit growth

Configuration sufficient for service Configurations sufficient for overall profit

profitability growth
Conditions 1 2 3 4 5 6
SSP o o ° °
SSC o) o) o) °
SEP ° o) °
SOR ° ° ° °
Cons. .914 .852 .864 913 949 899
PRI .846 .735 .695 799 827 787
Raw Cov. .852 .800 549 400  .361 .305
Unique Cov. 103 .028 .022 .01 .022
Solution Cons. 914 .815
Solution PRI .846 .691
Solution Cov. .852 .889
Configurations sufficient for the absence Configurations sufficient for the absence
of service profitability of overall profit growth
Conditions 7 8 9 10 11 12
SSP o ° o) ° o
SSC o ° o o °
STR o o o o o o
SEP ° ° o ° °
SOR o o o o
Cons. 919 .938 .923 .936 .925 912
PRI .820 .829 .674 .581 .673 .551
Raw Cov. .506 577 .254 410 .300 228
Unique Cov. .040 144 .035 190 .070 .027
Solution Cons. .922 .903
Solution PRI .812 .628
Solution Cov. .685 535

o indicates the absence of the outcome, e the presence of the outcome, empty cells mean that the condition
is not causally relevant.

The differentiation between necessity and sufficiency made possible through fsQCA adds more nuance to
the discussion. Since according to the statement of necessity, service profitability cannot be achieved without
the presence of a service strategy and a service-oriented culture, these two conditions play a central role in
explaining the service paradox. Companies lacking any or both of these two factors will consistently not
achieve high service profitability, regardless of how they design and align the other examined factors. Cases
that display both a service strategy and service orientation consistently also display service profitability and
profit growth (configurations 1 and 2, Table 2). This means that, while both conditions are independently
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necessary for service profitability, they are sufficient for both service profitability and profit growth only when
combined with each other. Comparing this to configuration 7, it becomes evident that the absence of these
two factors is also sufficient for the absence of service profitability, when combined with a separate service
organization. This further emphasizes the causal importance of service strategy and service orientation for
the service paradox. It indicates that, in the examined cases, not only is service profitability consistently not
achieved in the absence of service strategy or service orientation (necessity), but also the cases that display
a lack of service strategy and service orientation consistently display a lack of service profitability as well, as
long as there is a separate service organization (sufficiency, configuration 7).

While establishing a service strategy and a service culture is a good starting point, it does not guarantee
success. To achieve overall profit growth, an important aspect is the right match between the service offering
and the structure of the service business. The results indicate that superior performance as well as the service
paradox can occur with a limited service offering (i.e. the absence of both a strong SSP and SSC offering,
configurations 3-4, 8, 10), a service offering focused on SSP (configurations 5, 11) as well as an advanced
service offering containing SSC (configurations 6, 9 and 12). Previous research usually suggests that
superior performance can only be achieved if a critical level of service volume is achieved (Fang, Palmatier
and Steenkamp, 2008; Visnjic Kastalli and van Looy, 2013). Introducing too many new offerings, however,
can also increase the risk of failure (Barnett and Freeman, 2001). The results of this study are in line with
Benedettini, Swink and Neely, 2017 who showed that the performance impacts of service offerings depend
on firm level contextual factors. The present study demonstrates that it is not as much the extent of the
service offering that causes success or failure, but the match or mismatch with structure and strategy, as has
also been argued by Gebauer et al., 2010.

A limited service offering means that there is no clear focus on neither SSP nor SSC. Both types of offering
potentially co-exist, but are not being offered extensively. A limited service offering consistently leads to
positive overall profitability effects, when combined either with a clear service strategy (3) or with a separate
service organization and a strong service culture (4). There appears to be a substitution effect between a
formalized service strategy and a service-oriented structure and culture, since both configurations are equally
suitable in leading to positive overall profitability effects.

For the absence of overall profit growth, the limited service offering is combined with all three of these factors
(10). Comparing configuration 8 to configuration 10, we see that the absence of a separated service
organization makes the difference between not achieving service profitability and not achieving overall profit
growth. The creation of a separate service organization has been argued to be an essential first step for
servitization (Oliva, Gebauer and Brann, 2012), as it emphasizes the strategic intent and facilitates the
consolidation of all offered services in one organization (Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003). By consolidating the
services in one organization, the efforts for their deployment are concentrated and can thus contribute to
overall profit growth, even if the total number of offered services is small. Furthermore, resistance to change
and conflicts between the product and the service business are particularly likely to occur at early phases of
servitization, for which a limited service offering is typical (Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003). The creation of a
separate service business early on is a way to prevent the existing product business and production-centred
culture from inhibiting the success of the service business (Markides and Charitou, 2004).

Configuration 5 is indicative of a product-oriented service offering. To achieve profit growth with such an
offering, the service organization should be integrated (as indicated by the absence of a separate service
organization in configuration 5) and combined with a strong service culture. An integrated service
organization allows for spill-over and synergy effects between product and service business, which are of
particular relevance for the profitability of product-oriented services (Visnjic Kastalli and van Looy, 2013). It
could furthermore be a way to facilitate the coexistence of distinct but synergistic product and service cultures
(Story et al., 2017), and to allow for greater integration of the product and service elements in the hybrid
offering (Storbacka et al., 2013). Conflicts between product and service business, which are often used as
an argument for the creation of a separate service organization, are not as strong in these configurations, as
the SSP-focused service business is closely related to the core product business (Fang, Palmatier and
Steenkamp, 2008). The importance of the right structure is further emphasized by the fact that in configuration
11, the existence of a separate service organization is causally relevant for a lack of overall profit growth,
which can be explained by the costs of restructuring (Benedettini, Neely and Swink, 2015) and inefficient
knowledge exchange between product and service business (Forkmann et al., 2017). The service culture is
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not relevant for the absence of profit growth with a product-oriented service offering, clearly indicating that
the causal factor responsible for success and failure in this configuration is the formal structure of the service
business.

Finally, configuration 6 stands for an advanced servitization, where both SSP and SSC are offered
extensively. A separate service organization is present in this configuration. The co-existence of two business
orientations, as indicated by a strong offering of both SSP and SSC, necessitates the creation of a separate
organization for services at this stage (LUtjen, Tietze and Schultz, 2017). However, comparing this with
configurations 9 and 12, it becomes evident that the existence of a separate service organization is not
enough to avoid failure, as it is present in both configurations that are sufficient for the absence of service
profitability (9) and profit growth (12). Specifically, comparing configuration 6 to configuration 9, we see that
the absence of a defined service strategy is what makes the difference between overall profit growth and a
lack of service profitability with an extensive service offering. This is true even if a separate service
organization is in place and regardless of culture, once again emphasizing the significance of a clearly defined
service strategy for performance. The presence of clear strategic intent in these configurations facilitates the
integration and co-existence of the otherwise competing business models (Lutjen, Tietze and Schultz, 2017).
This is of particular importance in these configurations, since offering process-oriented services requires
particularly high levels of integration (Korkeamaki, Kohtamaki and Parida, 2021).

Configuration 12 furthermore provides insight regarding the importance of offering product related services
for overall profitability. Specifically, a process-oriented service offering (SSC) without a product-oriented
service offering can lead to the absence of overall profit growth, if combined with a separate service
organization and a lack of both service strategy and culture (12). While positive profitability effects can be
achieved when offering only SSP, offering only SSC is related to a lack of profit growth. This could be because
of the higher risks and costs of offering SSC. SSC generally require higher levels of internal integration (Brax
and Jonsson, 2009) and therefore increase the costs of internal organization and control (Benedettini et al.,
2015). Their offering also requires close cooperation with the customer and high levels of external integration
(Brax and Jonsson, 2009), exposing the company to greater environmental risks (Benedettini et al., 2015).
Consequently, sufficient resources are necessary to be successful with SSC (Benedettini et al., 2017). It has
been argued that these resources can stem from a profitable product-oriented service business (Salonen,
Saglam and Hacklin, 2017), stressing the importance of product related services even in more advanced
stages of servitization, as manufacturers do not abandon their product business and the related services
when advancing along the product-service continuum (Storbacka et al., 2013), but rather utilize the more
advanced services to boost their core business, which still has the greatest impact on financial performance
(Salonen, Saglam and Hacklin, 2017).

CONCLUSIONS

This study adds to the scarce literature on the service paradox and servitization failure, by explicitly identifying
causal mechanisms for the occurrence and non-occurrence of positive profitability effects from servitization.
It is shown that, while in principle profitability can be achieved with a limited, a product-oriented, and an
advanced service offering, a mismatch between the type of service offering and the structure of the service
organization consistently leads to the service paradox in the examined companies. Consequently, this study
demonstrates the configurational and complex nature of servitization performance and the service paradox,
illustrating that being profitable with servitization is a matter of finding the right match between service offering
and structure, rather than a matter of “the more the better”. Future research can add to this finding, by using
different conceptualizations of service offerings, specific service strategies that go beyond the kind of the
service offering or by including aspects of power distribution, decision making authority, steepness of
hierarchy, and leadership styles. Strategy and structure are of course not the only causal elements of the
service paradox. More research is required to shed light on the complex role of organizational capabilities,
environmental conditions, or the customer organization in servitization success and failure as well.

Furthermore, this study provides empirical evidence for the financial implications of a clearly defined service
strategy. This finding contributes to the discussion of planned versus emergent strategies in servitization
(Kowalkowski et al., 2012). More research is needed in this direction, utilizing existing operationalizations of
planned, emergent, and umbrella strategies. Finally, this study copes conceptually and methodologically with
the complexity of servitization related profitability effects, thus demonstrating the advantage of adopting a
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configurational approach and set theoretic methodology. Future research should examine different
servitization outcomes, like revenue growth, market share and firm value, from a configurational perspective.
Also other aspects of servitization, like the decision to servitize, the adopted servitization strategy and the
chosen servitization path should be studied configurationally.

The identified configurations can serve as a tool for managerial decisions, as managers of servitizing
companies can identify the configuration that best represents their current situation, locate discrepancies and
adjust accordingly, in order to avoid the service paradox and achieve profitability through services.

The present study is not without limitations. Objective, self-reported measures of performance are used,
which tend to be positively biased. While this was considered during calibration, future research should
consider using independent measures of performance, also to avoid common method bias (Hair et al., 2014).
As almost always the case in the social sciences, the identified subset relations are not perfect. The existence
of cases that deviate from those relations warrant further investigation in order to allow for conclusive causal
inferences. Future research should utilize the case-based nature of QCA and examine individual typical and
atypical cases in depth. Finally, the present study does not examine the dynamic evolution of a firm along
the product-service continuum. Rather, the maturity of servitization is captured only based on the type of
offering. Future research should utilize different, more complex operationalizations, or a temporal approach
based on longitudinal data, so as to capture the dynamic and procedural nature of servitization.
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ABSTRACT

Research states that it is unlikely that robots will take on roles that require high emotional-social capabilities
soon due to perceptions that robots offer inferior means of coping with human emotional states. We challenge
this assumption, investigating individual responses to and evaluations of robot (versus human) encounters
in complex emotional-social service settings. In an experiment, we find that robots are more positively
evaluated than humans after a service failure and equivalently in conditions without failure. Contradicting
prevailing wisdom, our results suggest that robots might be more effective taking on service roles requiring
higher intuitive and empathetic skills.

INTRODUCTION

Organizational life is full of situations where individuals much choose to guard or share secrets with others.
These secrets come in many forms, such as strategic plans, insights about colleagues, or even personal
information that one does not want to bring up at work. Current scholarship suggests not only that having
and guarding secrets can be cognitively taxing and psychologically burdensome (Lane and Wegner, 1995;
Slepian, Camp and Masicampo, 2015), but that disclosing these secrets to appropriate confidants (e.g.,
advisors, mentors, psychologists) can help improve psychological and health outcomes (Kelly, 1999; Kelly
and McKillop, 1996; Pennebaker, 1997). While research has examined the disclosure of secrets to various
types of service providers, it has omitted one type of confidant that is increasingly becoming part of
organizational life: Robots.

The role of robots as service providers has made extensive progress, moving from being exclusively
contained in works of science fiction to now being active participants in service interactions. Though service
providers are increasingly aware of the benefits of interactions with Al-enabled digital service providers (Ho,
Hanckock and Miner, 2018; Lucas et al., 2014), there is increasing need and opportunity for the embodied
form of these service providers (robots) to play an important role in service encounters. For instance, to
grapple with an aging population human front desk staff at Japan’s “Henn-na Hotel” were replaced by robots,
and in 2017 the EU provided 2 million euro to fund a project “CARESSES” where a Softbank developed robot
“Pepper” was programmed to provide service and assistance to the elderly (Papadopoulos, Sgorbissa and
Koulouglioti, 2017). While the role of robots in service encounters is moving beyond mundane tasks to
situations that require humanized understandings of needs and support, it remains unclear within existing
scholarship how end-users feel about these developments. Although previous conceptual work states how it
is unlikely that robots will take on roles that require high emotional-social capabilities soon due to perceptions
that robots offer inferior means of coping with human emotional states (Wirtz et al., 2018; Huang and Rust,
2018), such theoretical claims remain empirically untested. In other words, robots are increasingly taking on
actual (vs hypothetical) roles in service encounters in many settings, yet research has not tested if service
users find these developments particularly beneficial.

We investigate individual responses to and evaluations of robot encounters in complex emotional-social
service settings, comparing these effects to similar encounters with human service providers. Specifically,
this paper explores the consequences of disclosing secrets to robots (versus humans) in two different ways.
First, it helps to explore the supply side of secrets, understanding how individuals feel about trusting
technology-based agents (Logg, Minson and Moore, 2019). To do so, it builds on existing work that tries to
understand the psychological consequences of sharing secrets with others (Slepian and Kirby, 2018),
extending this work into disclosures to robots. Second, it explores the potential consequences of doing so
when it might lead to incidents of service failure. As technology is fallible, this research helps outline if and
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when individuals prefer or punish robots to humans for disclosing sensitive information that otherwise should
be kept confidential. By helping to understand the dynamics of secret disclosure, this research delineates
how the implementation of embodied Al at work (robots at work) can augment or attenuate the sharing of
closely held ideas, affecting levels of trust, commitment, and team performance.

METHOD

In this exploratory study, we investigate two related effects. First, we explore whether sharing stressful
personal secrets with robots who are trained to provide advice to mitigate these experiences is equivalent
(or inferior/superior) to sharing similar information with humans who play a similar role. Thus, we establish
whether it is worthwhile to have robots in roles where they could counsel individuals through stressful events.
Second, we explore what happens upon the eventuality that there is service failure: where secrets are
disclosed to third parties without the express permission of those who told them. Said simply, what happens
when individuals’ privacy is violated by robots (versus humans)?

Four hundred and seven full-time employees in Europe (56 percent female, Mage=32.52, SD=9.27) were
recruited to take part in the study. Participants had an average of 10.83 (SD=8.96) years of work experience
and worked 38.82 (SD=9.31) hours per week. Participants worked across nineteen industries, with the
highest concentration being in Technology (18.0 percent), Society and Government (6.7 percent), Services
(6.7 percent), Retail and Trade (6.7 percent), and Health and Pharmaceuticals (5.9 percent).

The study employed a 2 (Agent: Robot vs. Human) X 2 (Privacy Violation: Disclosure vs. Non-Disclosure)
factorial design. Participants completed a reconstruction of events task (Kahneman et al., 2004) and were
asked to recall a stressful event at work, specifically one that they wanted to keep secret from others, thus
representing a secret (Selpian, 2018). Specifically, participants were prompted:

In the past year, many people have felt stressed in their lives and at work. The demands on our work have
caused many to question their ability to get work done, or whether work is really worth it. In this study, we
want you to think about one event where you have been stressed at work. We are particularly interested
in events that you have or tried to keep secret from others, for fear of what would happen if it was told to
others.

Please take the next couple minutes to write about the stressful event. We do not care about the names or
the location of the event, but rather are interested in how you experienced this one event. Please think
carefully about this instance, and write as honestly about it as you can remember (again we do not need
names or locations, unless they help to frame the situation for you).

