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Abstract 

  
  
This thesis is about service provider flexibility and how provider flexibility facilitates customer 
value creation in contexts where customer processes and activities change. Provider flexibility is 
delineated as a mechanism of value creation and defined as the ability of the service provider to 
respond to changes or to bring about changes that support its customers’ value creation. Alt-
hough provider flexibility has been implied as a relevant factor in value creation, previous stud-
ies focusing on some kind of provider flexibility would benefit from a deeper understanding of 
the strategic role that service provider flexibility plays in value creation.  

The purpose of this study is to provide a framework that explicates the strategic role of provider 
flexibility in value creation. The role of provider flexibility in the adjustment of the provider’s 
processes and activities and the development of opportunities based on insights from customer 
interactions are thus emphasized. Moreover, while these insights from customer interactions can 
offer valuable development opportunities for the service provider, these opportunities yield re-
turns only with the transfer of the insights back to the service provider’s organization. 

The research process evolves along five research articles that develop the understanding of the 
strategic role of provider flexibility in value creation. The study builds on the empirical data 
from five service organizations of large industrial firms. The empirical insights from the articles 
are expanded and their conclusions further developed by iteratively and abductively substantiat-
ing the research model. The discussion explicates how exercising provider flexibility—in the 
form of organizational flexibility in the provider sphere, interaction flexibility in the joint sphere, 
and flexibility in use in the customer sphere—contributes to value creation. Moreover, findings 
show that the provider and the customer are entwined in a service system surrounding their ser-
vice relationship. Provider flexibility in this aspect functions not merely as a mechanism of value 
creation, but also as a carrier of knowledge and information about the customer. Having this dy-
namics in mind, the provider continues to use provider flexibility to reinvent itself and constantly 
evolve the organization.  

This thesis contributes to the literature by providing a framework that explicates the strategic 
role of provider flexibility in value creation. More specifically, the contributions are: 1) an in-
creased understanding of how provider flexibility in value creation is exercised, placing provider 
flexibility at the core of the encompassing process of value creation, and thus explicating the 
manner in which the encompassing process of value creation can unfold; and 2) an increased 
understanding of the strategic role of the work of part-time marketers by delineating the process 
of provider flexibility in value creation where different aspects of provider flexibility in value 
creation are linked.  



 

Tjänsteleverantörsflexibilitet: Ett strategiskt perspektiv 
 

Denna avhandling handlar om tjänsteleverantörsflexibilitet och hur leverantörsflexibilitet 
främjar kundens värdeskapande i sammanhang då kunders processer och aktiviteter förändras. 
Leverantörsflexibilitet beskrivs som en värdeskapande-mekanism och definieras som tjänste-
leverantörens förmåga att bemöta eller framkalla förändringar som stödjer dess kunders vär-
deskapande. Trots att leverantörsflexibilitet har antytts vara en relevant faktor inom vär-
deskapande skulle tidigare studier som fokuserar på någon typ av leverantörsflexibilitet gag-
nas av en djupare förståelse för den strategiska roll som tjänsteleverantörsflexibilitet spelar 
inom värdeskapande. 

Syftet med den här studien är att skapa ett ramverk som vidare förklarar leverantörsflexibilite-
tens strategiska roll inom värdeskapande. Således betonas leverantörsflexibilitetens roll inom 
anpassningen av företagsprocesser och aktiviteter och utvecklingsmöjligheter baserade på 
inblickar i kundinteraktion. Medan dessa inblickar i kundinteraktion kan erbjuda värdefulla 
utvecklingsmöjligheter för tjänsteleverantören ger dessa möjligheter avkastning endast genom 
överföringen av insikter tillbaka till tjänsteleverantörens organisation. 

Forskningsprocessen utvecklas utefter fem vetenskapliga artiklar som utvecklar förståelsen av 
tjänsteleverantörsflexibilitetens strategiska roll inom värdeskapande. Studien bygger vidare på 
empiriska data från fem tjänsteleverantörer från stora industriella företag. De empiriska insik-
terna från artiklarna utökas och dess slutsatser utvecklas vidare genom att iterativt och abduk-
tivt styrka forskningsmodellen. Diskussionen utvecklar vidare hur användandet av leveran-
törsflexibilitet, i form av organisatorisk flexibilitet i företagssfären, interaktionsflexibilitet i 
den gemensamma sfären, samt flexibilitet i bruk i kundens sfär, bidrar till värdeskapande. 
Vidare visar resultaten att leverantören och kunden är sammanflätade i ett tjänstesystem som 
omger deras tjänsteförhållande. Leverantörsflexibilitet i den aspekten fungerar inte enbart som 
en värdeskapande-mekanism, utan också som en bärare av kunskap och information om kun-
den. Med denna dynamik i åtanke fortsätter leverantören att använda leverantörsflexibilitet för 
att förnya sig och ständigt utveckla organisationen. 

Den här avhandlingen bidrar till litteraturen genom att tillhandahålla ett ramverk som vidare 
förklarar leverantörsflexibilitetens roll inom värdeskapande. Mer specifikt är bidraget: 1) en 
ökad förståelse för hur leverantörsflexibilitet inom värdeskapande utövas, genom att sätta 
leverantörsflexibilitet i centrum för värdeskapandets omfattande process och därmed vidare 
utveckla ett sätt på vilket värdeskapandets omfattande process kan utvecklas; och 2) ökad 
förståelse av den strategiska roll deltidsmarknadsförares jobb har genom att beskriva tjänste-
leverantörsflexibiliteten inom värdeskapande där olika aspekter av leverantörsflexibilitet och 
värdeskapande är sammanlänkade. 

 

 

 



 

Acknowledgements 

”I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think I have ended up where I needed to 
be.” Douglas Adams, in: The Long-Dark Tea-Time of the Soul 

 

There is no better quote with which to open the acknowledgements. Translated to the reality 
of working on my thesis, it so remarkably encapsulates both the beauty of the entire research 
process and how the final outcome that you are holding in your hands emerged. This one sen-
tence illustrates the continuous changes I was exposed to during the past five years, and how 
flexibly (I would dare to say) I “muddled through” to the end. It was not always easy, it could 
become rather frustrating, but in the end, when the line is drawn, it was quite enjoyable. (Plus, 
I really like Douglas Adams; 42 taught me, and keeps reminding me, that it is not the answer 
that it is important, but the question itself.) 

Five years is a long time, and I have had the privilege and luck to share it with many friends 
and colleagues who served as sources of inspiration and as guides on the long and winding 
road of thesis work. I appreciate your company, interesting discussions, and the inspiration 
you ignited in me. 

First and foremost, I want to extend my warmest gratitude to my supervisor, Fredrik Nordin, 
for all of your guidance, support, engagement, and patience. I want to thank you for putting 
your trust in me from the very beginning, for your utmost commitment during the past five 
years, and for serving as a lighthouse in the darkness of the world of research. 

To my co-supervisor Annika Ravald, I want to thank you for teaching me how to use the 
cranes of imagination to reframe and reconfigure the landscape. Moreover, thanks to Annika 
and her pleasant colleagues, I always felt welcome at Hanken School of Economics in Vaasa.  

I want to thank my co-supervisor, P.O. Berg, for his ideas, energy, and optimism, for the 
much appreciated and needed stimuli, and for one of the best birthday presents I have ever 
received – the interview for admission to research education. 

Very special thanks to the discussants at my milestone seminars for all the comments and the 
constructive critique that helped me shape a better thesis. Thank you Anna Fyrberg-Yngfalk, 
Robert Demir, Paul Viio, Nishant Kumar, Christian Kowalkowski, and Henrikki Tikkanen. 
Thank you also Maria Holmlund and Daniel Kindström; I have learned a lot from you, and 
enjoyed our discussions. 

I also want to thank to VINNOVA, Sweden’s innovation agency, for funding the Flexkraft 
research project that formed the basis of this study and enabled the thesis. Furthermore, I am 



 

very much grateful to the Marketing Technology Foundation (MTC) for their coordination 
and engagement in the project, and to all the firms and individuals that participated in the 
study; I am glad that our cooperation continued beyond the end of the project. Thank you 
Staffan, Marie, Jesper, Tor, Hans, Mats, Björn, Niklas, René, and all the others. 

Thanks go to the Swedish Research School of Management and IT, of which I was an associ-
ate member, where I had the opportunity to meet bi-annually with PhD students from other 
universities in Sweden. The meetings proved a welcome platform for exchanging work-in-
progress updates, for giving and receiving feedback, and for making new contacts and friends. 
I am thankful for that, but also for the financial support that supported my research. 