After writing about the event, participants were asked to complete the stress subscale of the Depression,
Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS21: a=.87). Additionally, participants were asked to indicate to what degree
(1=Not At All; 7=Extremely) they would describe the event as “Private”, “A Secret’, and “Public Knowledge”.
The three items, with the final one reverse coded, were combined into a scale measuring how secret the
recalled event was in the eyes of participants (a=.81).

Participants read about how organizations are adjusting to increased work stress through the hiring of
counselors — those tasked with addressing stress and anxiety in the workplace. Participants were asked to
picture that their organization had recently hired a counselor to help employees deal with stress. Participants
were then randomly assigned to either a Robot or Human condition. In the Robot condition (n=205),
participants read that they would be talking with Physical Autonomous Tutor (PAT) — a physical Al-based
organizational counselor (i.e., a Robot) — to address their stressful event. In the Human condition (n=202),
participants read that they would be talking with PAT — the organizational counselor — about the stressful
event. In both conditions, PAT offers participants three tips about how to deal with the stress which is the
same across conditions.

Following the disclosure of the stressful event, participants again completed the stress scale (0=.91) as well
as a series of items designed to assess service quality (0=.91), trust (0=.91), distrust (a=.70), morality
(a=.88), agency (a=.71), warmth (a=.94), competence (a=.95), support (a=.95), willingness to work at a

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
139



Table 1: Construct Measures

Construct

Scale Iltem

Stress

Trust (1-5)

Distrust (2-6)

Support

oabkhwb~

7.

| find it hard to wind down

| tend to over-react to situations

| feel like | am using a lot of nervous energy
| feel myself getting agitated

| find it difficult to relax

| am intolerant of anything that keeps me from getting on with what | am

doing
| feel that | am rather touch

How do these words describe your feelings about PAT?

1.
2
3
4
5.
6.
7
8
9
1

0.

Hopeful
Faithful
Confident

. Assured

Motivated
Fearful
Skeptical
Cynical
Wary
Vigilant

To what extent would you:

1.

Like to have PAT as your personal counselor

2. Recommend PAT to your friends at work
3. Praise PAT for their actions
Service Quality 1. PAT provided quality service
2. PAT gave the kind of service | desired
3. PAT met my needs
4. | would recommend PAT to a friend
5. | was satisfied with the help received from PAT
6. PAT helped me effectively deal with my problems
7. Overall, | am satisfied with PAT
8. | would use PAT again in the future

How would you rate PAT on the following dimensions?

Morality 1. Honest
2. Moral
3. Ethical
Agency 4. Can do what they want
5. Has a mind of their own
6. Isin full control of their actions
7. Intentions are not their own (reverse coded)
Warmth 8. Warm
9. Kind
10. Thoughtful
Competence 11. Competent
12. Capable
13. Qualified
Work at To what extent would you:
Company 1. Work for a company that uses Artificial Intelligence (Al) to support their

employees?

Buy Al Solution 2. Purchase Atrtificial Intelligence (Al) solutions in your own life?
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company that buys Al solutions (r=.368, p<.001), and a single item asking participants to indicate their
willingness to buy Al solutions.

Participants then were asked to picture a scenario where their manager approached PAT at work to try and
better understand the stress that everyone was feeling at work. The manager asked PAT to disclose what
participants had ostensibly told PAT in secret. Participants were randomly assigned to either a Disclosure or
Non-Disclosure condition. In the Disclosure condition (n=205), participants learn that PAT responds “Sure,
I'm happy to tell you what was discussed” and proceeds to tell the manager what was said. In the Non-
Disclosure condition (n=202), PAT instead responds, “I'm sorry, but | am not at liberty to discuss personal
conversations” and declines to tell the manager what was said. Participants again complete the same series
of items assessing stress scale (a=.93), service quality (a=.98), trust (0=.96), distrust (a=.83), morality
(a=.93), agency (a=.66), warmth (a=.96), competence (0=.95), support (a=.97), willingness to work at a
company that buys Al solutions (r=.387, p<.001), and a single item asking participants to indicate their
willingness to buy Al solutions (see Table 1 for survey items). As a manipulation check, participants were
asked to describe PAT on a 1-7 Likert scale (1=Human, 7=Robot), as well as their agreement (1=Not At All;
7=Extremely True) as to whether PAT violated their privacy. Finally, participants completed basic
demographic information, were thanked and debriefed.

RESULTS

Manipulation Check. As expected, participants described PAT in the Robot condition as significantly more
like a robot, M=6.12, SD=1.23, than in the Human condition, M=4.65, SD=1.97, {(405)=9.00, p<.001, 95%
Cl=[1.14, 1.78]. Additionally, participants indicated that PAT violated their privacy significantly more in the
Disclosure condition, M=6.14, SD=1.41, as compared to the Non-Disclosure condition, M=1.55, SD=1.06,
{(405)=37.02, p<.001, 95% CI=[4.34, 4.83].

Reducing Stress by Disclosing Secrets. Participants in the Robot condition indicated a significant reduction
in stress when comparing recalling the event, M=4.41, SD=1.17, to getting advice from robotic PAT, M=3.79,
SD=1.29, #(204)=9.53, p<.001, 95% CI=[-0.75, -0.49]. Participants in the Human condition also reported a
significant reduction in stress between recalling the event, M=4.41, SD=1.22, to getting advice from human
PAT, M=3.44, SD=1.31, {(201)=11.35, p<.001, 95% CI=[-0.82, -0.57]. A comparison of the difference scores
between the two rounds did not identify a significant difference when comparing the change in stress in the
Robot condition, M=-0.62, SD=0.93, to the change in stress in the Human condition, M=-0.70. SD=0.87,
1(405)=0.86, p=.393, 95% CI=[-0.09, 0.25]. An equivalence test with an effect size boundary of Cohen’s d =
+/- 0.50, found a 95% confidence interval for Cohen’s d = -0.28, 0.11, an interval which suggests the mean
effects of each group are equivalent (neither inferior nor superior) given an assumed medium effect size.
These results suggest that disclosing stressful secrets to either human or robotic agents - who subsequently
give reasonable advice to help deal with these issues - helps to reduce feelings of stress in ways that are not
immediately distinguishable from each other.

Service Failure. However, critical to our study is the reaction of individuals upon learning that their privacy
has been violated, such as would be the case when PAT discloses ostensibly private conversations to others.
A two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with planned contrasts revealed a couple notable results. First,
there were no significant differences in reported stress in the Disclosure or Non-Disclosure conditions when
comparing robot PAT to human PAT (all ps > 0.05, see Figure 1 for difference scores of stress and other
items). However, participants reported significantly higher support for robot PAT compared to human PAT in
both the Non-Disclosure condition, Mro»o=0.59, SD=1.05 vs. Myuman=0.11, SD=1.07, F(1,403)=6.50, p=.011,
n3=.720, 95% CI=[0.20, 0.94], as well as in the Disclosure condition, Mropo=-1.30 SD=1.25 vs. Muman=-1.86,
SD=1.89, F(1,403)=9.00, p=.003, n;=.849, 95% CI=[0.11, 0.86], perhaps suggesting that the novelty and
usefulness of dealing with robotic PAT was something that participants wanted to experience again or tell
others about.

Perhaps explaining the emotional antecedents of decisions to support Pat, participants in the Disclosure
condition reported that robot PAT was significantly warmer, M=-1.30, SD=1.31, than human Pat, M=-1.69,
SD=1.75, F(1,403)=4.59, p=.033, n;=.570, 95% CI=[0.03, 0.74], as well as marginally more competent, M=-
1.17, SD=1.31 vs M=-1.46, SD=1.53, F(1,403)=3.03, p=.082, n;=.412, 95% CI=[-0.04, 0.63]. These effects
did not replicate in the Non-Disclosure condition regardless as to whether it was reported warmth, Mropo=0.28
SD=0.96 vs. Mxuman=0.13, SD=0.97; F(1,403)=0.76, p=.385, n;=.140, 95% CI=[-0.20, 0.51], or competence,
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Mgobot=0.48 SD=0.98 vs. Mkuman=0.36, SD=0.92; F(1,403)=0.47, p=.491, 1;=.106, 95% CI=[-0.22, 0.45].
Thus, it appears that when individuals’ privacy is violated, they feel better when the violation is enacted by a
non-human agent (robot) when compared to another human. In summary, robotic service providers are
supported more and seen as warmer than human service providers when they publicly disclose secrets.

Figure 1: Results
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DISCUSSION

In an exploratory study involving human and Al-based (robot) agents in service encounters we identify a
unique benefit to robots. In settings involving service failure, we find that individuals feel better about robots
when compared to humans in conditions where their privacy has been violated — outlining one benefit of
robots in service settings involving emotionally complex issues. Additionally, getting advice about stressful
secrets from robots and humans was similarly effective in reducing the experienced stress arising from these
events, providing evidence that undermines the proposition that robots are always inferior to humans in these
contexts. Furthermore, individuals were even more supportive of robots compared to humans regardless of
whether their privacy was violated or not. In other words, if we feel just as good getting help from robots
(versus humans) and feel better about robots (versus humans) in conditions of service failure, this suggests
that robots may — under certain conditions (such as the ones we outline here) — be effective in helping
individuals deal with stress. As both accidental or the purposeful disclosure of personal secrets is likely to
happen both with humans (slip of the tongue, willful violation) or with non-human agents (mis-programming,
hacking), it is important to understand what the resulting effects might be. Here, we find evidence that robots
may provide equivalent or superior outcomes when considering the telling and subsequent disclosure of
personal secrets.

The research adds to previous publications highlighting the unforeseen value of technology-based services
(Logg, Minson and Moore, 2019). However, future research is necessary to investigate the underlying
mechanisms for the findings. First, our results indicate that technology-based services can provide equivalent
benefits to humans in socially-emotionally complex service roles in terms of reduced stress. One possible
explanation is that the reduction of stress is due to the emotional release of telling a stressful secret, rather
than who is the receiver, which would explain the equivalent outcomes. Future research should investigate
the role of the act itself (i.e. telling a secret) versus the receiver (i.e. a robot versus human) in reducing stress.
Second, the study shows that individuals are more supportive of and evaluate robots more positively
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compared to humans after a service failure (i.e. disclosing a secret). One possible explanation for this effect
is that people have lower expectations of robots compared to humans when it comes to maintaining privacy.
Whereas humans are expected to be aware of social norms and codes and thus know whether it is
appropriate to disclose a secret, robots are not, which leads to less of a negative effect on perceptions and
support when they violate them. Third, the study shows that people have higher support for robots compared
to humans in the non-disclosure condition as well. This might also be connected to initial low expectations of
robots (compared to humans) in terms of social capabilities. When robots act according to social norms and
codes, they are rewarded more in terms of support meaning that people are more likely to recommend and
willing to relive the experience. Hence robots might have an inherent advantage in certain service settings
compared to humans. When they live up to expectations, they are rewarded more, but when they fail to do
so, they are punished less. Further research should investigate whether robots benefit from a “beginner’s
luck” in these conditions, and if so, whether the effect is due to the relative novelty of robots in certain service
roles, effects that might subside as consumers start expecting more from robots over time.

Our results offer guidance for managers working with employee well-being and increasing support for
employees. As organizations are increasingly offering services to help employees mitigate stress and
improve their mental health — and given there is a prevailing belief that Al-based service is inferior to human-
based service in emotionally laden settings - our findings indicate that robots can take on service roles
requiring higher intuitive and empathetic skills than previously assumed. As the outcomes in the scenarios
manipulated are equal or sometimes superior to human counseling, it points to not just equivalence but
benefits in having robots as service providers. Given the limitations of having humans available at all times,
places, or industries, it may be that robots can potentially serve as helpful counselors, psychologists, and
mentors both in and outside of work.
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ABSTRACT

This paper provides the preliminary analysis based on the survey which we conducted on Strategic
Orientation (SO) and Customer eXperience (CX) issues. The results indicated that both understanding, and
business perspectives are important. The findings also show that especially in designing human-based
services, the view based CX should be emphasized. In addition, regarding goods design, CX was considered
more important than the comprehension of the SO.

INTRODUCTION

The disciplined approach of focusing on customers and continuous improvement was initially emphasized in
the 1950s by the principles of the Total Quality Management (TQM) (Deming, 1986). Similarly, more recent
approaches emphasize user-oriented design as an iterative design process in which designers focus on the
users and their needs in each phase of the innovation and design process (Siakas and Siakas, 2016). In
many software development approaches, such as Agile development (Lampropoulos and Siakas, 2018) and
DevOps (Lampropoulos et al., 2019) even customers take an active role in the development process. It is
generally accepted that the voice of the customer plays an important role in the success of product and
service innovation and has turned out to be an effective way for value creation and competitive advantage
(Siakas and Siakas, 2016). Nowadays, due to the immense competition in the field of innovation, intensified
CX is mainly materialized through strategies including social networking, crowdsourcing, open innovation,
artificial intelligence (Al), Internet of Things (IoT) and Big Data. A holistic approach needs to be catered for
in order to provide innovations in the increasingly demanding global market (Sivula and Kantola, 2016). The
added value of offering a good CX include improved customer loyalty, increased customer satisfaction,
enhanced word-of-mouth marketing including positive reviews and recommendations (Colomo-Placios et al.,
2014). Value of any service is created, comprehended, and defined by the customer / user in the case of
service use, also called value-in-use (Siakas and Siakas, 2016).

Product development should be customer-oriented while products should be derived from the strategy of a
company. Hence, customer orientation needs to be taken into consideration in strategy development. In this
process, the use of a business model helps notably. By using business models, we can create products that
have services at their core.

Morris (2013) argued that in order for both continuous and discontinuous types of innovations to be developed
in companies, business models should be considered as the third dimension of innovations. Through the use
of business modelling, product innovations can be connected to the necessary services seamlessly
throughout the whole product life cycle.

In the current era of the 2020s, the technological advancements and particularly the rise of Al, loT and Big
Data resulted in the development of intelligent, autonomous and automated services that led to fourth
industrial revolution, called Industry 4.0 (Lampropoulos et al., 2018). As the use of bots in the service
business has been significantly expanded, the majority of services are no longer human-based which, in
return, brought about drastic changes to the overall customer experience (Ameen et al., 2021). However, all
services cannot be replaced by enforcing technology-based solutions. Thus, it is essential to examine which
services and to what degree can remain human-based and which services can be automated. From a
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business perspective, product and service development can be assessed according to two perspectives:
strategic orientation (SO) strategy and customer experience (CX). Furthermore, in order to create successful
product and service innovations, as well as successful business models, it is necessary to understand both
related strategic viewpoints and customers’ perspectives (Pisano, 2015; Keiningham et al., 2020).

Based on the above-mentioned points, the following questions arise:

what the role of SO in developing goods-service innovations is;

what the role of CX in developing goods-service innovations is;

what the role of SO in developing visible goods is;

what the role of CX in developing visible goods is;

what the role of SO in developing human-based services for visible products is;
what the role of CX in developing human-based services for visible products is;
what the role of SO in developing automated services for visible products is;
what the role of CX in developing automated services for visible products is.

In this study, the theoretical background along with the discussion on product-service alignment is presented.
The concepts of strategy orientation and customer experience are described. Moreover, the research
questions, the methodology and the results are presented and analyzed. Finally, suggestions for future
research direction are provided.

ALIGNING PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

Kohtamaki et al. (2015) emphasized the shift toward service-orientation in developing and delivering
traditional industrial goods which had co-creation with customers as its main point value. As good service
enables increased sales and profits for a company, it is of great importance to comprehend what the main
elements and essence of the core product are. This process can be greatly affected by applying the correct
strategies. Modern business strategy emerged as a field of study and practice in the 60s (Minzberg and
Quinn, 1996). Porter (2001, p. 71) defined strategy as “how all the elements of what a company does fit
together’. He argued that taking the business model into isolation from the company’s strategy may be an
obstacle to certain advantages of the company. Instead, the company should cater for a clear emergency
backup strategy ready to modify the existing business model in case of different eventualities. A company is
constantly exposed to new competitors and substitute products and therefore, it needs to continuously
improve and innovate. Furthermore, strategy usually involves two major processes, namely strategy
formulation and implementation of the chosen strategy, which aim to accomplish the long-term objectives of
the company. The strategy implementation converts the selected strategy into short term goals, plans, and
actions that the company should take so as to achieve the objectives. Project failures have frequently been
attributed to misalignment of strategic aims and project management (Becker and Bostelman, 1999; Kaplan,
1994; Sheriff et al., 2013). Projects invariably fail when the company fails to translate vision and mission
statements into tangible plans and actions applied at different levels. A number of frameworks for addressing
this misalignment at different levels have been proposed, such as Balanced Scorecard (BSC) developed by
Kaplan and Norton (1996a; 1996b) and Goal-Question Metric (GQM) developed by Basili (1992; 1995). While
the BSC defines the scope and four perspectives of a company’s information needs by using Key
Performance Indicators (KPIs) for measuring the success of the agreed goals, it does not provide a means
of quantifying and interpreting the acquired information. On the contrary, the GQM proposes that the goals
must be traced to the data that is intended to define the goals operationally. Sheriff et al. (2013) combined
BSC with GQM in order to bridge the gap by providing companies a more comprehensive and holistic
framework for planning, organizing, monitoring and controlling their performance at all levels. The key selling
point of the BSC over the years has been that it provides a comprehensive strategic roadmap for effective
competition. They further enhanced the business model with an explicit value model, aiming to guide the
definition and evaluation of specified KPls.

Da Silva and Trkman (2014, p. 9) asserted that “theoretical grounding should be able to explain both the
observed trends receiving scholarly attention as well as establish a clear distinction among existing terms
within the literature”. They quoted that business models refer to our understanding of how business works
and how value is created for different stakeholders; hence they refer to the transfer of the selected strategies
into the every-day business activities (Da Silva and Trkman, 2014).

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
145



A business model consists of four components (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2002). These are product
innovations, customer relations, infrastructure management and financial issues. By understanding these
components and applying them in the right context, it is possible to create a sustainable business model. The
customer relations are considered to be the main component, because it connects services to products. Our
approach to business model is predominantly CX driven.

CONNECTING STRATEGY AND CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

Business models emphasize the significance of customer strategy and as it was mentioned above, business
models derive from SO. Therefore, it is essential to study both SO and CX so as to find the main components
that lead to good product-service alignment.

Keiningham et al. (2020) presented a model in which business modeling was approached from both CX and
SO perspectives. More specifically, according to Keiningham et al. (2020):

CX includes the following elements:

Cognitive (How all needs are satisfied);

Physical (How this service helps you);

Sensory (What kind of feelings you have after using the service);
Emotional (How good the atmosphere is in a service);

Social (How services support interaction).

While SO involves the following alternatives:

Cost leadership strategy;
Differentiation strategy;
Differentiation focus strategy;
Cost focus strategy;

Hybrid strategy.

OUR STUDY

In this study, the important factors in goods and service design are explored based on students’ views and
attitudes. The main aims were to find out:

¢ What technology companies should be aware of when designing products overall, and
e What instructors especially should take into account when creating teaching approaches for their
students.

Based on the CX driven business model described in the previous section the major variables were:

CXin general;

SO in general;

CX in product design;

SO in product design;

CXin human-based service design;
SO in human-based service design;
CX in automated service design;
SO in automated service design.

In total, fifty-two master students, 9 females and 43 males who had mean working experience of 10 years,
took part in this survey. Particularly, 40 of the students who participated were from three different higher
education institutes in Finland while the other 12 were from a higher education institute in Greece. The data
collection process involved the use of an online questionnaire which was uploaded on the Webropol platform
as well as the use of a paper-based one. The respondents rated each item (variable) of non-functional
attributes on a Likert scale of 1 to 5 where 1 mean “not at all important” and 5 meant “extremely important “.
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Statistical analysis was made on SPSS.
ANALYSIS OF DATA
Table 1 shows the means of the responses concerning the general variables.

Table 1: Variables

Variable Mean
CXin general 3.81
SO in general 3.77
CX in product design 4.04
SO in product design 3.63
CXin human-based service design 4.31
SO in human-based service design 3.54
CXin automated service design 4.06
SO in automated service design 3.70

The Kolmogorov test showed that the data based on the responses of the students concerning the themes
in this study agreed with the normal distribution. Thus, the T-test was appropriate for statistical analysis of
the data. The results of these T-tests are shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Comparing CX and SO means

Variable p

CXin general versus SO in general 791
CXin goods design versus SO in goods design .046
CXin human-based service design versus SO in human-based service design .017
CX in automated service design versus SO in automated service design 490

Moreover, the role of CX in product development in two different types of service development was compared.
The results of these T-tests are shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Comparing CX means

Variable p

CX'in goods design versus CX in human-based service design .829

CXin goods design versus CX in automated service design 221

CX in human-based service design versus CX in automated service design .205
DISCUSSION

The results of this study highlight the importance of CX in the development of goods and human-based
services. Furthermore, the findings showcased that developing automated services that focus on CX is less
important compared to those that focus on SO. But when it comes to the product design process and the
development of new products, the overall CX is more important than the comprehension of the SO. Since
the respondents were technology students and not product producers, they obviously answered the
questionnaire from a customer viewpoint opposed to a production viewpoint. The CX interprets the customers
overall perception of a company, based on the result of every interaction a customer has with the company,
from navigating the website to talking with customer service and receiving the product or service purchased.
University students are usually early adopters of innovation. Their CX is mainly based on online shopping,
particularly during this last year of the COVID19 pandemic. Our results confirm the power of the customer.
The SO needs to focus on CX and embrace it in business models and strategic flexible measurable maps
that can swiftly be adapted to changing circumstances for increasing value-in-use.

The two views of product and service development can be easily combined. SO provides basic ingredients
for creating business models and looking at CX ensures the success in the goods/service business. In this
way, product/services alignment can be achieved.
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In addition to CX, it is important to study customers’ perspective in the context of value-creation, because in
the long run maximizing is a crucial goal. The study by Osterwalder et al. (2009) provided a framework
describing the main relative sources that create additional value. These sources include newness (value
offerings that satisfy an entirely new set of needs), performance (acting more efficiently and effectively overall
by doing things better with fewer defect, faster, with fewer resources), customization (tailoring products and
services to the specific needs of individuals or customer segments), “getting the job done” (creating value to
customers by helping them with particular things), design (aesthetic styling to fit with fashion trends, designing
for modularity of or fewer components for easer assembly, designing for environmental friendliness, branding
or status (customers may want to show society certain aspects of themselves), , price (similar value products
and services at a lower price), cost reduction (through online customer relationship management application,
online recruitment or an online accounting software package), risk reduction (employing warranties,
guarantees or service level agreements), accessibility (making products and services accessible to
previously untapped customer segments), and convenience or usability (making things more convenient or
easier to use).

FUTURE WORK

Future work will include more detailed analysis on SO and CX issues related to product and service
alignment. Particularly, each feature of CX related to goods and service alignment and development will be
looked into. We will focus on product and service producing companies and examine their viewpoints,
opinions, and practices. Due to the fact that automated services are becoming more and more popular and
common, special attention will be paid to their design and development process in the light of the framework
presented by Keiningham et al. (2020).

Another future aim is to test the value model developed by Sheriff et al. (2013) on a customer level to
understand how value of any service is comprehended, defined and created, by the customer / user in the
situation of service use (value-in-use). The model takes into consideration the continuous interaction of three
forms of value, as described by Morris (2013), namely Conceived Value (believe that/anticipate),, Object
Value (physical features) and Operative Value (like/dislike). These manifestations of value tend to originate
from subjective, objective, and interactive sources respectively, and by interacting with each other, they
actualize a complex value system that can alert managers and organizational evaluators regarding the variety
and interacting complexity of value sources and manifestations.

Additionally, it is essential to loop into various software development issues. Huikkola et al. (2021, p.10) have
clarified that “managers should align innovation processes for product, service, and software innovation to
facilitate the development of smart solutions. Such a synchronized model provides a common platform and
base logic to be fine-tuned by managing the underlying practices and routines to nurture different business
units and product line collaboration”.
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ABSTRACT

Here, we propose a comprehensive analysis about the effects of different touch points and their relative
importance on each customer journey stage. Lemon and Verhoef (2016, p. 85) recognized that “much
research is needed to understand the relationships among these touch points and their influence in each
customer journey stage”. To date, no research has distinguished different touch points types from both the
firm’s and customer’s perspective along the different stages of the customer journey. To do so, we will
develop two different studies (in-depth interviews and focus groups) and design an integrative conceptual
framework with the main findings.

INTRODUCTION

The proliferation of smart technologies, the emergence of artificial intelligence, together with the exponentially
increased common use of worldwide social media, they all have undoubtedly increased the number of touch
points and complexity of the customer journey. The Marketing Science Institute (MSI) (2020-2022)
specifically acknowledges the important roles of touch points in understanding the dynamic nature of
customer journey and their influence in consumers’ experiences with service providers.

Customer journey is a recent “customer-oriented technique, which maps all the touch points that a customer
has with a product and service when he/she is engaging with the company. It highlights all the essential
moments which determine the way of how customer experiences are formulated in the entire journey, from
the beginning to the end of the service trajectory (Canfield and Basso, 2017). Hence, the analysis of the
customer journey could not be carried out without the understanding of each of the customers’ interactions
with different encounters, considering that the journey itself is defined as a series of touch points (Zomerdijk
and Voss, 2010). Most importantly, they constitute valuable sources of knowledge about the specific
customer tastes and preferences at each stage of customer journey that allow firms to better understand
patterns of consumer behavior (Beckers, van Doorn and Verhoef, 2018). It is evident that the customer
journey represents an emerging research interest in the marketing and service literature but, unfortunately,
the marketing literature on customer journey currently is still very fragmented.

To date, key studies about customer journey have focused on: (1) what customer journey is and how it is
articulated through its different touch points (De Keyser et al., 2020; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Yadav and
Pavlou, 2014); (2) the role of outsourced touch points (Kranzbuhler, Kleijnen and Verlegh, 2019); (3) different
customer journey segments (Herhausen et al., 2019); (4) hedonic vs. utilitarian purchases in online customer
journeys (Li et al., 2020); and (5) the understanding of loyalty loops and spirals in customer experience
journeys (Siebert et al., 2020). However, there is no research that distinguishes different types of touch points
from both the firm’s and customer’s perspective. Most importantly, there is a lack of dynamic and integrative
perspective to view how the roles of such touch points might vary depending on the stage of the customer
journey (pre-purchase, purchase and post-purchase stages) and the circular loop of such journey (i.e.,
iteration of customer journey) (Hamilton et al., 2020; Siebert et al., 2020).If the management of touch points
is standard for all the stages of the customer journey (even when firms are segmenting customers according
to other criteria), the found results are likely to be imprecise. In fact, Lemon and Verhoef (2016, p. 85)
recognized that “much research is needed to understand the relationships among these touch points and
how they influence each stage of the customer journey” in order to identify the most effective ones at each
stage. More worryingly, in practice, companies frequently encounter challenges in optimally managing
different touch points at the right place (i.e., the corresponding customer journey state) and time (i.e., the
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encountered customer journey circular loop), so a deep study on this topic is required to extent the
background in this area.

This study will shed light to this respect. To fill this important gap, in this research we: (1) grounded on both
the firm’s and customer’s perspective to comprehensively classify the different types touch points along the
customer journey depending on whom initiated the interaction; (2) identify the different stages of the customer
journey and the key types of touch points that may take place along each of the stages of the customer
journey and its circular loop; (3) taking a dynamic perspective, we accurately discuss about the effectiveness
of adapting a proper management of touch points to the specific stage of the customer journey and the
correspondent circle loop; and (4) we propose concise managerial guidelines to properly manage the
diversity of customers’ touch points along the stages of the customer journey and its subsequent circular loop
and to increase the efficiency. To do so, we develop two different methodological approaches with expert
researchers and managers on the topic: in-depth interviews and focus groups.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: CUSTOMER JOURNEY AND TOUCH POINTS

As we have previously mentioned, the customer journey refers to every single touch point from the beginning
of the customer-firm relationship, ranging from the feedback collected from past interactions or even other
customers in their past experiences to the customer willingness or intention to keep interacting with the firm
in the future. In this section, following the robust development carried out by Lemon and Verhoef (2016), we
describe the main stages of the customer journey: prepurchase, purchase and postpurchase.

Prepurchase stage. This stage comprises all customer’s interactions with the firm before the purchase
decision and it encompasses behaviors such as need recognition, information search and evaluation of the
collected information during the customer decision process (De Keyser et al., 2020; Lemon and Verhoef,
2016). Specifically, this stage encompasses “the customer’s experience from the beginning of the
need/goal/impulse recognition to consideration of satisfying that need/goal/impulse with a purchase” (Lemon
and Verhoef, 2016, p.76). The length of this stage will vary depending on each customer, but in general it
lasts from the beginning of the relationship to the first purchase.

Purchase stage. This stage covers all customer interactions with the firm during the purchase act—customer
choice, ordering, paying, pickup and delivery— (De Keyser et al., 2020; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). This
stage is usually the shortest, as all the process of searching information, comparing and considering the
purchase corresponds to the previous stage. It is especially relevant for firms, since it provides direct incomes
to firms. However, firms should be very careful at this stage, considering thatseveral atmospheric aspects
may have effects on the customer purchase decision (positive vs. negative shopping experience, levels of
perceived purchase risks, levels of perceived purchase confidence, etc.).

Postpurchase stage. This stage “encompasses customer interactions with the brand and its environment
after the purchase” (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016, p.76), such as customer consumption or usage of the new
product or service, potential customer complaints, decisions to return products, decision to repurchase, touch
points in brand communities, co-creation behaviors, referrals, etc. (Caru and Cova, 2015; De Keyser et al.,
2020; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). The length of this stage is also undetermined as it could extend temporally
from the purchase to the end of the customer-firm relationship—and consequently, the end of the customer
journey—. In this stage the customer may think about repurchasing (second phase), or about looking for
other alternatives that will drive him/her to a prepurchase stage again (first phase). In this vein, the customer
journey or customer journeys—in the case of repurchase or starting a new purchase— will build the customer
experience.

Circular loop. Recent marketing literature has pointed out that focusing on stages within a single journey
circle results in a myopic picture about the concept of customer journey (Siebert et al., 2020). The way of
how customers assess the encountered touch points during the first customer journey is more likely to be
different from the repeated ones, thus calling for an expanded perspective to view customer journey patterns.
As a consequence, customer journey loops emerge in the literature of customer journey, referring to that
customer journey is consisted of a set of trajectory circles, ranging from the initial one, the subsequent one,
to the termination trajectory and progressed through a nonlinear path with circular loops (Siebert et al., 2020).
As emphasized by Hamilton et al. (2021), the customer journey across multiple trajectory circles is not

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
151



repetitive but iterative. More specifically, in the initial customer journey circle, it is characterized by the highly
careful and multiple customer decisions in which customers tend to go through all the stages of a customer
journey (i.e., pre-purchase, purchase and post-purchase). The customer journey loop is expected to be
infinite if favorable customer experience across different touch points along the customer journey are
maintained. In contrast, the termination trajectory of customer experience will be followed (Siebert et al.,
2020).

Customer goals. As emphasized by Puccinelli et al. (2009), customers have different goals to achieve at
each stage of customer journey, ranging from the need recognition, information search, evaluation, purchase
and post-purchase phases. Based on the literature of cognitive psychology, goals are located at the center
of information system and guide individuals to proceed the acquired information and determine their relative
salience (Murphy and Medin, 1985). As a consequence, such goals affect the way of how customer evaluate
the touch points through which customers interact with different encounters (i.e., firms, other customers
andsmart devices). Moreover, the goals of customers are not static but dynamic, considering that they vary
depending on the circular loop of customer journey. More specifically, once experiencing the first customer
journey through which customers might acquire knowledge and turn to be more familiar with the firm’s product
or service, they might not necessarily proceed each stage of customer journey before reaching the final
purchase decision. Consequently, the associated touch points in the repeated customer journey might be
perceived in a different manner in comparison to the first journey, thus illustrating that the roles played by
touch points might further differ depending on the circular loop of customer journey.