A big thanks goes to everyone at the Marketing Section of Stockholm Business School; first 
and foremost to Micke Andéhn and Andrea Lucarelli, and you guys know why. Thank you 
Emma Björner for the conversations and discussions, and not least for the “support in the aca-
demic need.” Ignacio Concha-Ferreira, mi compañero Nacho, muchas gracias por todo. To 
Luigi Servadio for the morning coffee chats and the mutual encouragement. I also want to 
mention and thank other current and former PhD students with whom I shared the past five 
years and enjoyed many great discussions; gals and guys, you rule! Thank you Per Carlborg, 
Anna Felicia Ehnhage, Elia Giovacchini, Johan Graaf, Thom Iddon, Janet Johansson, Amir 
Kheirollah, Christofer Laurell, Maira Lopes, Ragnar Lund, Peter Markowski, Alisa Minina, 
Anita Radon, Hanna von Schantz, Randy Shoai, Steffi Siegert, Emma Stendahl, Alisa Smir-
nova, Gustaf Sporrong, Janet Vähämäki, Markus Walz, Dong Zhang, and Sara Öhlin. Thank 
you also Mirella Muhic; hvala mnogo! Johanna Fernholm, thanks for the many pleasant chats 
over the years. 

Many thanks go also to Maria Frostling-Henningsson, Joel Hietanen, Viola Lind, Jan Löw-
stedt, Susanna Molander, Maria Mårtensson-Hansson, Emmanouel Parasiris, Anders Parment, 
Håkan Preiholt, Ian Richardson, Hans Rämö, Pamela Schultz Nybacka, Martin Svendsen, 
Sten Söderman, Amos Owen Thomas, Natalia Tolstikova, Marco Tregua, Vladimir Vešović, 
Kaisa Vähä, Kicki Wennersten, Solveig Wikström, Ali Yakhlef, Carl Yngfalk, Jacob Östberg, 
and others who I so shamefully forgot to mention. Very special thanks go to Helena Flinck, 
who always takes such good care of us in the Marketing Section, and to Linnéa Shore, another 
firm rock on whom a PhD student can always depend. Thank you as well Calle Cunelius and 
Toivo Lepp for all the help with the exams and the courses; I appreciate how easy it is to feel 
welcome whenever we meet. 

I also feel extremely grateful to have such great friends, including those outside of academia, 
and I want to mention and to thank those who I have neglected to mention before: Cornelia 
Björk, Sara Brymér, Ivana Borošić, Franja Čok, Philippe Dolak and Therese Hedlind, Gellert 
Kovacs, Rikke Løvdahl, Krunoslav Leljak, Marko Majerić and Tajana Ćaleta-Car, Mirna 
Golubić, Maria Knyphausen, Ivana Kordić, Josefin Lindgren, Ana Ljubojević, Sara 
Malmgren, Martina and Dražen Mehkek, Josipa Mihić, Josefin Patzauer, Inga Pavlina, Renata 
and Dražen Pintar, Domagoj Rogulj, Morten Sigsgaard, Andreas Skälegård, Jocke Sundqvist, 
Saša Šuštar and Nikola Kezele, and Sandra Tržil. 

 



 

Ultimately, the biggest thank you is reserved for my family. To my parents Vesna and 
Draško, who have continuously encouraged me in anything and everything I did, and who 
never hesitated to make sacrifices to help my brother and me along the way. To my brother 
Domagoj I say thank you for all of your help and the laughter we share. Hvala vam na svemu, 
dragi moji! 

Last, but certainly not least, I do not think I exaggerate when I say that words cannot describe 
the depth of gratitude and love I feel for Orsi, with whom I am happy to share my life in a 
relationship full of appreciation, understanding, and devotion. My dear Orsi, thank you for all 
the love, support, and joy you continue to bring to me. 

 

Stockholm, December 2015 

 

Danilo Brozović 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



15 

Introduction and problematization 

Gas Services (GS) is one of the global leaders in the industrial gas market. One of its custom-
ers suddenly exchanged the gas technology in the generators that GS had been servicing and 
the service provided by GS no longer matched. Faced with the possibility of losing this key 
customer, GS decided, in agreement with the customer, that GS’s technicians would learn 
how to handle and maintain the new type of generators. One of GS’s service technicians in-
volved in the project explained how this change in the customer’s production process affected 
them: “Maintaining such technology is something we’ve never done before,” he said. “This is 
a big thing that happened that has really changed the direction of what we do because it does 
not look like anything else that we do when we are servicing other customers … We had to 
learn how to handle it, to educate ourselves.” In other words, service technicians got their 
skills and competences updated so that they could continue supporting the customer’s pro-
cesses and everyday production activities, and in this manner, ensure the uninhibited flow of 
the customer value creation process. GS’s decision to continue facilitating the customer and 
its value creation had several results that GS deemed would be beneficial in the long run. Im-
portantly, GS retained a key customer and saved the relationship in which it had been invest-
ing a significant amount of time and effort. Moreover, as the change in the generator technol-
ogy also involved the customer opting for another gas supplier, GS hoped it would eventually 
win back the gas deal. However, regardless of the future outcome of the gas deal, GS treated 
the situation as a learning opportunity and as a platform for the development of new services 
related to the endogas generator technology. 

The introductory example shows how a change in a customer’s processes and the service pro-
vider’s subsequent flexible actions vis-à-vis this change can result in more knowledge for the 
provider’s employees and can potentially lead to new offerings. This intriguing strategic no-
tion of provider flexibility led me to wonder what the literature had to say about service pro-
viders’ adjustments to changes in customers’ processes and activities. What can be found to 
explain this strategic notion? I realized that there was a substantial amount of research on the 
matter; provider flexibility has for example been explored in relation to services (Harvey et 
al., 1997), service relationships (Ivens, 2005), and service orientation (Morgan et al., 2014), 
respectively. Flexibility of service employees has been discussed on the one hand (Hansen et 
al., 2008), flexibility of service providers on the level of the firm on the other hand (Gylling et 
al., 2012), and it has been implied that provider flexibility is a relevant ingredient for value 
creation (Grönroos and Helle, 2010; Grönroos and Voima, 2013). While these contributions 
offered valuable insights into provider flexibility, some questions have still been left unan-
swered. For example, what happens in regards to flexibility in direct interactions between the 
provider’s employees and the customer? How is provider flexibility in relation to value crea-
tion actually exercised? How does the strategic notion of provider flexibility delineated by the 
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opening example fit in the picture? These possibilities provided sufficient justification to con-
tinue the inquiry into the world of provider flexibility. 

This thesis is about service provider flexibility (henceforth: provider flexibility) and how pro-
vider flexibility facilitates customer value creation in contexts where customer processes and 
activities change. Provider flexibility is here delineated as a mechanism of value creation and 
is defined as the ability of the service provider to respond to changes or to bring about chang-
es that support its customers’ value creation. To clarify further, although provider flexibility is 
defined as an ability to act, provider flexibility cannot be separated from the provider’s flexi-
ble actions because it is the actions that customers notice and that are relevant for them 
(Ivens, 2005). This is why the account of provider flexibility in the thesis shifts between abil-
ity and actions, and frequently includes both. Treating flexibility as both ability and actions is 
not unusual in the broader flexibility literature (see, e.g., TenDam, 1987; Ivens, 2005; Tan and 
Zeng, 2009), as well as in the service(s) literature (e.g., Ivens, 2005; Buzacott and Mandel-
baum, 2008).  

Moreover, the thesis will show how service providers engage provider flexibility in value 
creation, thus building on the calls for additional knowledge about the process of value crea-
tion (Grönroos, 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Ostrom et al., 2015), and, more specifical-
ly, on the calls for further research into the mechanisms of value facilitation and the co-
creation of value (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011), and the implications of interactions in the 
value co-creation process (Grönroos, 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013). The role of provider 
flexibility in the adjustment of the provider’s processes and activities, and the development of 
opportunities based on insights from customer interactions are emphasized in the thesis. 
Moreover, while these insights from customer interactions can offer valuable development 
opportunities for the service provider, these opportunities yield returns only with the transfer 
of the insights back to the service provider’s organization. 