In addition of taking into account the stages of the customer journey, we should pay especial attention to the
touch points developed by customers or firms during this customer journey.

Different types of touch points. Fundamentally, touch points are regular interactions between a customer and
a company or between customers that constitute building blocks for the customer journey, assuming that
customer journeys are defined as a set or sequence of touch points to determining the future of the
relationship (Patricio et al., 2011; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010).

In marketing literature, there are several classifications of “touch points” or “contacts” or “interactions”
although the conceptual idea behind all of them is very similar. The research of Bowman and Narayandas
(2001) started to analyze the role of customer-initiated contacts (CICs) as any communication with a company
that is initiated by a customer (Bowman and Narayandas 2001, p. 281). Libai (2010) introduced the concept
of customer-to-customer interactions. This theoretical concept has been also labelled in literature social
influence. Customer-to-customer interactions refer to “the transfer of information from one customer (or a
group of customers) to another customer (or group of customers) in a way that has the potential to change
their preferences, actual purchase behavior, or the way they further interact with others” (Libai et al. 2010, p.
269). Wiesel, Pauwels and Arts (2011) analyzed firm-initiated contacts (FICs) as marketing communication
activities and customer-initiated contacts (CICs) (e.g., paid search advertising) and quantified them reporting
a much higher sales elasticity for CICs than FICs. This is because customers or prospective customers are
more attentive to information that is directly relevant to what they are searching for, while firm-initiated
contacts may reach them at the wrong time and with a suboptimal message.

Going a step further, Yadav and Pavlou (2014, p. 21) classify interactions into four key types: consumer-firm
interactions (consumers’ interactions with firms), firm-consumer interactions (firms’ interactions with
consumers —firms’ strategies and tactics—), consumer-consumer interactions (consumers’ interactions with
other consumers) and, firm-firm interactions (firms’ interactions with other firms). Although this study is based
on marketing in computer-mediated environments, it laid the foundation for a better understanding of the role
of interactions in all their forms.

Within the customer journey literature, Lemon and Verhoef (2016, pp. 76-78) identify four touch point
categories: brand-owned, partner-owned, customer-owned and social or external. They argue that brand-
owned touch points —that allude to the concept of firm-initiated contacts— “refer to customer interactions
planned and controlled by the firm itself, including aspects such as: advertising, websites, loyalty programs
and other elements of the marketing mix, managed directly by the company”. Partner-owned touch points —
or firm-to-firm interactions— “are interactions managed by the firm and one of its partners such as: distribution
partners, marketing agencies and/or any other partner with potential impact on customer interactions”.
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Customer-owned touch points —that refer to customer-initiated contacts— “are interactions beyond the
company’s control representing customers’ desires or unanticipated, innovative product uses”. Finally,
external touch points —which reflect the idea of social influence or customer-to-customer interactions—
“‘identify those interactions that are influenced by external agents such as other customers, social media,
review sites or any other independent sources”. More recently, De Keyser et al. (2020) reveal that touch
points can be classified into firm-controlled (store environment, corporate website, advertising, employees,
etc.) and non-firm-controlled touch points (controlled by other customers, influencers, or other firms).

This literature review on the topic evidences the diversity of touch points and the variety of classifications that
we can find in marketing journals. To shed light to this respect, we will develop two interesting studies with
expert on the field to homogenize all the ideas in literature and to present a holistic model to work with in
future. Importantly, given the exponential growth of artificial intelligence and in the use of smart objects
worldwide, we propose that another interesting touch point we should consider it is customer-to-objects
interactions.

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH AND EXPECTED FINDINGS

This study draws on the literature in customer journey, customer relationship management, social influence
and customer experience, linking them to theoretical concepts to develop a new conceptual model and a
research agenda to serve as a starting point to explore the impact of the diversity of touch points along
dynamic customer journey loop.

To do so we will develop two different studies: (1) in-depth interviews with expert academics and managers
that will serve as a pre-test to firstly identify the diversity of touch points that literature encompasses; and, (2)
focus groups also with expert academic and managers to classify all the identified touch points along the
stages of the customer journey. These studies will serve us to design an illustrative conceptual framework
that helps future researchers and managers to properly analyse and manage the customer journey.

Study results enable a detailed understanding of the nature and different roles played by a diversity of touch
points alongside the dynamic customer journey loop from a goal-oriented perspective. First, different types
of touch points are identified and categorized accordingly. Second, as customers have different goals to
pursue at each of the stage of customer journey and the journey circle loops, the same touch points can be
valued in a different manner.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Companies and organizations should extend their view by integrating with customers’ goal to dynamically
assess the type of touch points are desired by customers for each specific stage of the customer journey and
the correspondent circle loop and identify the most relevant ones. This provides orientations to better design
touch point’s management strategy.
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ABSTRACT

This study examines the impact of customer-firm touchpoints, service process and moment of truth on
financial (i.e. profitability) and behavioral (i.e. customer retention and customer cross-buy) customer
outcomes in a B2B setting. Taking a longitudinal perspective, the model proposes that human, digital and
physical touchpoints, and the service process affect the evaluation of the moment of truth, which in turn will
determine future customer outcomes. Based on a panel dataset of 2,970 B2B customers, the GMM method
is developed to estimate the model. The findings provide the first empirical evidence of the impact of moment
of truth in B2B relationships.

INTRODUCTION

Business customers and providers interact through a multitude of encounters or touchpoints during the B2B
customer journey (Zolkiewski et al., 2017). The rising academic and managerial interest on customer
journeys and customer-provider touchpoints is determined by the fact that customers nowadays have at their
disposal increasingly more touchpoints over multiple channels to connect with firms, which ultimately
determines more complex customer journeys (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). However, not all touchpoints are
the same. Practitioners and academia alike are starting to focus progressively more on some very special
touchpoints called moments of truth (e.g., Gartner, 2016; Voorhees et al., 2017). These key touchpoints
usually refer to instances of contact between a customer and a firm that could potentially present a substantial
impact on the customers’ responses towards the firm (Voorhees et al., 2017). They have also been
considered critical encounters or touchpoints between customers and firms throughout the customer journey
that have a superior influence on customer outcomes (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Voorhees et al., 2017).
Moments of truth are also related to complications during the customer journey or whenever the customers
find themselves in distress (Roy, Sreejesh and Bhatia, 2019).

During the customer journey, Gartner (2016) acknowledges that a customer might encounter several
moments of truth for which providers must prepare and manage properly. Moment of truth touchpoints are
crucial in the development of customer journey and key to trigger desirable customer outcomes (Voorhees
etal., 2017). Lemon and Verhoef (2016) argue that identifying these touchpoints is vital for a service provider,
since they exert more influence on valuable customer outcomes. Once they are identified, firms then need to
determine how they can be influenced and to what extent they can further determine other customer
perceptions and the evolution of the customer-firm relationship (Cambra-Fierro, Polo-Redondo and Trifu,
2021). In this sense, several authors urged researchers to examine how different types of touchpoints work
together (De Keyser et al., 2020).

On the other hand, the literature suggests that some touchpoints could exert influence on other touchpoints
throughout the customer journey and the interplay between touchpoints is critical for the customer-firm
relationship (Becker and Jaakkola, 2020). In this context, service design plays a fundamental role in planning
and coordinating all customer-provider touchpoints and the overall service process (Patricio et al., 2011;
Teixeira et al., 2012). Service design provides the unique opportunity to improve both service experiences
and organizational design (Andreassen et al., 2016). As a result, through a proper service design, companies
can influence customer-firm touchpoints and the service process, which can play an important role on how
moments of truth are evaluated and perceived by the customers. Determining these effects is vital for
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practitioners in order to manage possible negative moments of truth (i.e. critical incidents, service failures,
etc.) (Van Doorn and Verhoef, 2008).

However, to the best of our knowledge, there is no empirical evidence of the effect of customer-firm
touchpoints on the customer’s evaluation of the moment of truth in a B2B setting. As a matter of fact, the
current literature has a very narrow understanding of moments of truth, since this knowledge is given by
mostly exploratory studies for which there is extremely limited empirical evidence. In addition, studies focused
on moments of truth mostly overlooked B2B contexts, as current understanding is concentrated on consumer
markets. Very little is currently known about the role of moments of truth in determining customer outcomes,
specifically for business customers. Since customer-firm relationships evolve over time (Lemon and Verhoef,
2016), it is vital to determine if moments of truth determine a long-lasting effect on customer outcomes.
However, research to date has not yet established the impact of such touchpoints on either financial or
behavioral outcomes.

Taking everything into consideration, this study seeks to address the following research questions: What is
the effect of customer-firm touchpoints and service process on the B2B moment of truth? How B2B moments
of truth influence financial and behavioral customer outcomes over time? To answer these questions, this
study proposes a conceptual model that examines the role of different customer-firm touchpoints on the
customer’s evaluation of the moment of truth. The first touchpoint is human and is related to the interaction
with the provider's employees. The second touchpoint refers to digital interactions. The third touchpoint is
physical and is connected to the physical environment and the tangible or physical elements of the service.
We also include the service process referring to the customer’s evaluations of the overall process of the
service. We propose that these elements will determine an effect on the B2B moment of truth, which in turn
will determine several customer outcomes. We focus on profitability as a financial outcome and customer
retention and customer cross-buy as behavioral outcomes.

To fulfil these objectives, this research takes a longitudinal approach and relies on a panel dataset of 2,970
B2B customers provided by a multinational leader. The dataset spans over five years and includes both
objective and subjective data from each customer. With this data, we develop a Generalized Method of
Moments (GMM) panel data analysis (Arellano and Bond, 1991; Blundell and Bond, 1998). The findings of
this study have the potential to contribute to the literature by providing the much needed empirical evidence
on what influences the B2B moments of truth and to what extent they determine future customer outcomes
in the B2B context. In addition, this research presents some relevant implications for omnichannel strategies
and management, given that it points to how multiple channels may exert different effects on moments of
truth. This research reveals further managerial implications given that firms need to understand how key
touchpoints are evaluated by the customer and to what extent they can further affect the evolution of the
customer-firm relationship. This is especially relevant as providers need to cautiously allocate resources and
determine how profitability, customer retention and cross-buy behavior are influenced over time.

The remaining part of the paper proceeds as follows. The following section examines the theoretical
background, presents the conceptual framework and sets out the hypotheses development. Next, the
methodology employed and data analysis is presented, followed by the description of the results. To
conclude, the theoretical contributions and implications for best practice are discussed.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Moment of truth touchpoints

A considerable amount of literature has grown up around the topic of customer journey and customer-firm
touchpoints. It is widely acknowledged that customer journeys are built upon a sequence of customer-firm
touchpoints developed in time, where touchpoints represent the building blocks of customer journeys (Lemon
and Verhoef, 2016; De Keyser et al., 2020). Touchpoints represent any point of interaction between a
customer and a provider (De Keyser et al., 2020). However, as noted by a large body of research, some
touchpoints are more important than others in determining the customer experience and the overall outcomes
of the customer journey (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Voorhees et al., 2017). In this context, the concept of
moment of truth emerges, acknowledging these differences in the impact of touchpoints.
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According to several authors, moments of truth have enormous power to influence the future of a customer’s
relationship with the provider (Demangeot and Broderick, 2016). These touchpoints are also related to
instances when things go wrong and to the provider’s reaction to those incidents (Roy, Sreejesh and Bhatia,
2019). Even though there is no widely accepted definition, Voorhees et al. (2017) argue that moments of
truth represent “critical encounters between customers and firms that significantly impact customers’
impressions of the firm and consumption” (p. 270). Lemon and Verhoef (2016) also referred to moments of
truth as critical touchpoints occurring along the customer journey “that have the most significant influence on
key customer outcomes” (p. 82). For the purpose of this study, we rely on these conceptualizations and
consider moments of truth to be touchpoints during the customer journey that can present a superior influence
in determining the outcomes of a customer-firm relationship.

On the other hand, critical moments normally occur in every customer journey, yet moments of truth are
different depending on the specific service context. For instance, in online retailing, a moment of truth is
represented by the visit to the retail website (Demangeot and Broderick, 2016); in healthcare, a basic moment
of truth is given by the hospital and staff (Kashif et al., 2016). All this evidence indicates there is little
agreement on what constitutes the moment of truth given that it widely depends on each context.

In addition, to date, limited empirical evidence exists on their role in determining desirable customer
outcomes. Some consider moments of truth as part of a wider construct, namely as a dimension of the
customer experience (e.g., Roy, Sreejesh, and Bhatia, 2019). Yet, most studies are still of a conceptual
nature (e.g. Voorhees et al., 2017; Willems et al., 2017; Zolkiewski et al., 2017). Compared to more prominent
topics that are closely related with moment of truth touchpoints (e.g., customer journey, customer
experience), there is a relatively small body of literature that is concerned with moment of truth touchpoints.
It is surprising that such a critical aspect of the customer journey has been overlooked in the marketing and
service literature. Moreover, with limited exceptions (e.g., Zolkiewski et al., 2017; Roy, Sreejesh, and Bhatia,
2019), virtually all studies identified in the literature pertain to the B2C settings, to the neglect of business
relationships. This has important consequences, as managers and marketers of B2B companies need to
comprehend how to properly manage moment of truth touchpoints and what role they play in determining the
outcome of the customer-firm relationship. There is a strong need for advancing the current academic
understanding, as well as for providing managerially meaningful implications for best practice on moments
of truth management in general, and for B2B relationships, in particular.

Hypotheses development

Drawing from the current understanding of the topic in the literature, we propose a conceptual framework
that analyzes the effect of a series of touchpoints on the evaluation of the moment of truth touchpoint. We
postulate that a series of successful touchpoints can influence the evaluation of a critical moment. These
touchpoints refer to human, digital and physical touchpoints (De Keyser et al., 2020). Moreover, we suggest
that the service process will also exert an important effect on the evaluation of the moment of truth touchpoint.
We also postulate that the moment of truth will impact the future customer outcomes, as customers rely on
their evaluation of a critical moment to decide the future of the relationship with a provider. In this sense, we
will examine the impact of the moment of truth on future profitability, customer retention and customer cross-
buy. Figure 1 reveals the proposed model. In what follows, we present the hypotheses development.

During the customer journey, a customer encounters multiple touchpoints with the focal firm (Lemon and
Verhoef, 2016). These touchpoints refer to instances of contact between the customer and the firm (Lemon
and Verhoef, 2016; De Keyser et al., 2020). Most of touchpoints are controlled by the company and planned
during the service design (Patricio et al., 2011). They are vital for determining customer assessments on the
provider and the service received (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). De Keyser et al. (2020) acknowledged the
existence of various types of touchpoints given their nature or how the firm is represented in each specific
touchpoint. Accordingly, touchpoints can be human, digital or physical (De Keyser et al., 2020).

Human touchpoints usually refer to interactions with employees (De Keyser et al., 2020). They reveal the
human and interpersonal features of a commercial transaction (Solnet et al., 2019). Touchpoints with sales
representatives and other employees are crucial for the outcome of the overall business relationship. They
are especially relevant in B2B contexts, as prior research demonstrated that the departure of an employee
can dramatically sever the business relationship (Shi et al., 2017). Successful customer-employee
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touchpoints can lead to interpersonal connections, which could help overcome complications during critical
moments (Delcourt et al., 2017). In this context, we argue that, given the bonds developed with employees,
customers will assess a difficult moment in a more positive manner, knowing they can rely on the provider’s
employees for assistance. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Human touchpoints positively affect the evaluation of the moment of truth.

Figure 1: Proposed model
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Digital touchpoints are relatively recent and provide new ways of customer-firm interactions (Bolton et al.,
2018; Bacile, 2020). They present both challenges and opportunities for customer relationship management
(Garrido-Moreno et al., 2020). Companies usually try to develop digital relationships with their customers, as
these touchpoints are highly interactive and generate engagement (Vieira et al., 2019; Kauffman and Pointer,
2021). For that matter, customers depend on digital forms of contacting during their service encounter (Bacile,
2020). Based on this evidence, we propose that, during critical moments, when customers are in distress,
they need to count on reliable digital options of interactions with the provider. Hence, we put forward the
following hypothesis:

H2: Digital touchpoints positively affect the evaluation of the moment of truth.

Physical touchpoints given by the physical environment of a service encounter provide a tangible aspect of
an otherwise intangible offering (Ding and Keh, 2017). Often, customer rely on tangible attributes to make
evaluations. Prior research indicates that these touchpoints can determine positive perceptions of service
reliability (Cambra-Fierro, Polo-Redondo and Trifu, 2021), since customer have at their disposal palpable
features and a physical surrounding of their service encounter. We postulate that, when faced with a difficulty
during the service encounter, customers need to rely on palpable features so as to successfully overcome
critical moments. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: Physical touchpoints positively affect the evaluation of the moment of truth.

The service process is given by how the service is delivered to the customer, based on continuous
interactions between customers and service providers (Huang and Rust, 2021). We posit that a successful
service process is vital during a time in distress, as it makes a service more consistent and the service
provider more reliable; thus, the service process can influence the assessment of a critical moment in a
positive manner and the following hypothesis is put forward:

H4: The service process positively affects the evaluation of the moment of truth.

During critical times, customers have the opportunity to discern the provider’'s response to the problem and
their trustworthiness (Odekerken-Schréder et al., 2000). These moments have the power to ultimately to
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break the relationship or, on the contrary, to strengthen their bond, thus affecting the future of their
relationship (Baliga et al., 2021). Given this, we hypothesize that, if a customer assesses that the critical
moment has been successfully overcome, their future customer outcomes will be increased, as they are more
likely to remain a customer, more likely to purchase products from other categories and, thus, to become a
more profitable customer. Consequently, we propose the last hypothesis:

H5: The evaluation of the moment of truth positively affects future (a) profitability, (b) customer retention and
(c) customer cross-buy behavior.

We also intend to observe a possible positive effect of the past moment of truth on the evaluation of the
current moment of truth, given the dynamic nature of customer assessments and the possible trend effect
developing in time. We posit that the evaluation of a current moment of truth can be also determined by past
evaluations of similar situations. We base this assumption on the fact that predictions of future behaviors are
usually made based on trends from the past (Ariely and Carmon 2000); however, we do not pose a specific
hypothesis.

METHOD

As regards the approach taken to test the conceptual model, data were obtained from a company operating
in the B2B insurance sector. This company is widely acknowledged as an international leader in the sector,
specializing in B2B markets. It operates in approximately 120 countries and has more than 50,000 employees
worldwide. The company provided a random sample of 2,970 B2B customers. The customers pertain to a
wide range of sectors (e.g., professional services, finance, distribution, energy, IT, construction, etc.). The
sample profile indicates that most B2B customers operate in services industries and the industrial sector,
with a smaller participation of the primary sector. Regarding the size of these firms, the sample comprises a
variety of customers, including small, medium and large firms. The profile of the sample and the variety of
the sectors covered indicate that each business customer is unique and the provider develops a distinctive
relationship with every one of them and it has to adapt to their specific needs. Owing to the structure of the
sample, the findings based on these data may be extrapolated to other business contexts. Prior empirical
research from the B2B literature has employed data from a single provider (e.g, Roy, Sreejesh and Bhatia,
2019; Mostafiz, Sambasivan and Goh, 2021) and it has been argued that data from a sole industry increase
the explanatory power and the internal validity (Lam et al., 2004).

The panel dataset comprised data collected over five years, from 2013 to 2017. The dataset included both
subjective and objective data. The objective data are related to the customer outcomes and referred to the
yearly measures of customer profitability, customer cross-buy and customer retention. The subjective data
refer to customer assessment of several aspects of the interactions and relationship with the provider. This
type of data was obtained from the results of a yearly questionnaire administered to the customers by the
provider. The measurements of all variables have been extracted from the dataset and the operationalization
of the variables was made according to prior literature (see table 1). The variable moment of truth was
considered to be the evaluation of the claim management. Given the characteristics of the specific service
context, claim management fulfills the conceptualization of the moment of truth as defined by Voorhees et al.
(2017), which considered moments of truth to be a critical incident that can impact customer’s impressions
of the firm. The following equations indicate the proposed model:

MOTiw = ap + B1MOT .1 + B2HUMix + BsDIGi + BsPHYSjxo + BsPROCESi + €it
PROFITits = ap + B1MOTjx0 + €it

RETENj = ag + B1MOTito + €t
CROSSBUYj = ap + B1MOTito + €t

To empirically test the proposed model, we relied on the Generalized Method of Moments (GMM) estimations
(Arellano and Bond, 1991; Blundell and Bond, 1998). We opted for this estimation given that other methods
for analyzing panel data such as fixed-effects estimations and random-effects estimations refer to static panel
data models. Static models indicate that the dependent variables are not influenced by their own values from
the past (Egger and Pfaffermayr, 2005). However, the relationships of the proposed model are dynamic over
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time and, thus, they are not appropriate static panel data estimations; thus, we developed estimations based
on the GMM estimator. Through this methodology, we used the lagged values of the dependent variables as
instruments so as to control for endogeneity (Ullah, Akhtar and Zaefarian, 2018). Employing a panel dataset
also present further advantages such as controlling possible measurement errors (Wansbeek, 2001), and
reducing estimation bias and data multicollinearity (Hsiao, 1985).

Table 1: Operationalization of variables

Variable Operationalization References
Human touchpoint Customer J’s evaluation of the interaction with the Zomerdijk and Voss (2010);
P employees of the service provider. De Keyser et al. (2020)
Digital touchpoint g)#:rt](r)]rgzr i's evaluation of the interactions through digital De Keyser et al. (2020)
Phvsical touchpoint Customer J’s evaluation of elements pertaining to the Bolton et al. (2018);
y P physical environment related to the service experience. De Keyser et al. (2020)
Service process Customer i’s evaluation of the service process across all Zomerdijk and Voss (2010);
P stages. Huang and Rust (2021)
Customer J’s evaluation of a critical incident between a
Moment of truth customer and a provider that influences their impressions of  Voorhees et al. (2017)
the firm.

Difference between revenues earned from customer j and

L the cost associated with the customer i during . Profitability ~ Pfeifer, Haskins and Conroy
Profitability

= Revenues — (Direct cost + Indirect cost + Business (2005)

development).

Dichotomous variable, yearly measured: Customer i’s Verhoef (2003); Dawes
Customer retention decision to remain with the current provider at the time ¢ (2009); Cambra-Fierro et al.

(yes: 1; no: 0). (2021)

Number of product categories purchased from the same Kumar, George and Pancras
Customer cross-buy :

provider. (2008)

RESULTS

In order to check the model fit, several tests have been performed. The Hansen test indicates the validity of
instruments. The results of the Hansen test were checked for the estimation of each equation and the findings
confirmed the validity of the instruments. Additionally, the Wald test was significant (p <.01) and the results
of the Arellano-Bond test for second order (AR2) were appropriate, which further corroborates the validity of
the model. The results obtained are available in table 2.

Table 2: Estimation results

Dependent variables

Independent variables Momer(wtto)of truth Prof;tt?)blllty Customer retention (t1) Customer cross-buy (t1)
Intercept 0.0563*** 4020.04*** 0.5939*** 3.6622***
Moment of truth (t-1) 0.3251*** — — —

Human touchpoint (to) 0.2591*** — — —

Digital touchpoint (to) 0.1408** — — —

Physical touchpoint (to) 0.1774* — — —

Service process (o) 0.3838** — — —

Moment of truth (to) — 0.1866*** 0.0793* 0.2112***

Note: ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10.

In view of the results of the estimation, all relationships proposed are confirmed. However, some differences
can be observed. The evaluation of the past moment of truth exerts a significant effect on the evaluation of
the current moment of truth (3 =.3251, p<.01). This indicates that, during critical times, customers rely on
past events to develop predictions of the future and the history with the provider matters in evaluating critical
moments.
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As regards the customer-firm touchpoints analyzed, the human touchpoint presented a significant effect on
the moment of truth (8 =.2591, p <.01); thus, H1 is supported. In fact, of all touchpoints examined, the human
touchpoint was the most important one for determining the evaluation of the moment of truth. The digital
touchpoint also positively influences the moment of truth (B =.1408, p <.05), although it presents the smaller
effect of all touchpoints analyzed; therefore, H2 is supported. Last but not least, the physical touchpoint was
also found significant (3=.1774, p<.10), supporting H3. Concerning the effect of service process, our
findings indicate it positively affects moment of truth (B =.3838, p <.05); therefore, H4 is also supported. As
a matter of fact, of all elements examined, the service process exerted most influence on the moment of truth.

Regarding the hypotheses related to the influence of moment of truth on future customer outcomes, the
results indicate it positively affects future profitability, customer retention and customer cross-buy. In this
sense, our findings corroborate that the effect of the evaluation of a moment of truth has the power to
determine the future customer profitability (3 =.1866, p<.01); as a result, H5a is supported. Customer
retention was also found influenced by the moment of truth (8 =.0793, p <.10); thus, H5b is supported. Lastly,
moment of truth also influences customer cross-buy (B =.2112***, p <.01), supporting H5c. All this evidence
corroborate that moments of truth play an important role in determining future financial and behavioral
outcomes.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Given the importance of moments of truth during the B2B customer journey, this study set out to analyze to
what extent a series of touchpoints and the service process affect the moment of truth, and the role moment
of truth plays in determining customer outcomes, crucial for the continuity of the business relationship in a
B2B setting. The findings provided by our analysis corroborate the effects proposed, yet some aspects
deserve further consideration. In what follows, we present a discussion on the contributions and implications
of this research for academic literature and best practice alike.

Theoretical contributions

First, this pioneering study contributes to the literature by providing the first empirical evidence on a critical
topic that has been overlooked by the literature. The importance of moments of truth has been acknowledged
by academia (e.g., Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Voorhees et al., 2017) and practitioners (e.g., Gartner, 2016)
alike. Conceptual and exploratory studies urged researchers to provide empirical evidence on the
significance of moments of truth. However, to the best of our knowledge, no empirical research has
specifically focused on what elements affect moments of truth and their specific influence on customer
outcomes. In this context, this research fills in important research gaps in the literature and opens up further
lines of research on developing a more profound understanding of this topic.

Second, this study further contributes to the customer experience and customer journey literature by
answering calls for research on analyzing how touchpoints of different nature work together (De Keyser et
al., 2020). In this sense, we corroborated that, specifically for B2B customers, the most important touchpoint
affecting the assessment of the moment of truth is by far the human touchpoint. This is comprehensively as
prior research indicated that, in B2B relationships, interactions with employees are vital for the continuity of
the relationship (e.g., Shi et al., 2017). Through customer-employee touchpoints, bonds are created and
interpersonal connections prove to be vital during difficult moments (Delcourt et al., 2017). As a result, our
findings support prior studies acknowledging the importance of human interactions in B2B relationship.

However, what is more surprising is that, after human touchpoints, the physical touchpoint was the second
touchpoint in importance, while digital touchpoints came in last. These are remarkable findings, as it is
corroborated that physical surroundings are still relevant for B2B customers. In consumer markets, the
physical environment appears to become increasingly more connected to the digital world, as retailers are
expected to also provide in-store virtual touchpoints using augmented reality and other smart technologies
(Gathke, 2020). Nevertheless, for B2B customers, physical surroundings were found more relevant than
digital touchpoints in determining the evaluation of the moment of truth. It is true that digital touchpoints have
become ever more prevalent for business customers as well (Kauffman and Pointer, 2021), yet our findings
indicate that the physical environment is still more important. Yet, it remains to be seen if this will still be the
case in the near future. The increasing frequency of online interactions and the foreseeable impact of the
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COVID-19 pandemic might have accelerated the trend towards the importance of digital touchpoints. Future
research will reveal if the consequences of the pandemic have thoroughly changed the way businesses
interact in favor of more digital touchpoints or if, on the contrary, business customers will remain more focused
on interpersonal interactions through human and physical touchpoints.

In addition, we also contribute to the literature by answering call for research on the interplay between
different touchpoints (Becker and Jaakkola, 2020), by focusing on the impact of a series of touchpoints on
the moment of truth touchpoint. What is more, we took a step forward and focused on the dynamic nature of
touchpoints, as they can affect each other and customer outcomes in the future, by employing longitudinal
data. This is an important contribution to the customer experience and customer journey literature in the B2B
setting, as B2B studies are very limited and longitudinal approaches are virtually non-existent. Thus, we
corroborated the effect of some touchpoints on others, while also demonstrating their importance in
determining future customer outcomes.

Finally, the findings of this study also contribute to the service literature by providing empirical evidence of
the importance of service design through customer-firm touchpoints and the service process in determining
positive assessments of moments of truth. In this sense, we found that the overall service process was the
most important element in determining the evaluation of the moment of truth. Prior studies acknowledged the
relevance of the service process (e.g., Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010; Huang and Rust, 2021), yet there was no
empirical evidence of the linkage between service process and moment of truth. In this context, our findings
are especially important for the marketing and service literature, as the significance of providing a superior
service process along the customer journey and especially during critical moments is corroborated.

Managerial implications

The findings of this study also present important implications for practitioners. First, we encourage
practitioners to identify and properly monitor the customer's assessment of moments of truth given their
specific context, service and industry. As stated before, moments of truth occur in every customer journey,
yet they are different depending on each specific context (e.g., Demangeot and Broderick, 2016; Kashif et
al., 2016). Thus, we urge practitioners to accurately identify the moments of truth of their customer’s journey,
so as to constantly improve them; next, they need to keep track of how customers evaluate these critical
moments, given their vital consequence on relevant customer outcomes and the continuity of the business
relationship.

Second, by considering the impact of three types of touchpoints (i.e. human, digital and physical), this
research has enormous implications for resource allocation and management of omnichannel interactions.
Through a proper resource allocation, firms can focus and invest substantially more in the human touchpoint,
as it was found most important for B2B customers. However, even though there were differences in their
impact, all types of touchpoints have a significant role in determining the moment of truth. Given the
influences of digital and physical touchpoints, we believe these findings could be especially relevant for
omnichannel management. Thus, we recommend companies to properly coordinate different channels so as
to provide seamless experiences at every touchpoint and a perfect integration of all channels (Alonso-Garcia,
Pablo-Marti and Nufiez-Barriopedro, 2021).

Third, the service process was found to be the most important element influencing moments of truth. This
finding presents interesting implications to practitioners from a service design perspective (Teixeira et al.,
2012). Thus, we recommend managers to invest in developing a service process suitable for each customer
journey. Through service design tools, companies can further improve and adapt their service process and,
thus, properly support their customer during critical moments.

Last but not least, given the proliferation of customer-firm touchpoints, providers nowadays have at their
disposal increasingly more valuable data con customer behavior, given mainly by interactions through new
technologies (Bacile, 2020). On this basis, a recommendation for managers would be to employ customer
relationship management (CRM) systems and big data analytics (Hallikainen, Savimaki and Laukkanen,
2020), so as to successfully harness these data and encounter new opportunities for mitigating critical
moments.
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ABSTRACT

Relationship marketing has been key to developing stronger relationships and promoting donor continuity in
nonprofit organizations. Taking a relationship orientation approach, this study investigates the effect of
consenting to direct marketing on occasional donors’ decision to become regular members, as well as the
moderating role of past donation behavior (i.e., frequency and amount). Donors who give consent to direct
marketing are more likely to develop a long-term relationship as regular members. This effect is reinforced
when donors have contributed greater amounts in the past. Moreover, through their membership, donors
who consent to direct marketing provide greater financial support on an ongoing basis.