Lack of attention dedicated to provider flexibility in marketing in general and in the service 
literature in particular (Verdú-Jover et al., 2004; Ivens, 2005; Buzacott and Mandelbaum, 
2008) and the need for more research on flexibility within the scope of service have been not-
ed previously (Karmarkar, 2004). This is because firms operating in dynamic sectors such as 
high technology and service have a requirement for responsiveness, currency, and flexibility 
(van Riel, 2004). Provider flexibility in value creation has previously been generally implied 
as relevant. For example, flexibility has been posited as a determinant of service quality 
(Grönroos, 1990; Johnston, 1995) and customer-perceived value (Lapierre, 2000; Hansen et 
al., 2008). It is also reasonable to assume that flexibility is important during what Normann 
(2000) calls “moments of truth,” when service employees and customers meet in interactions, 
and where the skills, knowledge, and competences of employees influence how the customer 
experiences the outcome of the service. Furthermore, it can be claimed that the adjustments 
made by the provider according to its customer’s activities and processes in order to support, 
but also to directly and actively influence the customer’s value creation (Grönroos and 
Gummerus, 2014), are suitable mechanisms that contribute to the customer’s value creation.  
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Flexibility is furthermore implied in the assumptions that, to contribute to customer-perceived 
value, providers must focus on supporting their customers’ practices and processes (Reinartz 
and Ulaga, 2008; Grönroos and Ravald, 2011), understand their customers’ idiosyncrasies 
(Grönroos and Voima, 2013), and adjust their processes and activities to the processes and 
activities of their customers (Grönroos and Helle, 2010). Simultaneously, providers gain op-
portunities to influence and directly participate in the customer’s process of value creation 
through direct interactions (value co-creation) (Grönroos, 2011). However, while these con-
tributions more generally imply that the provider’s adjustments to the customer’s processes 
and activities are relevant and useful for value creation, which is a valuable insight that this 
thesis subscribes to, the understanding of provider flexibility in value creation and the strate-
gic role that it can play for the provider remain relatively underexplored.  

For example, the majority of previous studies delineating how provider flexibility is exercised 
depict provider flexibility in terms of manufacturing flexibility. Harvey et al. (1997) focus on 
the notion and sources of flexibility in the service delivery process and develop their model of 
provider flexibility in services based on insights from manufacturing flexibility. They under-
stand value as the balance of benefits and costs customers get from purchasing a product or 
service. Notably, they emphasize the role of information technology for creating higher pro-
vider flexibility. Service flexibility as the flexibility of the service delivery process, derived 
from manufacturing flexibility, was also studied by e.g. Arias-Aranda (2003) and Arias-
Aranda et al. (2011). However, Verdú-Jover et al. (2004) make a clear distinction between 
manufacturing and services firms and understand provider flexibility more operationally and 
strictly in terms of, for example, variation in production volume, use of temporary staff, ob-
taining resources from various suppliers, and outsourcing. Nevertheless, they relevantly indi-
cate how services firms need both operational and strategic levels of flexibility to respond to 
changes. Buzacott and Mandelbaum (2008) also relate services flexibility to manufacturing 
flexibility in responding to changes, pointing out the role of learning in the development of 
responses. While undoubtedly valuable contributions, the insights into provider flexibility in 
value creation that these studies provide remain quite limited because of how these contribu-
tions understand value and services. They depict value as value-in-exchange, as opposed to 
value-in-use, which is a central concept in value creation. Thus, a better understanding of how 
provider flexibility in value creation is exercised seems justified against the background of 
these studies.  

In a similar manner, other contributions portraying provider flexibility and service(s) provide 
some interesting indications about provider flexibility, but do not elaborate its strategic role in 
value creation. For example, Ivens (2005) indicates provider flexibility as a determinant of 
service relationships that leads to customer satisfaction, trust, and commitment. He claims that 
responding to customer adjustments may create value for the customer, but these adjustments 
are, for him, limited to contractual agreements. Nevertheless, he stresses the relevance of flex-
ibility in the management of relationships, which is a perspective that is very narrowly related 
to value creation (see, e.g., Grönroos, 2007, pp. 23–49). Other authors, such as Javalgi et al. 
(2005) and Gylling et al. (2012), explore the provider’s strategic flexibility, the ability to act 
upon changes in the broader business environment, and link it to market orientation, following 
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the notions of Johnson et al. (2003). It is thus said that the market focus of service providers 
combined with strategic flexibility can help in achieving higher performance (Javalgi et al., 
2005), while Gylling et al. (2012) indicate how perceptions of the provider and the customer 
around value propositions can be conciliated a priori customer’s value creation, emphasizing 
collection, dissemination, and responsiveness to market information (Gylling et al., 2012). On 
the other hand, some contributions focus on provider flexibility in the form of the flexibility 
of service employees. They suggest that the provider’s correction of service failures, which is 
how they understand provider flexibility, contributes to customer-perceived value (Hansen et 
al., 2008), although other authors claim that quality has precedence over flexibility (Buzacott 
and Mandelbaum, 2008). The empowerment of service employees to make day-to-day deci-
sions about job-related activities is frequently emphasized in relation to their flexibility (e.g., 
Hartline and Ferrell, 1996), as well as their improvisation abilities (John et al., 2006). In addi-
tion, it is said that employee flexibility contributes to the overall service climate in provider 
firms, and market orientation is redefined as acting upon the information gathered from the 
customers (Morgan et al., 2014). Basically, these contributions also relate provider flexibility 
to value creation, and emphasize the role that gathering, assessing, and acting upon infor-
mation from customers has for provider flexibility. Some contributions indicate the strategic 
flexibility of service providers, while others focus more on the flexibility of service employ-
ees, rarely connecting the two. However, despite these valuable insights, they do not provide a 
sufficient understanding of the strategic role of provider flexibility in value creation.  

To conclude, although provider flexibility has been implied as a relevant factor in value crea-
tion (e.g., Normann, 2000; Grönroos and Helle, 2010; Grönroos and Voima, 2013), this short 
overview demonstrates that previous studies focusing on some kind of provider flexibility 
would benefit from a deeper understanding of the strategic role that service provider flexibil-
ity plays in value creation. The studies provide certain clues, such as the role that gathering 
and acting upon customer information has for provider flexibility, or offering some insights 
into service employees’ flexibility. However, although these insights can provide some guid-
ance, the contemporary body of knowledge would benefit from delineating how provider flex-
ibility in value creation is exercised and how different aspects of provider flexibility in value 
creation are linked. Thus, this thesis offers a contribution to the field of service research by 
further elaborating the role of provider flexibility in value creation and emphasizing its strate-
gic component. 
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The purpose 

Against this background, the following purpose of this study can be formulated: 

The purpose of the thesis is to provide a framework that explicates the strategic role of pro-
vider flexibility in value creation. 

To pursue this purpose, this study takes a stance in service with a managerial emphasis, as 
advocated in the works of Grönroos (2007, 2011, 2015), Grönroos and Helle (2010), 
Grönroos and Ravald (2011), Grönroos and Voima (2013), and Grönroos and Gummerus 
(2014), among others. This service logic approach is accordingly infused with lessons from 
research on strategic flexibility and is therefore subsequently expanded by delineating provid-
er flexibility as a mechanism of value creation. 

The rest of the cover paper is structured as follows. The purpose is firstly deconstructed into 
research questions, and the literature review follows, portraying the theoretical points of de-
parture and developing the research model of the thesis. Then, research considerations are 
delineated and the overview of the five articles comprising the thesis is presented. The find-
ings of the thesis incorporating the five articles are then discussed and the cover paper finishes 
with the discussion, the conclusions, and the delineation of the contributions, the practical 
implications, and recommendations for future research. Finally, the five articles are appended 
to the cover paper. 
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Research questions 

The purpose of the study can be deconstructed into the following research questions: 

RQ1: How do service providers exercise provider flexibility in value creation? 

RQ2: How are different aspects of provider flexibility in value creation linked? 

 

The first research question addresses the need to offer a better understanding of how provider 
flexibility in value creation comes into being. The introduction has delineated how previous 
studies addressed this issue: the exercise of provider flexibility was related to manufacturing 
flexibility (e.g., Harvey et al., 1997; Verdú-Jover et al., 2004; Buzacott and Mandelbaum, 
2008; Arias-Aranda et al., 2011) and value creation was understood as value-in-exchange, 
corresponding to the goods perspective. In contrast, this thesis firmly positions provider flexi-
bility in relation to value creation as the provider’s ability and actions vis-à-vis changes in 
customer processes and activities, and the provider’s ability and actions that bring about 
changes supporting value creation. How provider flexibility was treated previously in the ser-
vice logic literature can offer clues to how provider flexibility in value creation is exercised, 
serving as guidance (see, e.g., Grönroos and Helle, 2010; Grönroos, 2011; Grönroos and Rav-
ald, 2011; Grönroos, 2015). Nevertheless, postulations about adjustments of processes and 
reconfigurations of value propositions remain rather general in nature, even in the corpus of 
this literature stream. Explicating how service providers exercise provider flexibility in value 
creation provides further elaboration and consolidation of the understanding of provider flexi-
bility in value creation. This understanding then represents the basis for answering the second 
research question. 