INTRODUCTION

Over the past few years, a managerial approach that considers member relationships as key organizational
assets has become increasingly dominant in the priorities and practices of many nonprofit organizations
(Drollinger, 2018). As a result, nonprofits have embraced relationship marketing and invested heavily in
activities directed at satisfying donor demands and expectations, as well as in building strong relationships
with donors (Bennett and Barkensjo, 2005; Camarero and Garrido, 2012). However, previous evidence
shows that not every individual is willing to form close or enduring relationships with organizations, with many
preferring instead to develop more functional or transactional exchanges (Dalziel, Harris, and Laing, 2011).
In the case of nonprofit organizations, some reports point to individuals’ increasing reluctance to engage with
charities, showing that a substantial number of people tend to donate only once, or for a short period of time,
to a specific charity and it is only a minority who prefer to maintain long-term relationships with these
organizations (Bekkers, Gouwenberg, and Schuyt, 2020). Prior work suggests that the relationship
orientation of individuals falls along a continuum, from a strong inclination to develop close and intimate
relationships with firms to a desire to engage in purely functional transaction-focused exchanges (Dalziel,
Harris, and Laing, 2011; Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh, 1987). While the literature has devoted a significant amount
of research to demonstrating the positive impact of developing strong relationships with customers (Hennig-
Thurau, Gwinner, and Gremler, 2002) and identifying the elements that lead to the formation and
development of customer—firm relationships (Bolton, Lemon, and Verhoef, 2004), little is known about the
differences between consumers who want to form relationships with organizations and those who are
reluctant to do so. With nonprofit organizations making major investments in relationship marketing initiatives,
it is essential for them to get a better understanding of which individuals they are most likely to form
relationships with. However, there is hardly any research on factors that indicate which individuals are more
likely to become regular donors; such insights could help nonprofits develop relational or transactional
marketing actions in a more meaningful way (Sargeant and Lee, 2004).

This study aims to examine whether an occasional donor may want to develop a relationship with a nonprofit
organization by becoming a regular member. This work focuses on the effect of consenting to direct marketing
and analyzes the extent to which individuals’ willingness to share their data with the nonprofit can affect
whether they will engage in an enduring relationship with it. In addition, this study considers past giving
behavior as a key moderating factor that may help to better understand the circumstances under which
consenting to direct marketing communications leads donors to want to establish a longer and more stable
relationship with the organization. Second, this study investigates the donation amounts of the individuals
who decide to become regular members of the nonprofit during the first year of their membership, as well as
whether their consenting to the direct marketing played a role in driving these amounts. This study addresses
overlooked research on relationship marketing in the nonprofit field and explores the effect of gaining consent
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for personal communications. This study provides a useful guide for fundraisers to manage consent
marketing more effectively in an attempt to form better relationships and promote more donations.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Consenting to direct marketing and its influence on long-term relationships

When deciding to consent to direct marketing, individuals know that they have to disclose personal contact
information, and that they are giving permission for managers to send them marketing communications
(Chang, Rizal, and Amin, 2013). Individuals who form expectations about the relationship in terms of future
obligations and mutual reciprocity are also those who show a greater need to communicate with the
organization by consenting to receive information from it (Bruneau, Swaen, and Zidda, 2018). Signing up for
an organization’s mailing list has been proposed as an element capable of capturing the individual’'s desire
to engage in relationship marketing activities (Ashley et al., 2011) and therefore, it can help identify those
who might want to develop a stronger relationship with the organization. Previous research also suggests
that donors who engage in relationship marketing activities are those most likely to form expectations of
continuity (Ashley et al., 2011), and tend to develop higher levels of commitment and the need for greater
reciprocity, with which they seek a balance between “giving” and “receiving” (Fournier, Dobscha, and Mick,
1998).

Based on this discussion, we expect that consenting to direct marketing reveals a donor’s desire to engage
in communications, as well as in a longer-term relationship with the organization. Moreover, we expect that
these donors will show a higher predisposition to committing, such as through becoming regular members.
Hence,

H1. Occasional donors who consent to direct marketing communications will be more likely to become regular
members.

The moderating effect of past giving behavior

In performing segmentation strategies, managers also need to consider other behaviors that will allow them
to identify which individuals may want to develop stronger relationships with the organization (Lin, Boh, and
Goh, 2014). Previous work has suggested donation behavior as one of the most relevant factors reflecting
heterogeneous motivation for charitable giving (Zhong and Lin, 2018). Accordingly, retention strategies have
been recommended for those individuals who have shown signs of loyalty in the past through a higher
donation frequency and greater donation amounts. Prior evidence has shown that individuals with more
activity in the organization—through higher frequency purchases or service usage—are those who are
expected to stay longer in the organization (Reinartz and Kumar, 2000). Those who interact more frequently
feel closer to the marketers, and therefore more receptive to the relationship marketing programs that allow
them to get more value from their interactions (Ashley et al., 2011). Donors who give multiple gifts to an
organization may assign greater value to their relationship with it (Waters, 2008) and demonstrate a high
degree of participation in activities, as well as active, regular giving behavior (Zhong and Lin, 2018). Waters
(2008) also demonstrates that major gift donors (those who provide the largest donations) evaluate the
relationship as being more communal — where organizations and individuals provide benefits to each other
because they are concerned for the common well-being (Waters, 2008). For these donors, receiving
communications from the organization could mean knowing more about it or even receiving recognition for
their financial effort as donors. These communications generate greater value for the donors, increasing their
satisfaction and thus their commitment to continuing the relationship (Ashley et al., 2011; Bolton, Lemon and
Verhoef, 2004). Hence, we propose the following hypotheses:

H2. The positive impact of giving consent to direct marketing communications on the likelihood of becoming
a regular member is stronger for occasional donors who have donated more frequently in previous periods.

H3. The positive impact of giving consent to direct marketing communications on the likelihood of becoming
a regular member is stronger for occasional donors who have donated higher amounts in previous periods.

Consent to direct marketing communications and its influence on the nonprofit's success
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Studies recognize that the success of a nonprofit organization is based on obtaining significant financial
resources from its supporters, so that it is able to execute its projects and fulfill its mission (Bennett and
Barkensjo, 2005; Drollinger, 2018). When an individual identifies with the organization, a deep, committed,
and meaningful relationship can exist (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003). This leads to a stronger willingness to
invest effort in maintaining the relationship, greater feelings of affiliation (Morgan and Hunt, 1994), and greater
interest in personalized interactions (Ford, 2001). For members who value the organization’s communication,
having access to content and information is one of the most significant reasons for joining the organization
(Waltham, 2008). Likewise, those who appreciate regular communications, find organizational messages
useful, and assign high value to the service offered by the organization are those who show a greater
willingness to share personal information and who tend to buy more frequently and spend more (Leppaniemi,
Karjaluoto and Saarijarvi, 2017). Accordingly, we hypothesized:

H4. Regular members who had previously consented to direct marketing communications when they were
occasional donors will contribute greater donation amounts to the organization.

METHOD

The research context is a nonprofit organization in a European country. The database contains longitudinal
information for a period of seven years (2013-2019). The sample consists of 1,719 occasional donors (some
of whom became regular members during the studied period). The operationalization of the focal variables
of the study is:

Membership: binary variable capturing the decision of the occasional donor i to register as a regular member
of the organization in year t, taking the value 1 if registered, and 0 if not; Consenting to direct marketing
(CDM): binary variable that takes the value 1 if the occasional donor i provides their email to the organization
for marketing communications purposes, and 0 otherwise; Donation frequency: average frequency used to
donate by donor i in the previous periods (t-1 ...t-n); Donation amount: annual average (log-transformed) of
all contributions made by occasional donor i in the previous periods (t-1 ...t-n); and Regular donation amount:
annual amount (log-transformed) given by donor i in the first year of membership.

To derive the parameters of interest, we employed the Heckman’s (1979) two-stage correction approach. In
the first stage model, we used a probit regression in which the dependent variable was Membership. For the
second stage, an ordinary least squares (OLS) model estimation was performed. In this stage, the dependent
variable was Regular donation amount.

RESULTS

In Table 1, the results reveal that consenting to direct marketing communications significantly influences the
probability that an individual will register as a regular member (8 = 1.083; p < .001), supporting hypothesis
H1.

Table 1: Estimation results of the Heckman’s model (two stage correction approach)

First stage (probit) Second stage (OLS)

Intercept -1.852** -1.867*
CDM 1.083*** 764%**
Past behavior
Frequency -.058*** .089***
Amount - 197 482***
Interactions
CDM x Frequency .018 -.016
CDM x Amount .034 -.099**
Controls
Female .056 -.034
Income .381%** 513***
NGO'’s negative news -.262***
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IMR (Inverse Mills ratio) - 191

Notes: ***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.10. Number of observations = 3,395; Censored observations =
2,405; Uncensored observations = 990.

The results show that obtaining consent for direct marketing communications could be more effective, and
thus could increase the probability of occasional donors becoming regular members, for donors who had
donated more frequently and in greater amounts in previous periods. However, these interaction effects are
not significant. In Table 1, we also report the coefficient estimates for the results from the second stage model
of the truncated OLS estimation. Our data indicate a positive main effect of consenting to direct marketing on
the amount donated by regular members (B = .764; p < .001).

In addition, we tested the robustness of the first stage model—the decision to become a regular member—
and turned to survival analysis techniques, which enabled us to model the timing and occurrence of the event
of interest, registering as a regular member (Membership). The parametric form used in this study is the
complementary log log (cloglog) model. In Table 2, the findings support hypothesis H1. We also find that
consenting to direct marketing communications could be more effective in those who have donated greater
amounts in previous periods (B = .115; p < .10) and may lead those donors to become regular members,
thus supporting hypothesis H3.

Table 2: Alternative model specification results with complementary log log model

Dependent variable: Membership Cloglog model
Intercept -.979
CDM .621*
Past behavior

Frequency =122

Amount -.233***
Interactions

CDM x Frequency .072

CDM x Amount 115*
Controls

Female .045

Income 371

NGQO’s negative news -.502***

Note: ***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.10.
DISCUSSION

This study provides insights into the influence of consenting to direct marketing communications on an
occasional donor’s predisposition to form a closer relationship with the organization. In doing so, we
contribute to existing research that points to the importance of taking a multidimensional approach to the
types of relationships consumers may establish with service providers and developing segmentation
strategies based on these consumers’ relational expectations (Dalziel, Harris, and Laing, 2011; Palmatier et
al., 2006). We also heed the call for more research on the effect of receptiveness to relationship marketing
on the actual behavior of individuals (Ashley et al., 2011). By identifying and testing this factor, we make a
significant contribution by proving that those donors who give consent to direct marketing communications—
with a more relational orientation—are those more likely to develop a long-term relationship as regular
members and collaborate with the organization. Our results show that a higher frequency of giving, as well
as higher amounts donated, does not always lead donors to want to make a long-term commitment. This
study provides a better explanation as to why some donors, despite their giving behavior, do not want to
engage with the organization.

Our results reveal that donors who contributed significantly during past periods and are also receptive to
receiving marketing communications are those who tend to be part of the organization’s regular membership
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portfolio. This study converges with previous research suggesting that donors follow different longitudinal
patterns, and that those more active in giving (either by giving a greater number of gifts per year or larger
sums of money) may be more responsive to marketing communications and solicitations from the nonprofit
(Shen and Tsai, 2010). This result underscores the importance of taking into account factors other than giving
behavior when explaining donor loyalty and commitment to nonprofit organizations. The findings reveal that
regular members who consent to direct marketing communications not only show greater interest in
interactions with fundraising managers (Ashley et al., 2011), but also support the organization financially in
a remarkable way.

The results in this study highlight the need for nonprofits to recognize that there are different reasons why
their donors financially support social causes, and that not everyone wants to form strong and close
relationships with the organization. Regardless of the channel donors use to donate, fundraisers should ask
their donors—the first time they donate to the organization, as well as sporadically later on— if they would
like to receive communications from the organization. Additionally, fundraisers can offer different types of
communications (e.g., news, periodic newsletters, course offerings, volunteer activities, or event
participation) and frequency with which they send these communications. By doing this, managers will be
able to collect the responses from their donors in their database systems and use these responses as key
criteria to profile and segment their donor groups. In this way, managers will be able to efficiently apply more
transactional or relational marketing strategies. Our findings tested the moderating role of past giving
behavior and suggest that donors who give larger amounts and who have simultaneously consented to
receive direct marketing communications are more likely to become regular members of the organization.
Managers should note these simultaneous behaviors of their donors and accordingly develop strategies that
accommodate giving behaviors. Some interesting communications that fundraisers can send to promote
more collaborative behavior in these donors include requests for regular financial support (i.e., registration
as a regular member) and additional support for other social causes or campaigns that aim to cover
emergency situations in which large sums of money need to be collected quickly. Fundraising managers can
also send news about upcoming events whose purpose is to promote the organization and raise the funds
needed to maintain its daily operations.

Finally, our findings provide important insights for nonprofit practitioners who seek regular member loyalty
and the maintenance of good and profitable relationships. The results indicate that once regular members
have decided to commit to frequent donations to the organization, the ones who share personal information
in exchange for marketing communications are more profitable for the organization (they donate greater sums
of money). Keeping these major donors loyal becomes one of the most important challenges for fundraisers
(Drollinger, 2018; Waters, 2008), who should be able to achieve high levels of satisfaction and trust among
these donors (Ashley et al., 2011). To maintain or increase the level of trust, managers must turn to
relationship marketing tools to provide relevant information that reflects accountability. Long-term financial
supporters can demand greater transparency and up-to-date information on the organization’s work and
results in order to verify the effectiveness of its activities. Since maintaining regular donors also entails
significant costs, it is imperative that the communications they receive include interesting and attractive
content to them. By regularly updating their systems to include the type of communication their donors want
to receive, nonprofits can achieve higher levels of donor satisfaction (Bolton, Lemon, and Verhoef, 2004;
Ashley et al., 2011) and consequently, can increase the likelihood of donor retention and achieve better
financial results. Therefore, fundraising managers should strive to gain donors’ consent to receive direct
marketing communications and permission to access their data, so that they can provide appropriate
information and thus ensure successful relationships.
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ABSTRACT

Reflecting upon lessons learnt from the COVID-19 pandemic in ltaly, this study discusses the need to shift
from hospital to community/home care leveraging the digital technologies. Specifically, first, the main
healthcare service settings are compared in the light of the structure-systems lens to detect elements useful
to characterize the physical, digital, and social realms of the service experience, as proposed in an integrated
three-dimensional framework. Then, focusing on the example of telerehabilitation, the shift to digital care is
reconceptualized through the VSA information variety model (IVM) highlighting how the cognitive view of
service interaction contributes to unraveling the possible physical/digital dilemma.

INTRODUCTION

In the emerging post COVID-19 pandemic digitized world, digital care is becoming an imposed service
innovation (Heinonen and Strandvick, 2020). In this rapidly evolving context, it is necessary to understand
how the digital technologies change the traditional physical and social dimensions of service systems. In this
respect, Bolton et al. (2018) underline the need of integrated views of the digital, physical, and social realms,
so far investigated autonomously. A general necessity of integrated frameworks has long been highlighted
by service science (Pakkala and Sprohrer, 2019) and by the systems views of service (Barile and Polese,
2010). The need to overcome the still dominant siloed view of actors’ linkages in healthcare eco-systems is
particularly underlined in the case of social health (Aksoy et al., 2020). Hence, while the introduction of digital
care cannot be procrastinated, a reconceptualization of the health service, hence, a rethinking of the way we
frame and approach these integrated views, is necessary (Oudshoorn, 2009).

Inspired by the COVID-19 experience in Italy, which is highlighting the need to enhance community/home
care, this study aims to discuss how the shift from hospital to community/home service leveraging digital care
characterizes the physical, digital and social realms of service and may impact the humans’ perceptions of
the physical and digital dimensions of service. In Italy, the experience of the pandemic provides evidence of
different approaches to the delivery of the healthcare service (Binkin et al., 2020), which essentially range
between two of the three main groups of essential levels of care (Livelli Essenziali di Assistenza, LEAs):
hospital care and community care (in addition to preventative care) (Saviano, 2012; Saviano, Bassano and
Calabrese, 2010). One of the main lessons learnt from this (still ongoing) experience is the need to shift,
when appropriate, from hospital to community care. This shift, however, requires a deep rethinking of the
way community care is currently delivered in many Italian regions (Evans et al., 2020).