The second research question addresses the strategic potential of provider flexibility in value 
creation that has been indicated in the opening example of GS and its service technicians 
learning the new generator technology, considered as a platform for future new service devel-
opment. Building on this example, and continuing from the first research question, the process 
of provider flexibility and the dynamics of service are emphasized here, together with the 
links between the aspects about the strategic role of provider flexibility laid out in the litera-
ture. More specifically, although flexibility has previously not always been seen as a strategic 
priority (Buzacott and Mandelbaum, 2008), strategic flexibility in service(s) firms was studied 
(e.g., Verdú-Jover et al., 2004; Javalgi et al., 2005; Gylling et al., 2012), asserting the role that 
the gathering, assessing, and acting upon information about changes plays in responding to 
changes. Some other studies also indicated a provider’s customers as sources of information 
and knowledge (e.g., Normann, 2001, pp. 259–261; Morgan et al., 2014), also in regards to 
the flexibility of firms (Claycomb et al., 2005). This thesis places these indications within 
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provider flexibility in value creation and builds on the focal role of customer interactions 
(Grönroos, 2007, 2011, 2015; Grönroos and Ravald, 2011; Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014) 
where flexibility of the service employees (e.g., Hansen et al., 2008; Morgan et al., 2014) and 
flexibility in service relationships (Ivens, 2005) come to the forefront. Moreover, following 
the notion of connections between customer encounters and the strategies of the provider 
within service systems (Normann and Ramírez, 1998; Normann, 2000), where knowledge is 
gathered and processed in order to contribute to value creation (Wikström and Normann, 
1994), and conceptualizing a service system surrounding a service relationship, this research 
question strives to illuminate the linkages between the levels and the clues indicated in the 
literature. 
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Theoretical points of departure 

This chapter consists of three subchapters, where the first subchapter briefly assesses the ap-
propriateness of various types of flexibility for the purpose of the study. The second subchap-
ter reviews how prior studies have approached flexibility and its alleged importance for value 
creation. The third subchapter concludes by developing the research model of the study. 

 

Types of flexibility 

Flexibility has been described as a complex, multidimensional, and hard-to-capture concept 
(Sethi and Sethi, 1990; Combe, 2012). It has been conceptualized as the capacity to adapt, the 
ability to react to change with a speedy response (Golden and Powell, 2000), or the ability to 
respond effectively to changing circumstances (Gerwin, 1987). Flexibility is furthermore por-
trayed as a construct that includes several abilities such as adaptability, plasticity, resilience, 
agility, dexterity, robustness, modularity, and so on (Evans, 1991; Bahrami and Evans, 2011). 
Due to this complexity, it has not been simple to grasp its wholeness. 

However, as Carlsson (1989) shows, research on issues of flexibility has long been available, 
in the beginning in classical economics, and in terms of costs. Even in the early economics 
conceptualizations, flexibility was conceived as a response to risk and uncertainties, especial-
ly in terms of fluctuations in demand and market imperfections (Stigler, 1939; Hart, 1942, 
1950; as cited in Carlsson, 1989). One way of framing flexibility in the literature is by divid-
ing it into operational, tactical, and strategic flexibility. Here, operational flexibility is under-
stood as short-term flexibility allowing e.g. a high degree of variation in e.g. sequencing or 
scheduling (Carlsson, 1989) or as manufacturing flexibility (e.g., Sethi and Sethi, 1990). Tac-
tical flexibility is basically what is sometimes called the flexibility of organizational structures 
(Volberda, 1997), i.e. organizational flexibility that emphasizes a structure that allows the 
flexible organization to address changes (see, e.g., Fredericks, 2005; Hatum and Pettigrew, 
2006). Strategic flexibility is associated with the positioning of the firm with respect to “a 
menu of choices for the future” (Carlson, 1989, p. 187).  

Operational and manufacturing flexibility has received significant academic attention (see, 
e.g., literature reviews dealing with operational and manufacturing flexibility: Gupta and 
Goyal, 1989; Sethi and Sethi, 1990; Koste and Malhotra, 1999; De Toni and Tonchia, 1998; 
Beach et al., 2000; D’Souza and Williams, 2000; Vokurka and O’Leary-Kelly, 2000; 
Stevenson and Spring, 2007). In general, this literature deals with manufacturing issues and 
taxonomical problems of systematization (cf. Oke, 2005; Cousens et al., 2009). Less is said 
about service(s); research on flexibility and services is, according to some voices, relatively 
scarce (Buzacott and Mandelbaum, 2008). Nevertheless, some indications about services flex-
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ibility can be identified in the literature. For example, some authors suggest product/services 
flexibility to be a dimension of manufacturing flexibility (Slack, 1990; as cited in Cousens et 
al., 2009). Services flexibility is associated with changes in the content of the order or the 
delivery date, varying production quantities, and modifications in the variety of products in a 
given period of time (De Toni and Tonchia, 1998), but also with the unpredictability in de-
mand and maximization of financial output (Klassen and Rohleder, 2002; Cousens et al., 
2009). In other words, the literature on manufacturing and operational flexibility is primarily 
preoccupied with definitional and taxonomical issues. While this literature’s indications are 
undoubtedly valuable for these fields, what exists about services in the scope of this literature 
understands value creation in terms of exchange, i.e. the goods perspective. The situation is 
similar with organizational (tactical) flexibility; there are only a few articles dealing with or 
merely mentioning this kind of flexibility (e.g., Golden and Powell, 2000; Weiss, 2001; Fred-
ericks, 2005; Oberoi et al., 2007) and virtually none where it is related to service(s). This lim-
ited scope on value is therefore of little help in pursuing the purpose and the research ques-
tions of the study. 

Strategic flexibility of the firm, on the other hand, is particularly relevant for business envi-
ronments where the customers’ needs and demands change frequently and perhaps unpredict-
ably (Grewal and Tansuhaj, 2001; Combe, 2012). The need for strategic flexibility is more 
pronounced in firms operating in highly dynamic sectors, such as fast-changing industries 
(Nadkarni and Narayanan, 2007), high technology sectors (Evans, 1991; van Riel, 2004), and 
firms in the knowledge sector (Wikström and Normann, 1994; Bahrami and Evans, 2011), 
and the service sector (van Riel, 2004). In essence, strategic flexibility is about acting or re-
acting to environmental changes by flexibly coordinating a firm’s resources; the firm reacts to 
a change in business environment by creating a plethora of possible strategic actions (strategic 
options), then selects and implements the one that is optimal for the given circumstances 
(Sanchez, 1995; Bahrami and Evans, 2010).  

There is also a stream of literature that is more concerned with strategic issues. The strategic 
flexibility literature offers more insights into provider flexibility in value creation than the 
manufacturing and tactical flexibility literatures do, although some of the articles also treat 
services from the goods perspective (e.g., Verdú-Jover et al., 2004; Javalgi et al., 2005). It has 
thus been suggested that perceptions of the provider and the customer around value proposi-
tions can be conciliated a priori the customer’s value creating processes, where flexible mar-
ket orientation is emphasized (Gylling et al., 2012). In addition, another recent study suggest-
ed the interlinkage between the flexibility of employees and the service climate in provider 
firms (Morgan et al., 2014). Additionally, it has been suggested that strategic flexibility em-
powers employees to configure and reconfigure unique value propositions (Johnson et al., 
2003) and that it benefits different organizational levels (Zhang, 2005). In other words, em-
ployees at those other levels can develop alternative courses of action that can later be assimi-
lated by the whole organization; these kinds of options are described as proxies for strategic 
flexibility (Combe et al., 2012). In short, the strategic flexibility literature indicates that stra-
tegic options created at other levels of the firm have the potential to serve as sources of strate-
gic flexibility on the level of the whole firm (Combe et al., 2012). Furthermore, it has been 
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concluded that both strategic and operative options have a significant positive relationship 
with strategic flexibility (De Toni and Tonchia, 1998; Tamayo-Torres et al., 2010). 

This notion that the work of a firm’s employees bears strategic connotations is the common 
ground with the service logic literature. This is why the strategic flexibility literature can pro-
vide guidance in understanding how service providers exercise provider flexibility in value 
creation and how the different aspects of provider flexibility in value creation are linked. The 
next subsection opens by explaining this common ground and then continues with the por-
trayal of how flexibility in value creation was assessed, leading to the development of the 
research model. 

 

Value creation and flexibility 

The notion present in the strategic flexibility literature that implies how the work of employ-
ees on levels other than the strategic management level can carry strategic connotations corre-
sponds to the central role of part-time marketers according to the value creation perspective 
and the strategic implications that their work has for the provider (e.g., Grönroos, 2011; Grön-
roos and Ravald, 2011; Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014). Part-time marketers (Gummesson, 
1991) are employees of the provider who have customer contact during crucial moments of 
truth and who have the possibility to co-create value with the customer (Grönroos, 2007, p. 
63). Their strategic value has been repeatedly emphasized and customer encounters and inter-
actions put in focus in service organizations (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011; Grönroos, 2015, pp. 
373–379). Thus, it is the service organization’s performance in service encounters that deter-
mines whether it will be successful or not; the traditional hierarchy of the organization be-
comes inverted and top management ends up at the bottom (Grönroos, 2015, pp. 378–379).  

Taking a step back, most of the notions detecting the role of flexibility in service are on a 
more general level, for instance, that “a degree of flexibility, after all, is central to good ser-
vice” (Lovelock, 1993, p. 46) or “whereas typical manufacturing values often focus on effi-
ciency, economies of scale, and the notion that variety and flexibility are costly, service-
oriented values center on innovation, customization, and the view that flexibility and variety 
create profits” (Gebauer et al., 2005). Flexibility of the provider in services has first and 
foremost been approached from the narrow view of the transactional, goods-centered perspec-
tive. For example, it can be assumed that flexibility is inherent for services because of their 
heterogeneity, which suggests non-standardization and inconsistency (Lovelock and 
Gummesson, 2004). In addition, it was suggested that a high level of creativity (and also flex-
ibility) is required from frontline service employees (Coelho and Augusto, 2010).  

In a similar vein, flexibility in service delivery and service recovery has been reflected upon 
in previous studies. Flexibility in the delivery of services resides mainly with the employees, 
the quality of service delivery depending thus on their flexibility, creativity, or adaptability 
(Bates et al., 2003; Coelho and Augusto, 2010; de Jong et al., 2003; Prajogo and McDermott, 
2008; Rigopolou et al., 2008). Something similar was also stated for the process of service 
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recovery (Cunha et al., 2009; Karande et al., 2007; Kim and Smith, 2005). Customer contact 
employees are of high importance for service(s) delivery and for further fruitful relationships 
because of their flexible and customized approach (Chebat and Kollias, 2000), also within the 
business-to-business relationship context (Ryals and Humphries, 2007). When discussed with-
in service delivery and recovery, provider flexibility refers to the willingness and ability of the 
service employee to amend or alter the service or product to meet the needs of the customer 
(cf. Cox and Dale, 2001; Driver and Johnston, 2001). That is, it is claimed that provider flexi-
bility refers to the adaptability of procedures to reflect individual circumstances (Kim and 
Smith, 2005). In short, services are viewed as performances that often require improvisation 
and adaptability in their enactment (John et al., 2006). That kind of flexibility requires being 
built-in to the delivery process, with frontline staff trained in improvisation skills (John et al., 
2006). These portrayals of flexibility at least give an indication that flexibility is relevant and 
inherent for good service, in particular, the flexibility of service(s) employees. 

However, the understanding that business is generated from customer relationships and cus-
tomer encounters, and not firm assets (Normann and Ramírez, 1998; Normann, 2001) arose. 
The emergence of the new paradigm in the works of a significant number of authors who not-
ed that the creation of value emerges through the interaction of the firm and the consumer 
(Normann and Ramírez, 1993; Wikström, 1996; Edvardsson, 1997; Gummesson, 1998; 
Grönroos, 2000; Normann, 2001) contributed to the re-examination of the services versus 
goods dichotomy. Such perspectives on service include service logic (Grönroos and Voima, 
2013; Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014), service-dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 
2008a, 2008b, 2014, 2015), and customer-dominant logic (Heinonen et al., 2010; Heinonen et 
al., 2013; Heinonen and Strandvik, 2015). Value is, according to these kindred views, per-
ceived and determined by the customer based on value-in-use (see, e.g., Vargo and Lusch, 
2004, 2008b), and the role of the firm changes accordingly. The firm is thus understood as the 
organizer of the customers’ value (Normann, 2001), as the supporter of the independent pro-
cesses of the customer’s value creation (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2001), and the facilitator of 
the customer’s value creation (Grönroos, 2008, 2011). Additionally, besides supporting the 
customer’s processes and activities leading to value creation, the firm has the opportunity to 
influence this process directly during interactions (see, e.g., Grönroos, 2011; Grönroos and 
Ravald, 2011). 

According to the literature on service logic, there are three distinctive stages in the encom-
passing value creation process: the provider, the customer, and the joint spheres (see, e.g., 
Grönroos and Voima, 2013). The customer in the so-called customer sphere creates the value 
independently, and this process can occur on the individual and the collective levels, the latter 
when other actors interact with the particular customer in a social value creation process. This 
sphere naturally differs from the provider sphere, which is where the provider prepares for the 
facilitation of the customer’s value creation (see, e.g., Grönroos and Voima, 2013). In the 
provider sphere, the provider develops and provides resources that offer the potential to sup-
port a customer’s value creation (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011; Grönroos and Gummerus, 
2014). Provider flexibility is implied in the assumptions that the provider needs to match its 
processes and activities to those of the customer (Grönroos and Helle, 2010) and understand 
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customer idiosyncrasies (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). The provider and customer in these 
two spheres interact only indirectly (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). Yet, the provider can enable 
the customer’s value creation and simultaneously make use of opportunities to directly and 
actively (and implicitly, flexibly) influence its customers’ processes in direct interactions in 
the joint sphere (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Grönroos and 
Gummerus, 2014).  

This understanding will serve as the basis for the development of the research model, which 
will proceed in the next subsection. 

 

Developing the research model 

It has been demonstrated that the existing literature agrees that a provider’s flexibility con-
tributes to the customer’s value creation because it can lead to a better match between the 
needs and wants of the customer and what is offered by the provider, as seen in, for example, 
Lapierre (2000). From a service perspective, supporting customers’ practices and processes, 
and meeting their idiosyncratic needs (Grönroos, 2011) require flexibility on the part of the 
provider and its employees. Thus, if a provider of any kind of offering (physical products or 
services) follows its customers’ relevant processes and accordingly adjusts its processes and 
activities, it is more likely to achieve a match that enables value creation for the customers 
(see Grönroos and Helle, 2010). As the customer’s value creation is idiosyncratic and dynam-
ic (Grönroos and Voima, 2013), which bears the implication that customers constantly and 
continuously change their activities and processes, the provider has to appropriately match 
these changes.  

This kind of provider flexibility occurs both in the provider sphere and in the joint sphere. In 
the provider sphere, this provider flexibility concerns the flexibility of the facilitation process, 
where the provider appropriately responds to (follows) changes in the customer’s processes 
and activities. Internal organizational processes and activities associated with e.g. design, de-
velopment, and manufacturing (Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014) are thus configured and re-
configured by the provider by simultaneously adjusting its existing processes and activities, 
and creating new value propositions (see, e.g., dynamic value propositions in Kowalkowski, 
2011). In other words, provider firms activate their organizational flexibility through the de-
sign of their organizational structure that would allow strategic configuration and reconfigura-
tion vis-à-vis changes in the business environment (see Sanchez, 1995; Volberda, 1996; John-
son et al., 2003), where customer changes are also included (Theoharakis and Hooley, 2003; 
Combe, 2012). This is the first building block of the research model.  

While the latter notion emphasizes the provider’s ability to harmonize its organizational pro-
cesses, activities, and resources in the face of customer changes, and assumes provider flexi-
bility vis-à-vis value facilitation, the provider can also engage with customers in a more direct 
manner. Moving from the provider sphere to the joint sphere, during this dialogic process, the 
provider assumes the role of a co-creator of value, and receives opportunities to engage in and 
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actively influence the customer’s value creation (Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Grönroos and 
Gummerus, 2014). By understanding how it (i.e., the provider) can contribute to the custom-
er’s activities and processes to extend its support beyond the pure facilitation of value crea-
tion, the provider also has the opportunity to support and to directly influence the customer’s 
value creation in order to increase it (Nyman, 2013). This interplay implies that the provider 
needs to be flexible during direct interactions in order to understand the customer and act up-
on the changes the customer imposes; the provider listens to and learns from the customer, 
and subsequently acts; it exhibits flexible behavior. 

The outcome of these “moments of truth” frequently resides with employees who are in direct 
contact with the customer (cf. Normann, 2000), the so-called part-time marketers 
(Gummesson, 1991). More specifically, it is these employees’ flexibility, creativity, and abil-
ity to improvise (see, e.g., Cox and Dale, 2001; Driver and Johnston, 2001; John et al., 2006) 
which have the power to contribute to value co-creation. This notion is further amplified by 
stating that these employees likewise participate in and actively invoke such changes in cus-
tomer processes that are beneficial for the process of value creation; this is confirmed by the 
flexibility literature, which claims that a firm’s flexibility lies with its employees and in prop-
er human resource management (Das and Elango, 1995; Hitt et al., 1998; Escrig-Tena et al., 
2001). This interaction flexibility in value co-creation represents the second building block of 
the research model.  