Physical distancing for delivering health services in safety, and remote presence for allowing users to be
remotely present at one place while physically distant are two of the most advanced e-health innovations
(Heinonen and Strandvik, 2020). These types of innovations emphasize the alternative between physical
and digital delivery of service that strongly impact the interaction between the care provider and the patient.
In fact, “telehealth-care cannot simply replace physical consultations without changing the nature of health
care” (Oudshoorn, 2009) (p.1).

Several elements contribute to increase the complexity of telehealth implementation. Many studies have
been conducted to investigate the shift toward telehealth and telemedicine both theoretically and practically.
The major focus is on the technology acceptance problem showing that anxiety, computer self-efficacy,
innovativeness, and trust are the most influential factors affecting the adoption of new healthcare
technologies (AlQuda et al., 2021). However, research gaps are highlighted as well, indicating that
“theoretical perspectives that capture the dense and intricate relationships and structures required to enact
sustainable change are less well represented in the eHealth literature”; and adding that, given the growing
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complexity of eHealth implementation, research is needed to “develop and test models that recognize and
reflect the multidimensional, dynamic, and relational nature of this process.” (Heinsch et al., 2021, p. 1). In
fact, digital technologies, such as telemedicine, will dramatically impact many realms of our life, with “large-
scale systemic shifts, and changes in how governments, corporations, the scientific community and the public
interact” (Zimmerling and Chen, 2021) (p. 1).

To contribute to addressing these gaps, this study provides conceptual insights about the implications of the
digital shift from hospital to community care, using the three-dimensional conceptual framework developed
by Bolton et al. (2018) as an analytical tool for understanding how the physical, digital, and social realms
currently differentiate hospital and community care, and what occurs in these realms when digital care is
introduced. Accordingly, the study develops a three-step interpretative pathway through which the hospital
and community/home services are: 1) compared through the lens of the VSA (Viable Systems Approach)
using the structure-systems paradigm; 2) interpreted through the Bolton et al. (2018) three-dimensional
framework; 3) reconceptualized through the Barile’s VSA information variety model (IVM) (Barile, 2009;
Barile, Polese and Saviano, 2014). The discussion is conducted having as a reference example
telerehabilitation as a solution for shifting from hospital to community/home service. Making possible physical
distancing and remote presence, telerehabilitation changes the physical realm of well-established
approaches to deliver healthcare service impacting the way professionals and patients perceive the service
interaction.

THE MOTIVATION OF THE STUDY: EVIDENCE FROM THE COVID-19 EXPERIENCE IN ITALY AND THE
NEED OF ENHANCED COMMUNITY AND DIGITAL CARE

The early evidence from COVID-19 pandemic showed the necessity to adapt existing models to a local
context (Evans et al., 2020) and to enhance both community service and telemedicine (Cobelli et al., 2021).
The ltalian National Healthcare Service (NHS) is regionally based, and local authorities have the control and
responsibility for the management of health services, while the national authorities have weak governance
power. With differing regional responses, the pandemic accelerated the transition from hospital-centered
models toward models centered on the patients and their capacity to co-create value, involving both medical
and non-medical practitioners (Cepiku et al., 2021). In this context, telemedicine would have played a
relevant role, especially as a solution for addressing the elderly population’s poor accessibility to primary
health services (Guida and Carpentieri, 2021). However, the facts showed that Italy was not ready for the
digital shift in healthcare, despite the embracement of telemedicine since 2018 (Webster, 2020). Italy has
shown herself “to be unprepared to manage lockdown patients with chronic diseases, due to limited
availability and diffusion of large-scale telemedicine solutions” (Omboni, 2020) (p. 973). This shift, indeed, is
nothing but easy as it implies radical transformations of the service delivery systems that cannot be
addressed using traditional approaches and under a condition of emergency. Relevant structural and
systems changes are required, and service scholars must give a contribution. Accordingly, in the following
sections, the shift under focus is discussed.

METHODOLOGY

To understand how the digital shift from hospital to community/home care impacts the multiple realms of
healthcare service, this conceptual study incorporates the three-dimensional conceptual framework,
developed by Bolton et al. (2018) and used as an analytical tool, within a three-step interpretative pathway
as follows:

a) First level analysis: based on essential literature and having as a reference example the main
evidence of the current COVID-19 pandemic in Italy, the two main alternatives of hospitalization
and community/home care are compared through the lens of the VSA (Viable Systems Approach)
(Barile, 2009, 2013; Barile et al., 2012; Golinelli, 2010) using the structure-systems paradigm
(Barile and Saviano, 2011). The goal is to identify issues to address when shifting from hospital
to community/home care and elements useful to detect the digital, physical, and social dimensions
of service.

b) Second level analysis: the results of the first level analysis are used to interpret the hospitalization
and community/home care services through the Bolton et al. (2018) three-dimensional conceptual
framework. Subsequently, a focus on telerehabilitation as an example of digital shift from hospital
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to community/home care is discussed to highlight the main issues to address in the progress
toward digital service.

c) Third level analysis: the final step of the proposed interpretative pathway reconceptualizes the
shift from the physical to the digital in the delivery of the service through the lens of the Information
Variety Model (IVM) (Barile 2009; Barile, Polese and Saviano, 2014) proposing new insights
useful to understand how the evolution may impact the subjective humans’ perceptions of the
physical and digital realms of service.

MATERIALS

In this section the main interpretative materials used in the study are briefly illustrated.
The VSA structure-systems view

The VSA is an interpretative and governance methodology rooted in systems thinking and developed, in the
field of the managerial studies, from the Stafford Beer’s viable system model (VSM) (Beer, 1989; Espejo and
Harnden, 1990) to account for the management of any business or social organization as systemic entities
aiming at surviving in their environment (Barile, 2008; Barile et al., 2012; Golinelli, 2010). The key proposal
of the VSA is the structure-systems view that, essentially, interprets systems as dynamic entities that emerge
from structures depending on the goals subjectively pursued by the involved actors. The system’s structure
is only a static representation useful to objectively describe how the system is constructed; to understand
how the system functions and the possible outcomes of the emerging dynamics, it is necessary to read how
the structural components interact based on the goals pursued by the actors involved in the system’s
functioning. The interpretative framework derived from the VSA structure-systems view is used to investigate
the phenomenon under focus from a dual structural and systems perspective.

The three-dimensional conceptual framework

The three-dimensional conceptual framework developed by Bolton et al. (2018) is used “for analyzing the
formation of customer experiences that incorporates the digital, physical and social realms and explicitly
considers new technology-enabled services” (Bolton et al., 2018) (p. 778). The three-dimensional space is
defined by low to high digital density, low to high physical complexity and low to high social presence forming
eight octants. With reference to healthcare, the model highlights opportunities and emerging issues related
to the transition from traditional to digital care (Bolton et al., 2018). The increasing use of digital technologies
in healthcare (e.g., artificial intelligence Al, Big Data, 3D printing, virtual reality VR, etc.) will make the physical
realm and its constraints less relevant. However, humans, both healthcare professionals and patients, must
recognize the value of the new technologies to concretely benefit from the progress (Aquino et al., 2018).
The point is that “people and organizations must shape the role that technology plays in the design and
delivery of the customer experience. Interconnections between devices and platforms have the potential to
create complex service systems that — if they fail — could have far-reaching consequences that could be very
destructive” (Bolton et al., 2018) (p. 785).

The Information Variety Model

The Information Variety Model is a three-dimensional representation theorized by Barile (2009) that allows
to represent any systemic entity in terms of its information variety, i.e., its ‘knowledge’ identity made up of
information units, interpretation schemes and values categories. The information units are the data held and
processed by the system. The interpretation schemes (general or of synthesis) represent the cognitive
patterns through which information is organized within the viable system’s whole variety. The values
categories represent the most relevant dimension that characterizes the system’s strong beliefs defining the
system’s unique personality/identity. It is important to note that these three dimensions are not structural but
‘systemic’, as their meaning depends on the subjective perspective of the observer (Barile et al., 2012). The
viable system’s cognitive involvement in the service encounter, i.e., in interaction, can be read through the
IVM in terms of information exchange, reciprocal understanding and values alignment (Barile 2009; Barile,

2022, Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia
173



Saviano and Polese, 2014). The IVM offers a generalizable way to represent the behaviors of systems
considering the subjective views of interacting actors (Barile and Saviano, 2013).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
First level analysis: comparing hospital and community/home care

The main different approaches to the COVID-19 pandemic above mentioned can be traced to the reference
cases of the Veneto and Lombardy regions, which were the two most affected regions during the first wave
of the pandemic (Binkin et al., 2021). Lombardy pursued a patient-centered approach, relying more on
primary care physicians and hospital care. In Veneto, instead, a community-based approach was pursued.
Both the regions implemented the full intensive care unit (ICU) capacity (Timelli and Girardi, 2021); however,
while the Lombardy approach led to the saturation of patients’ beds availability, the Veneto region didn’t face
such saturation (Binkin et al., 2020). Both the regions started pursuing a division between COVID-19 facilities
and non-COVID ones. While the Lombardy region failed to pursue this strategy, due to the saturation of beds,
in Veneto the provision of services was guaranteed to both COVID and non-COVID patients, demonstrating
that the approach adopted was more effective. In fact, thanks to the community care approach, relying upon
a network of healthcare practitioners (Binkin et al., 2020), and on the moving of diagnosis activities to outside
healthcare facilities, the Veneto region was able to reduce the spreading of the virus also inside the
healthcare facilities. The use of technology was different as well: in Veneto informatics systems for rapid
communication on case diagnosis and management and for monitoring bed availability proved to be crucial
in pursuing an effective strategy to face the crisis.

Essentially, the main differences between the two regions’ approaches, based on the Binkin et al. (2020)
study, show that the Lombardy region, due to the saturation and subsequent failure in the attempt to manage
both COVID and non-COVIV patients, was less effective in the collective management of COVID and non-
COVIV patients; moreover, due to a weak organization of community healthcare, Lombardy showed to be
less efficient and subsequently also less effective in the collective management of patients. Overall, despite
the high reputation of the Lombardy region’s hospitals, the management of the pandemic was less effective
and sustainable (Bertolo et al., 2020). Clearly, the community care approach shows higher potential in terms
of effectiveness, efficiency, safety, and sustainability both at individual and collective level; on the other hand,
the community care approach presents a higher level of complexity to manage. Using the structure-systems
lens, we summarize the main aspects of the two care settings highlighting elements useful to detect the
current relevance of the digital, physical, and social realms and to formulate possible research propositions
(Tab. 1).

Table 1: Comparing hospital and community/home care in the light of the structure/systems view

Realms Hospital care Community/home care

Physical Inpatient service settings. Structures more Outpatient service settings. Structures less
‘visible’ physically and systems emerging from ‘visible’ physically and systems emerging from a
the internal structure. wide extended structure.
More defined and ‘visible’ structural Less defined structural boundaries vanishing at
boundaries the systemic level
The resources are integrated internally to the The resources are integrated in service eco-
service system systems
Visible health technology investment Less visible health technology investment

Social More formally defined functions, roles, control Less formally defined functions, roles, control
mechanisms and responsibilities (protocols) mechanisms and responsibilities
Social presence and involvement of the Social presence and involvement of the
patients’ families are low patients’ families are high

Digital Low use of digital technologies Low use of digital technologies
Infra-structural problems Infra-structural problems
Management and capabilities issues Management and capabilities issues
Fragmentation Fragmentation

Complexity Lower internal structural complexity Higher external eco-systemic complexity

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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As summarized in Table 1, while current settings for hospital and community care substantially differ in the
physical and social realms, with different possible problems, they both are currently characterized by very
low digital density, showing large margins for reconceiving the integration of the three realms of service.

Second level analysis: shifting from hospital to community/home care leveraging the digital realm of service

The above comparison highlights elements useful to position the two service settings in the three-
dimensional conceptual framework, as indicated in Figure 1; and then showing how telerehabilitation can
change both the positions of the hospital and the community care settings.

Considering how the various octants are defined in the three-dimensional framework and the way we
interpret the three dimensions in the light of the VSA, our view is that, given the current state of the art:

o Hospital care is characterized by service settings in which the physical realm shows low complexity,
the social realm low social presence, and the digital realm low density.

e Community care is characterized by service settings in which the physical realm shows high
complexity, the social realm high social presence, and the digital realm low density.

Figure 1: Hospital and community care in the three-dimensional conceptual framework
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Focus on the telerehabilitation service

Rehabilitative care is the third pillar of the Italian NHS, together with preventative and curative care. It aims
to maximize functions and minimize limitations of activity resulting from a disease (Bachman et al. 2010).
The rehabilitation service can be delivered both in hospital and community settings, depending on the
patient’s conditions (ltalian Health Ministry, 2019) (Cook et al., 2013). Hence, it belongs to both the octans
highlighted in Fig. 1. However, there is an effort of providers addressed to integrate rehabilitative care along
a continuum from hospital to home, so that patients can experience a system of care (McMurray et al., 2016).
By introducing telerehabilitation, when appropriate, this continuum care approach would be not only possible
but also more efficient, effective, and sustainable.

Tele-rehabilitation can be considered a branch of telemedicine (Peretti et al., 2017) in which the physical
dimension of the treatment meets the digital one. The arising relevance of new rehabilitative protocols is due
to both demographic changes and the increased budget allocation in public health (Rogante et al., 2010)
leading to the use of telecommunication-based practices during the last years. These protocols also allow to
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achieve a cost reduction, compared with hospitalization (Dinesen et al., 2012). Due to the pandemic caused
by Covid-19, the awareness and effort to provide care from distance increased (Da Mata et al., 2021). During
the pandemic, where implemented, telerehabilitation proved to be an effective way to assure the provision
of the treatment, allowing a constant relation between patients and doctors, and ensuring high level of
adherence, clinical improvements, and good perceived satisfaction (La Rosa et al., 2021).

Based on its potential, telerehabilitation can make possible a shift from hospital to community/home settings
leveraging the high digital density that allows integration of the three realms. Through the three-dimensional
framework, it can be noted that the digital dimension of the telerehabilitation service would allow a passage
to the octant defined by high digital density, low physical complexity, and high social presence (Fig. 1).
Hence, three possible trajectories of change could be observed:

e From high to low physical complexity (compared to community settings): which is due to the possibility
to provide rehabilitation services not in presence, enhancing remote service at the same time allowing
24/7 access to telerehabilitation services.

e From low to high social presence (compared to hospital settings): through the digital technologies the
higher social presence could increase the value co-created and reduce to organizational risk.

e From low to high digital intensity (compared to both hospital and community settings): due to more
intense use of digital technologies that support the delivery of service.

Figure 2: Telerehabilitation as a shift from hospital to enhanced community/home care
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The digital shift can be very impactful as it should allow a reduction of the physical complexity at the same
time making more effective the management of the higher variety of social actors. This is, however, a
challenge of the digital technology because its positive effect is currently only potential and must be made
effective addressing all the typical problems associated with the introduction of new technologies starting
from the traditional technology acceptance problem (AlQudah et al., 2021). Telerehabilitation can substitute
digital and social resources for physical resources; however, “very little is known about automated social
presence — such as robots, avatars, augmented and virtual reality — as opposed to humans.” (Bolton et al.,
2020) (p. 786). In fact, the shift from in-person treatment to telemedicine because of the pandemic (Hilty,
2013) generated several issues, despite technological progress and the various benefits recognized in terms
of reduction of isolation, improved motivation and compliance during the service encounter, and the reduction
of barriers to access consultations and treatments for frail and less independent persons (Milani et al., 2021).
Indeed, professionals believe that “telemonitoring will never replace the in-person encounter between the
patient and the professional who cares and provides a biopsychosocial holistic, helpful, in-person encounter”
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(Milani, 2021) (p. 2). Moreover, to reduce the physical complexity, it is necessary to integrate the digital and
physical realms through technology (Bolton et al., 2018).