The third building block of the model is placed in the third sphere in the value creation pro-
cess, which is the customer sphere, where value creation occurs independently of the provider 
(Grönroos and Voima, 2013) and customers’ value creating processes are closed to the pro-
vider (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011; cf. Heinonen et al., 2013). Essentially, in the customer 
sphere, it is the customers who are engaged in activities that organize their own lives and 
which providers can use as inputs for value facilitation (see Ravald, 2010; Mickelsson, 2014). 
Nevertheless, as a customer’s activities and processes are facilitated and optimized by the 
provider earlier on in the previous spheres, the provider’s flexibility is reflected during value 
creation in this sphere. Analogous to how value emerges from usage, provider flexibility in 
the customer sphere can also be said to be experienced during the customer’s usage (flexibility 
in use). In other words, if the provider managed to address changes in the customer’s process-
es and activities appropriately, provider flexibility contributing to value creation will become 
evident during the customer’s value creation process (see, e.g., Tan and Zeng, 2009, who state 
that the benefits of flexibility first become evident when flexibility is needed). This is line 
with Grönroos and Voima (2013), who state that direct interactions in the joint sphere influ-
ence not only customers’ value creation, but also their future purchasing and consumption 
behavior. The provider can prepare for flexibility in the customer sphere by organizing cus-
tomer training in order to increase customer awareness and for the customers to understand 
possibilities for usage, which would ensure that provider flexibility has been properly cap-
tured (Nordin et al., 2013). In addition, the provider can use customer training to strengthen 
the relationship with the customer and provide relevant feedback for the firm (Llopis et al., 
2006). In a similar vein, perceptions of the provider and the customer around value promises 
can be conciliated a priori the customer’s value creating processes (Gylling et al., 2012). In 
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other words, the provider has opportunities to prepare the customer for proper alternate usages 
prior to the customer sphere, leading to increased customer value. 

An important additional condition is that the provider’s behavior should be based on genuine 
customer interest, a fairly accurate understanding of the processes, and the explicit needs and 
wants of the customer in question (cf. Grönroos, 1994). The provider’s adjustments to cus-
tomer processes and activities, as well as the active influence on the customer’s value creation 
process, must be made according to the customer’s real needs and wants, not according to any 
assumed needs, which do not conform to reality (Strandvik et al., 2012). Thus, it is essential 
to understand individual customers and adjust to the differences between them. Strandvik et 
al. (2012) emphasized that sellers can often benefit from going beyond such explicit needs 
and wants. By going over and above what the customers expect, providers can achieve pleas-
ant surprises for customers (cf. John et al., 2006). The importance of addressing the custom-
ers’ real needs implies that the provider must learn about its customers and their processes, 
activities, needs, and wants to enable or enhance these aspects individually. The significance 
of flexibility in terms of the customer’s value creation is moderated by the customer’s context 
and expectations (cf. Grewal and Tansuhaj, 2001; Nadkarni and Narayan, 2007; Combe, 
2012). For instance, mass-produced production-line services require less flexibility from the 
provider than more customized services do (John et al., 2006). Another important factor is 
customer knowledge. If customers have a knowledge advantage over the provider, and if it is 
the customer who “drives the market,” the provider has to be highly flexible (see Wortmann 
et al., 1997). In other words, while the flexibility of the provider is an important factor for the 
customer’s value creation, the strength of its influence varies depending on the nature and 
type of customer. In addition, when considering that value is uniquely, experientially, and 
contextually perceived by the customer (Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014), this is even more 
pronounced. Thus, customer idiosyncrasies constitute the fourth building block of the research 
model. 

What is noteworthy is that implementing changes that go beyond the needs of specific cus-
tomers is more viable from the perspective of the provider’s profitability and growth. Thus, it 
is important to achieve market orientation rather than customer orientation (Johnson et al., 
2003; Javalgi et al., 2005); flexible providers sometimes need to acquire, assimilate, and re-
spond to changes that are broader than the changes pertaining to customers (Celuch and Mur-
phy, 2010). Further, the provider and its customers act within the confines of their market. 
This market influences value creation. Thus, in addition to customer idiosyncrasies, market 
factors also moderate the influence of the provider’s flexibility in terms of the customer’s 
value creation. Market idiosyncrasies are the fifth and final building block of the research 
model. 
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Against this background, the research model shown in Figure 1 can be presented. 

 

Figure 1. Research model for provider flexibility in value creation. 

Consequently, the research model can be summarized under several guiding premises that will 
guide the empirical research and the analysis. One, the service provider in the provider sphere 
exercises provider flexibility in the form of organizational flexibility by adjusting its process-
es and activities to adequately respond to and follow changes in the customer’s processes and 
activities. This enables value facilitation to run more smoothly.  

Two, part-time marketers of the provider have opportunities to directly influence the custom-
er’s value creation and engage in co-creation. Simultaneously, they can directly adjust to 
changes in the customer’s processes and activities, but can also initiate such changes (interac-
tion flexibility). In this manner, they facilitate and co-create the customer’s value, but can 
eventually increase the customer’s value. Three, provider flexibility in the customer sphere is 
reflected in customer usage as flexibility experienced during the customer’s usage (flexibility 
in use). The provider can prepare for flexibility in the customer sphere by organizing custom-
er training in order to increase customer awareness and for the customer to understand possi-
bilities for usage. 

Four, customer idiosyncrasies must be taken into account because value is uniquely, experien-
tially, and contextually perceived by the customer (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). Finally, the 
provider and its customers act within the confinements of their market. These confinements 
can determine the level of provider flexibility and they influence value creation. This is why 
market idiosyncrasies also interact with provider flexibility. 
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Research considerations 

The chapter on the research considerations of the study starts with the description of how the 
study has evolved since its conception, with the aim of illustrating its iterative nature. 

 

The evolution of the study 

The research started as a part of the research project called “Flexkraft: Flexible Business 
Models for Sustainable Competitiveness.” The involvement in the Flexkraft project has thus 
included both the development of preunderstanding (Gummesson, 2000), which increased the 
understanding of situations and of the proper interpretation of the empirical data, as well as 
the processing of the empirical material gathered during the initial phases of the project. The 
issues of provider flexibility and service were continuously discussed within the project and 
the cases. On a more general level, the issues discussed involved the strategies and the busi-
nesses of the firms, as well as their service strategies, offerings, and operations, and contextu-
al factors such as the market context.  

More specifically, the discussions included issues of selling services in relation to product 
sales, the firms’ innovation abilities in general, and in relation to service activities in particu-
lar, and strategic options in marketing channels, i.e. how firms developed and applied alterna-
tive strategies when responding to third-party threats (see Grönroos, 2007, for the term), and 
how they coped with the perceived challenges. In short, the research in the initial stages of the 
doctoral project focused on the firms’ development and challenges of alternative courses of 
action (Article I). The study reflected on the service environment and emphasized how these 
particular strategies have the ultimate purpose of getting closer to the customer in order to 
gain a better understanding of the customer’s processes, practices, and activities to adjust to 
changes in them, or to bring about changes that support customer value creation. The study 
thus provided more insights related to RQ1, how service providers exercise provider flexibil-
ity in value creation, as well as initiated some thoughts related to RQ2, how different aspects 
of provider flexibility in value creation are linked. The study thus provided a broader under-
standing of provider flexibility in value creation, and the insights related to RQ1 and thoughts 
related to RQ2 were to be subsequently developed in further articles. 

In parallel with the data analysis for the purposes of Article I, and with the research project 
discussions considering provider flexibility in value creation, a theory that could lead toward 
the explication of the strategic role in value creation was lacking. The literature beyond per-
spectives on service was therefore consulted; in particular, literatures in flexibility (operation-
al, manufacturing, supply chain, and strategic), resilience, agility, adaptation (with adaptabil-
ity as a synonym), and responsiveness were investigated. The concepts worth exploring were 
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chosen partially because they were discussed empirically, and partially because the service 
literature kept mentioning them more frequently than some of the other related concepts (e.g., 
robustness or elasticity). Soon the understanding of strategic flexibility as the concept that 
captured both the development and the implementation of particular strategies of the firms 
involved in the research project was developed. This concept turned out simultaneously to 
theoretically encompass issues of value creation and service to a somewhat larger extent than 
the other concepts did, and its notion of how the work of employees on levels other than the 
strategic management level can carry strategic connotations related well to the central role of 
part-time marketers according to the value creation perspective, and to the strategic implica-
tions that their work has for the provider (e.g., Grönroos, 2011; Grönroos and Ravald, 2011; 
Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014). In addition, it included and it was able to explain other kin-
dred concepts that were explored, such as adaptability and resilience, together with some oth-
ers (see, e.g., Evans, 1991; Bahrami and Evans, 2010). Article II thus consolidated the litera-
ture on strategic flexibility and offered the analytical tool for provider flexibility in value 
creation, which would later be applied to answer RQ1 directly. 

The next logical step in the overall study was conceptually to extend provider flexibility in 
value creation. Article III places provider flexibility in value creation within the encompass-
ing process of value creation and analyzes provider flexibility in value creation from the out-
set in terms of the three spheres of the encompassing process of value creation. While this 
article and the thesis in general share the research model of provider flexibility in value crea-
tion (Figure 1), the article slightly advances the model on a conceptual level and inter-relates 
it to empirical examples from general business practice, but also from the Flexkraft research 
project. Article III essentially provides a better conceptual understanding of provider flexibil-
ity in value creation, offering partial answers to RQ1 and RQ2. 