Therefore, it is necessary to balance pros and cons with reference to the specificity of cases. In the era of
personalized medicine (Lella et al., 2019), easy generalizations could compromise the potential benefits of
the digital care. As for telehealth in general, and despite the acceleration due to the pandemic, several
concerns, not only related to objective and technical aspects (Jafni et al., 2019; Negrini et al., 2020), but
rather related to subjective views of the problems (Milani et al., 2021), still obstruct progress: if the healthcare
providers’ acceptance of technology is fundamental for the success of telerehabilitation protocols (Brewster
et al., 2014) as well as the existence of the structural conditions for effective access to technology, many
further concerns emerge from the patients’ subjective views and perceptions. Much more than many other
types of services, healthcare generally implies a higher involvement of all the physical, affective, emotional
spheres of humans’ life. In fact, the key element of telerehabilitation is a humanized technological framework
thanks to which patients and caregivers can embrace and activate the protocol (Tan et al., 2017). The
success of such protocols, indeed, is due to the level of usability for medical doctors (MDs), health
practitioners, caregivers, and patients (Capri et al., 2020). According to Tan et al. (2017), a high level of
cognition is crucial and depends on the design of technology, the user interface, the integration into
rehabilitation protocols, and the integration with human factors in system designing and implementation.
Thus, there is a relevant complexity to manage in the shift from the physical/digital to an integrated view of
the two realms where humans and technological elements must effectively interact as teams (Simeoni et al.,
2021). In fact, it is important to note that the ‘shift’ does not imply a physical or digital choice; rather, it implies
a physical and digital integration and indicates that it is important the way actors look at this change because
their subjective views can be a further source of complexity. This complexity could be deciphered as we
propose in the next level of analysis.

Third level analysis: unraveling the physical/digital dilemma in the shift towards digital care

The final step of the proposed interpretative pathway analyzes the shift from the physical to the digital allowed
by telerehabilitation through the lens of the Information Variety Model (IVM) (Barile 2009; Barile, Polese and
Saviano, 2014) suggesting new insights useful to address the potential problems emerging from the
integration of the physical and the digital realms. The integrated view of the multiple dimensions of the service
encounters provided by the Bolton et al.’s framework allows considering the physical and digital dimensions
not separately but rather as integrated. The Barile’s VSA IVM provides a further framework useful for
recognizing the relevance of the cognitive dimension of service interaction.

According to the VSA IVM, both the physical and digital settings of interaction represent structures adequate
for the emersion of the appropriate service system. However, the systemic aspects can significantly impact
the effectiveness of the process as they are subjectively perceived through the information varieties of the
various actors involved. Accordingly, interpreting the shift to the digital as an alternative to the physical tout
court means losing an important aspect: an effective service system can emerge from many different
structures in which the physical, digital, and social realms can be variously integrated. Although structures
are the necessary conditions for the emersion of the system, the effectiveness of the process depends on
the systems functioning, i.e., on the way the components dynamically interact; this, in turn, depends on the
finalities pursued by the actors involved that should be harmonic (i.e., complementary, or at least compatible)
(Barile et al., 2012). Hence, the physicality of interaction only partially impacts the outcome. What mainly
impacts the outcome is the cognitive alignment of the interacting actors.

The viable system’s cognitive involvement in the service encounter, read through the IVM in terms of
information exchange, reciprocal understanding, and values alignment, indicates that they are the values
categories the most important factors to interaction effectiveness. In fact, while information sharing is
important for communication, and the interpretation schemes are important for reciprocal understanding,
they are always the values categories that, in the end, ‘approve’ or ‘refuse’ interaction making it successful
or otherwise. This is true to the point that, even in absence of information sharing and in a context in which
the interpretation schemes do not allow reciprocal understanding, interaction may be brilliantly successful.
This is possible because of the alignment of the values categories that overcome any communication
problem (Barile and Saviano, 2013).
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One of the most effective examples of this information varieties’ dynamics is provided precisely by
healthcare, where the well-known information asymmetry problem remains irreducible despite formal
information sharing (e.g., the informed consent process), due to the wide distance between the interpretation
schemes capabilities of the healthcare providers and clients, which would be fundamental for reciprocal
understanding. Hence, the values categories act generating the trust necessary for effective interaction.

Both the physical or the digital realms of the different healthcare settings impact interaction not only and not
so much for their objective physical or non-physical nature; rather, for the way they are subjectively, hence,
cognitively, perceived by the interacting actors. If all actors are cognitively aligned, interaction can be
successful independently from physical distancing and remote presence. Accordingly, the distinction
between physical and digital realms in terms of physical/non-physical settings appears, when the shift to the
digital is appropriate, less relevant itself.

Therefore, in the light of the IVM, the possible physical/digital dilemma can be reinterpreted putting the focus
on the cognitive dimension of the process. Each dynamic of the system is cognitively processed by the
interacting actors through their information varieties significantly determining its outcome. With reference to
the example about telerehabilitation under focus, it goes without saying that the remote presence and the
physical treatment mediated, for example, by robots obviously impact interaction between the therapist and
the patients (Simeoni et al., 2021). The digital shift, in fact, cannot be generalized, as everything in
healthcare, which is now going towards an increasing personalization of treatments. However, the point is
that in most of the cases, especially of long-term treatments for older patients, delivering the care at home
using advanced technologies, like Virtual Reality (VR), for example, could very positively impact the
effectiveness of the service. Patients as well as employees should be aware that the professional control of
the treatment is a cognitive knowledge-based process even in physical encounters and that the remote
presence allows always to be cognitively ‘present’, if well and responsibly managed. Yet, generalizations are
not possible; however, uncertainty in favoring the progress towards digital care would not be beneficial.

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND MAIN IMPLICATIONS

Although it cannot be denied that telemedicine will “never be the same as a physical examination with all of
its human qualities of judgment and communication” (Webster, 2020) (p. 1180), progress cannot be stopped
and being ready is important. In fact, the complexity to manage will overwhelm us if we do not prepare
ourselves for the new reality. Accordingly, despite the limitations of a conceptual study, this paper draws the
service scholars’ attention to the opportunity of adopting an integrated systems view to reframe the physical,
digital, and social integration in the design and management of healthcare service systems abandoning the
humans/machine replacement dilemma and opening the minds to the new.

This work provides insight for healthcare ecosystems’ actors oriented to innovation (Edvardsson et al., 2018;
Kandampully, 2002; Koskela-Huotari et al., 2016) but with concerns about how addressing and really
benefitting from the unstoppable digital revolution of healthcare that calls for radical changes and new views
in the overall health technology assessment. Hence, the study sheds new light on how interpreting the
integration of the physical, digital, and social realms of healthcare service at the same time warning from the
real risks of the digitalization process by making clear that they are not the digital technologies that objectively
generate risks, but the way humans subjectively use them.
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ABSTRACT

In this study, we question the sustainability of sharing services for individuals, businesses and society from
a financial, environmental and social perspective. While previous research has highlighted the positive
aspects of the sharing economy, this study takes a critical perspective on the sustainability of sharing
services. Based on existing knowledge, we develop a conceptual model for sustainability of sharing services.
This research offers several insights for businesses and managers interested in analyzing the sustainability
of their sharing services from the perspective of different actors and dimensions of sustainability.

INTRODUCTION

The sharing economy is projected to grow from $15 billion in 2014 to $335 billion in 2025 (Forbes, 2019),
and although the covid-19 pandemic might have adjusted the growth curve, the largest sharing economy
brands are outgrowing their industry incumbents competitors. Gerwe and Silva (2020) argue that the key
feature of the sharing economy is to facilitate sharing of physical objects or human assets with people who
do not belong to the same social networks of family, friends, or neighbours. This provides a better use of
resources and enables people to share equipment, cars, bikes and provide access to equipment that an
individual might not be able to afford. This should have positive effects on the financial, environmental and
social dimensions of sustainability, and the sustainability potential of sharing services might lead to reduction
in C02 and have additional positive effects on the environment (European commission, 2016).

However, despite its potential, there is a risk that sharing services are not sustainable at all, instead they can
turn out to be just the same market exchange practices as before, i.e. used as “share washing” by companies
(Curtis and Lehner, 2019). Voices are being raised by societies, firms and individuals that the sharing
economy might not be based on a sustainable business model. In Swedish newspapers, it was highlighted
that the CEO of Foodora got a raise of 13000% in financial outcome, while their drivers still made about 3
euros an hour and had to pay for their bike and mobile phone (Aftonbladet, 2021). In the UK, Deliveroo has
been involved in a legal case on how to view their drivers, as employed or self-employed. In a ruling, the
court of Appeal came to the conclusion that Deliveroo riders should be regarded as being self-employed
(ICAEV, 2021). The positive reaction of the financial market shows that investors do not want the gig-
economy to be governed by more traditional labour legislation. It has also been suggested that car sharing
services are used by new customers that now can afford to use a car, instead of existing customers. This
means that the number of trips actually increases - and some cities report increased CO2 emissions after
introducing car sharing services. Based on the popular press, can we expect the sharing economy to be
sustainable in any of the dimensions? Does it lead to better use of resources - or just more use of resources?
It is almost a paradox - the more businesses adopt and embrace sustainability, the more the environment
continues to decline (Landrum, 2018).

Literature reviews show a clear majority of research on sharing economy stems from management and
marketing (Laurenti et al., 2019), with research questions such as why people share (motives) and the role
of ratings in sharing services - while its effect on sustainability often is based on the assumption that the
sharing economy is positive per se for all the different aspects of sustainability. In addition to the risk of
unsustainable business models in the sharing economy, there is also a risk that sharing service becomes an
empty communication tool, with problematic risks of so called rebound effects (Skjelvik et al., 2017). As an
example, the income gained or costs saved by using sharing services (e.g., a cheap taxi trip) could be spent
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on consumption of new/additional goods. Then the outcome of the sharing service rebound the total
sustainability effect of the sharing service (backfire effect) (Warmington-Lundstrém and Laurenti, 2020).

In this study, we question the sustainability of sharing services for individuals, businesses and society. Much
of previous research has studied the positive aspects of the sharing economy, for example by emphasizing
its better use of resources. This study takes a critical perspective on sharing services and identifies the effects
of sharing services on the financial, environmental and social dimensions of sustainability. The purpose of
this paper is thus to critically discuss and analyse the relationship between sharing services and sustainability
and the effect they have on the different actors in the service ecosystem.

SUSTAINABILITY

A first question to be addressed before moving on to sharing services is what is meant by sustainability in
general. In general terms, the concept of sustainability has its origin in United Nations (UN) and concerns the
long-term ability of society to use and process natural resources and still be able to leave a prospering planet
to future generations (Benson and Craig, 2014). Sustainability is built on the three pillars of social
sustainability, environmental sustainability, and economic sustainability (Purvis et al., 2018). Arriving from a
broad range of schools of thoughts across disciplines, sustainability is not surprisingly vaguely defined.
However, at a general level, environmental principles designate environmental performance in terms of
reducing resource usage and energy consumption. Economic principles are denominated by terms such as
environmental accounting, eco-efficiency, ethical investments and transparency. Last, social principles are
guided by responsibility for social issues, human development and equality. (See for example Glavic and
Lukman, 2002; Purvis, Mao and Robinson, 2019).

These pillars have emerged over time to cover different aspects of building a society that does not erode its
natural ecosystems and that proactively work towards eliminating unjust social differences (see Purvis et al.,
2018). The three pillars are interrelated and often an improvement in one of the pillars goes hand in hand
with an improvement in the other pillars, such as social inclusiveness, equal distribution of economic welfare,
and ecological awareness. As a consequence, improvements in one pillar, such as economical sustainability,
might have negative effects on the other pillars in the system. For example, economic welfare might improve
at the expense of a healthy natural ecosystem.

In general, the idea behind sharing economy in general and sharing service in particular is connotated with
positive aspects of sustainability such as better use of resources, and an alternative mode of consumption
(collaborative, sharing, access-based). Through sharing services, idling resources can be more efficiently
used and hence reduce the overall consumption. You can argue for sustainability to be a major driver for
sharing services; for example, car-sharing services offer new ways of organizing transports that can
contribute to sustainability through better and more efficient ways of connecting people. Thus, a transport
service is not only a matter of mobility but can also address environmental challenges. While some argue for
a “natural greenness” of services based on the immateriality characteristics (Djellal and Gallouj, 2016) with
less resource exploitation, other show how services can create re-bound effects and actually have a negative
impact on overall environmental footprint (Agrawal and Bellos, 2017). Sharing services cannot be taken for
granted to be sustainable per se, instead they need to carefully be evaluated in relation to the effect in all
dimensions of sustainability: social inequality, ecological footprints and planetary economical effect.

A DUAL-PROCESS MODEL OF SHARING SERVICE SUSTAINABILITY

Belk (2014) argues that are two commonalities of sharing services, that they build on temporary access and
non-ownership models to utilize consumer services and that they rely on the internet to bring this about. The
focus of research on sharing services has often been on investigating what a sharing service is (e.g., Acquier
et al., 2017; Belk, 2014; Benoit, 2017), the promise with these types of services (e.g., Jiang and Tian 2018).
and the drivers behind usage (e.g., Hamari et al. 2016; Minami et al., 2021; Méhlmann, 2015). However, as
the field has progressed, several studies have started to address the more ambivalent and contested nature
of the sharing services. Among the things that have been brought forward are potential positive aspects of
sharing services is that they are recourse efficient, both for businesses and consumers (Leismann et al.,
2013) and thus address some environmental concerns. It has also been suggested that sharing services
provide attractive features such as flexibility, convenience, access, and economic gains for consumers
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(Hamari et al. 2016). In addition, sharing services can have pro-social benefits (Guyader, 2018). On the other
side, while there are potential with their services, there are scares evidence of these potential benefits.
Instead, a number of arguments questioning the sustainability of sharing services has been brought forward.

Based on previous knowledge it becomes clear that sharing services have both positive and negative
potential effects on sustainability. We have developed a dual-process model that suggests two competing
processes that contribute to the sustainability of sharing services. The overall logic of the dual-process model
is that there is a bright and a dark side of sharing services that determine their sustainability. A set of
moderators influence to what extent the bright and dark side come to play, i.e. the strength of the positive
and negative influences on sustainability. In the next step, the effects on sustainability from the bright and
dark side of the sharing service are added and contribute to sustainability of value co-creation. Again, a set
of moderators determine how the bright and dark side of sharing services influence the (un)sustainability of
value co-creation. Finally, the outcome of the model is the level of sustainability of the sharing service. In the
following, we will introduce and discuss the key parts of the dual-process model.

Research has brought forward a number of compelling arguments for the bright side of sharing services. For
businesses, sharing services has been suggested as a way to grow the competitive advantage by increasing
the attractiveness towards customers and improving the profit margin. At the same time, a number of studies
(Heinrichs, 2013) have suggested that there are environmental benefits of sharing services by using
resources more efficiently, reducing waste and eliminating unnecessary ownership. For customers, the
attractiveness of sharing services lies in their availability, the ease of use and to aid with tasks that previously
have taken up a lot of time and effort. In addition, sharing products such as cars and apartments are
suggested to free up, time, money and effort for the individual customers as well as increasing their flexibility).
At the same time, research has emphasized positive social aspects of sharing services, where customers
are more connected to each other. When it comes to multisided platforms such as UBER or AirBnb, it is
suggested that sharing services are beneficial for suppliers/workers that can have a more flexible work
schedule and only work when they feel they have time and need money. In addition, to be able to rent out
your unused property, car or competence has been suggested as attractive features for suppliers.

While research tend to focus on the bright side of sharing services, also dark side aspects need to be
recognized. In the “dual process framework” (See Figure 1) four major characteristics on the dark side have
been identified. First, new customers use service, implying higher degree of resource exploitation. Second,
these types of services can be used for different types of washing behavior among firms (e.g., green washing,
woke washing), where the firm hides an unsustainable business model behind a thin layer of greenness or
social awareness. Discrimination is also a major concern as this many times is a fundamental for many
business models (cheap labor, low wages,). The fourth aspects relate to Loss of control as many sharing
services imply a shift and disclaiming of control and competence. Outsourcing knowledge and ownership,
might erode the control and agency in the long run.

A key in the dual-process model of the sustainability of sharing services is the moderators, since they decide
to what extent the bright and dark side come in to play. Based on the literature review, we introduce (1)
one/two sided sharing services and (2) Motives as moderators. We argue that one-sided sharing services
(such as M; 