Consequently, as the work with Articles I, II, and III unraveled more or less in parallel, and as 
the study proceeded, it became evident that the literature offered a limited number of empiri-
cal studies focusing on how service providers exercise provider flexibility, and how this re-
lates to the strategies of the provider firm. This notion, in combination with the need to ex-
pand the understanding of provider flexibility in value creation from a broader to a deeper 
level, was the main reason behind the study conducted in Article IV. This study started from 
the empirical material included in Article I and proceeded to include a deeper examination of 
provider flexibility in value creation. The study focused on how service providers adjusted to 
changes in their customer’s processes and activities, or how they were bringing about changes 
aimed at supporting their customer’s processes and activities. These changes were simultane-
ously and constantly framed and reframed to mirror issues of strategies and strategic adapta-
tions. In addition, most of the situations discussed in the course of this study were within one 
service organization, including the levels of service technicians, their regional head of service, 
head of technical service, head of process excellence, service manager, and division manager. 
The study contributed to a better understanding of how service providers exercise provider 
flexibility (RQ1) and it offered deeper insights into how different aspects of provider flexibil-
ity in value creation are linked (RQ2). 
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However, the latter insights related to RQ2 were still relatively incomplete in providing an 
answer to this research question. By way of a reminder, RQ2 strived to follow several clues 
set out at the beginning: the role that gathering, assessing, and acting upon information about 
changes plays in responding to changes (customer changes in particular, since this thesis is 
about provider flexibility in value creation), the focal role of customer interactions, and the 
linkages between customer encounters and strategies within service systems. To connect these 
clues and simultaneously to emphasize the notion of the service dynamics that emerged dur-
ing the study, the honeybee metaphor was developed. Inspired by researchers who applied 
biological metaphors in their work and the author’s concurrent personal interest in beekeep-
ing, the honeybee metaphor makes sense of and gives sense to this service dynamic. It sys-
tematically explains and connects actors and aspects that are involved in the exercising of 
provider flexibility in value creation and emphasizes its strategic role for the provider firm. It 
also delineates provider flexibility in value creation as the connecting tissue of a service sys-
tem surrounding a service relationship. In so doing, it more firmly connects RQ1 to RQ2. 
Moreover, the application of the biological metaphor not only provides a better understanding 
of provider flexibility in value creation within a service system surrounding a service relation-
ship, but it also enables expansion of the understanding from micro-ecosystems to macro-
ecosystems.  

Starting with binding the empirical and theoretical findings of the five articles included in the 
thesis into a concluding framework of provider flexibility, this notion is exhibited further in 
the discussion chapter of the cover paper. 

The following figure (Figure 2) chronologically summarizes the flow and the timeline of the 
study. 

 

Figure 2: Timeline of the thesis (DC = Data collection, DA = Data analysis). 
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Research approach 

The description of the evolution of the study indicated its abductive research process and the 
qualitative research approach. The invocation around providing a deeper understanding of the 
strategic role of provider flexibility in value creation determined the choice of this kind of 
research approach. The research process itself can be described as iterative; constantly com-
bining empirical insights from the collected data and theoretical insights from the literature, 
and continuously analyzing them (see Dubois and Gadde, 2002). The theoretical develop-
ment, the collection of empirical data, and the data analysis thus evolved simultaneously, al-
lowing for iterative interpretations of firms’ realities (see, e.g., Evered and Louis, 1981; Adler 
and Shani, 2001; Adler et al., 2004). Furthermore, the constellation of researchers and practi-
tioners enabled these two groups to come up with scientifically and practically interesting 
results together; the data collection was thus also an opportunity to reason and to develop 
knowledge in tandem (see Kreiner and Mouritsen, 2005). Essentially, abductive logic of rea-
soning has been followed (see, e.g., Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009; cf. Easton, 2010), or as 
Dubois and Gadde (2002) also call it, “systematic combining,” namely the iteration and the 
combination of empirical evidence, theoretical frameworks, and constant reframing of what is 
studied (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Dubois and Araujo, 2004). Abduction has also been de-
scribed as a combination of inductive and deductive thinking with logical underpinnings (Pat-
ton, 2002, p. 470).  

The following text provides an overview of the research considerations applied in the study 
and expands the research considerations reported in the individual articles comprising the 
thesis. 

 

Research design 

The starting point for the study was the phenomenon of provider flexibility in value creation. 
Considering the character of the study, case research has been applied. The choice of a case 
research study design can moreover be justified by its particular suitability as a research 
method for going deep into specific settings in order to obtain a holistic view of specific phe-
nomena (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Gummesson, 2000; Voss et al., 2002), in this case, pro-
vider flexibility in value creation, through an iterative process (Easton, 2010; Creswell, 2013). 
As indicated, the study iterated between the collection and the analyses of empirical data, 
problem formulation, and theoretical development (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), and the 
exploration of real-life, contemporary bounded systems over time. This has been achieved 
through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information 
(Creswell, 2013), as well as their appropriateness for answering “how” research questions 
(Yin, 2009).  

Following Perry (2000, p. 305) and his comprehensive synthesis of case research literature 
that delineates the main characteristics of this method, additional framing of the study can be 
posited. Thus, firstly, this study of provider flexibility in value creation represents an investi-
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gation of a contemporary, dynamic empirical phenomenon and its emerging body of 
knowledge (see also Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009). Secondly, the phenomenon in question is 
studied within its real-life context where the boundaries between the phenomenon (provider 
flexibility) and context (value creation) are unclear. In other words, the issues of provider 
flexibility and the encompassing process of value creation are studied as a whole. That also 
relates to the third aspect, where case research is especially suitable when explanations of 
causal links are too complex for survey or experimental methods, so that single, clear out-
comes are not possible. It is expected that some general implications for the firms supporting 
their customers’ value creation and acting flexibly would be developed, but that particularities 
would also play a significant role in the explanations.  

The design of the multiple case study was applied because it offers stronger analytical power 
than single case study design does (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Furthermore, another 
reason for choosing this design was to enable the actors to learn together from each other in a 
mutual constellation, which facilitated knowledge creation. This selected approach can be 
described as longitudinal in nature because the case firms were followed during the course of 
the Flexkraft research project (three years), with subsequent follow-up interviews. In addition, 
multiple cases have the disadvantage of somewhat reducing depth, but they may help in un-
derstanding the contextual factors, augment external validity, and help in guarding against 
observer bias (Johnston et al., 1999). Furthermore, they also have an analytical advantage 
(Yin, 2009) as they increase the confidence in the findings (Miles and Huberman, 1994). 

 

Choice of case firms 

The study was conducted in service organizations of large industrial firms, all of which had 
already participated in the research project, together with some other firms (see Appendix I). 
The choice of the firms in this particular study was particularly relevant because of the service 
organizations’ adoption of the value creation perspective. In other words, service organiza-
tions understood their processes and activities (and offerings) as integral parts of their cus-
tomers’ processes, and exhibited strong relationships with their customers. Moreover, they 
emphasized the role of flexibility in their work; flexibility and service being the leitmotifs of 
the project. This kind of understanding increased the significance of the selection (Yin, 2009). 
Furthermore, most of the participating business representatives were acquainted with the cur-
rent academic developments in service research and could therefore relate to the theories un-
der discussion with comparative ease. 

The case firms, and in particular their service organizations, were chosen because of three 
reasons. Firstly, as they are all among the leaders in mature markets, they possess experience 
with strategic flexibility in general and service provider flexibility in particular. They have, on 
numerous occasions, exercised flexibility and successfully adapted to changes to their cus-
tomer base since their foundation dates at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 
centuries. Secondly, prior to the Flexkraft project, they had all expressed their interest in par-
ticipating, they participated with an ongoing business affair that can be described as a situa-



35 

tion requiring flexible action and, during the project, they contributed actively, and with en-
gagement in the research. The collaboration achieved during the project extended beyond the 
project itself, and subsequent additional interviews have been undertaken a posteriori to the 
project (see Appendix II). Thirdly, because of the offerings of the firms transitioning from a 
product focus toward the support of customer processes and activities, the respondents were 
able to assess and express their thoughts on service in general, and on provider flexibility in 
particular. Customer focus, understanding of customer processes, and the adjustment of the 
firms’ processes and activities to those of their customers are highly valued among the case 
firms. One firm for example states on its homepage that the aim of its service is “to provide 
more time for the customer to focus on its core activities and help the customer achieve higher 
effectiveness and competitiveness.” 

As mentioned, the firms were gathered under the umbrella of the research project called 
Flexkraft. My engagement in the project had the advantages of personal involvement and con-
tinuous access (see Gummesson, 2000). The project itself served as a platform for extending 
the issues through the interaction of the involved academics and the firm representatives, re-
sulting in a series of meetings, workshops, and seminars. From the point of view of this study, 
the researcher’s inclusion in the project solidified the study’s reliability, both through working 
with academic colleagues on other related issues, and by having a body that monitored the 
research project (see Perry, 2000), in this case, the foundation Marketing Technology Centre 
(MTC). MTC is a non-profit organization focused on interaction and learning between busi-
ness and research on topics such as market, service, and business development. In addition, 
besides participants from the firms, the project included one senior researcher and one PhD 
student from Stockholm University, two senior researchers and one PhD student from Linkö-
ping University, and one senior researcher and one PhD student from Karlstad University, 
together with the three representatives from MTC. An overview of the project participants 
who were present at the seminars, project meetings, and workshops is presented in Appendix 
I. 

The sampling strategy applied in the study can be described as purposeful (Miles and Huber-
man, 1994), and as a combination of the logic of criterion and reference or opportunity-based 
selection (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Neergaard, 2007). The advantage of the sampling 
strategy according to the criterion is its usefulness for the assurance of quality (Miles and Hu-
berman, 1994; Creswell, 2013). The criteria in the study were the following: (1) experience 
with provider and strategic flexibilities; 2) a business affair (a situation requiring flexible ac-
tion) that the firms in the study participated with in the project; and 3) transition from prod-
ucts to services and adoption of the perspective of supporting customer processes to a lesser 
or higher degree. The respondents were selected via reference or opportunity and the respond-
ents acted as key informants, which made them particularly good interview subjects who pro-
vided rich empirical data (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Neergaard, 2007; Yin, 2009). Further-
more, as it was described in the evolution of the study, the research interface can be consid-
ered as both broad and deep in an attempt to neutralize the trade-off between breadth and 
depth that e.g. Patton (2002) indicates. The data were collected from actors at several levels in 
service organizations, ranging from service operations managers and service technicians to 
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business development managers and sales personnel. Sometimes during observations and oth-
er customer visits, when the understanding of the customer and the customer’s processes had 
been developed, some customers also participated in the interviews. 

As this thesis is a compilation of articles, what the case was, and what the unit of analysis was 
in the study shifted along the evolving path of the study. On occasions, case firms represented 
cases, where the units of analysis were situations requiring flexible actions, while in other 
instances, situations requiring provider flexibility became cases, with the processes of provid-
er flexibility in value creation acting as the units of analysis. These kinds of layers are not 
uncommon within the case study approach with a series of case studies (Patton, 2002), yet it 
needs to be emphasized that the focus of interest involved situations requiring provider flexi-
bility and the flexible behavior of the provider. 

 

Case firms 

Five case firms were involved in the study, together with other firms participating in the pro-
ject at large (for details, see Appendix I). The case firms will now be briefly described and 
basic details about the situations requiring flexible actions provided. More information is 
available in some of the appended articles. Rotating Systems (RS) is a provider of high quali-
ty and relatively high-priced industrial products, services, and solutions. The firm is one of the 
largest global competitors in its target branches; it has existed for more than a century and 
spawned several other successful businesses. RS employs more than 2,000 employees only in 
Sweden. In terms of its service offerings, the firm offers a wide variety of services, ranging 
from simpler services such as aftersales services, logistics, maintenance, and lubrication, to 
more advanced service contracts including facility optimization, business consulting, educa-
tion, and engineering consultancy, just to name a few. The situations of provider flexibility 
discussed with RS included their loss of direct contact with their end customers in the proper-
ties market (Loyal Distributor (LD) was included in the study as RS’s possible partner in the 
market) and the introduction of mobility solutions in their regular business activities.  

Smooth Units (SU) is a wholly owned Finnish subsidiary of a global European company and 
a producer of high quality industrial mechanical and electromechanical products, services, and 
solutions. The firm has some 150 employees. Its customers reside primarily in the process 
industries, such as industrial original equipment manufacturers and the pulp and paper indus-
try. Their service offering includes various basic services in the aftersales market, but also a 
number of more advanced solutions (maintenance, consultancy, and optimization, for in-
stance), frequently offered via partnerships or with the help of the mother firm. The issue of 
flexibility discussed with SU was the loss of a major customer in the Finnish pulp and paper 
market due to the recent financial crisis, when the customer decided to exchange SU’s per-
formance-based contract with a cheaper, cost-based contract. Flexible Services (FS) was in-
cluded in the study as RS’s partner toward the customer. 

Sharp Machine Tools (SMT) produces highly specialized tools for diverse industries. Its 
headquarters are based in Sweden and the firm employs approximately 8,000 employees. As a 
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firm, SMT has always been product-fixated; basic services have always been offered free of 
charge and service was in general included in the offering as an integral part. The firm has 
only relatively lately developed more sophisticated solutions, such as productivity improve-
ment solutions, specialized customer education, and engineering assistance. SMT recently 
introduced a new software solution, essentially a computer-aided manufacturing (CAM) li-
brary integrated into the machine software and used by the customers, the introduction of 
which was the focus of the research discussion. 

Finally, Smart Machines (SM) is a wholly owned subsidiary of a global European firm and a 
leading producer of industrial robots. In addition, SM provides robot-related software, periph-
eral equipment, and other services. Its main office is in Sweden and the firm has 3,000 em-
ployees. Besides aftersales services, maintenance, and customer education, SM offers other 
types of services as well; robot upgrades, functionality packages, and optimization leading to 
increased performance and productivity are some of the examples of such services. Primarily 
due to the risk of commoditization of their robots, SM introduced a mechanism called “remote 
monitoring,” a solution based on information and communication technology (ICT) built into 
the robots. The aim of remote monitoring is to prevent robot breakdowns proactively by con-
stantly monitoring their condition and conducting preventive repairs. The introduction of this 
solution was discussed with SM for the purposes of the study. 

Gas Services (GS) is one of the global market leaders in the gas sector and it describes itself 
as a firm whose industrial gases, applications, equipment, and process know-how help the 
customer to improve productivity, efficiency, and quality. The company is one of the leaders 
when it comes to gases, application technology, process know-how, services, and the associ-
ated equipment and hardware. It employs around 900 workers and it is situated in Sweden. Its 
services and solutions portfolio includes gas-related basic services, production process-related 
solutions, logistics, and solutions aiding its customers with administration when dealing with 
GS. Several issues of interest for the study were discussed: the opportunity that had arisen in 
the Norwegian market, where GS became in charge of official state security certification; the 
introduction of the new e-invoicing system; penetration into the new market of biogas fuel; 
and the introduction of new technology for one of its key customers. 

 

Data collection 

To understand firms’ undertakings in terms of provider flexibility, the empirical data were 
collected by four means: 

1. Individual and group interviews 
2. Seminars and workshops 
3. Observations 
4. Secondary data. 
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The data collected under the first three categories and according to the type and date are pre-
sented in Appendix II. The fourth category represents secondary data. 

The four data-collection techniques will now be discussed in more detail. 

Individual interviews and group interviews 

The majority of the data were collected by the means of individual and group interviews. The 
interviews were formal, semi-structured, individual and group interviews with 1–3 respond-
ents per interview. The choice of interviews as the primary means of data collection seemed 
natural considering the purpose of the study, how the research questions had been formulated, 
and the subsequent research approach (see Yin, 2009). Ergo, as a data-collection technique, 
interviews were particularly suitable to provide answers to research questions focused on un-
derstanding the central phenomenon in the study (Creswell, 2013), which is provider flexibil-
ity in value creation. As such, interviews are one of the most essential sources of information 
within case studies (Yin, 2009) and research articles (Silverman, 2015). The interviews as a 
method of data collection in this study thus enabled a strong focus on the researched topic 
(Johnston et al., 1999). Basically, the researcher and the respondents discussed relevant issues 
and, during the interviews, attempted to assess possible angles and solutions, in accordance 
with Kreiner and Mouritsen (2005). This is also in line with e.g. Gummesson (2000), who 
states that these interview data are frequently dependent on the interaction between the inter-
viewer and the respondent.  

The interviewing part of the data collection was undertaken in three phases. The first phase 
essentially covered the duration of the project and largely corresponds to the purposes of Arti-
cle I. The other two interviewing phases occurred after the project finished and the interview-
ing was carried out, as reported in Article IV and Article V. Such constant and longitudinal 
data collection was enabled by the continuous access to the cases and the respondents, which 
is also highly recommended by Gummesson (2000). The interviews were designed as formal, 
in-depth, and semi-structured interviews, which enabled posing unplanned but necessary 
questions, and followed devised interview guides, following the recommendations of Yin 
(2009), Creswell (2013), and Silverman (2015), among others. In addition, the interview 
guides were simulated on academic peers to insure guidance and to check the structure. Most 
of the interviews were undertaken in person, sometimes with some of the co-authors of some 
of the articles. Some of the interviews were undertaken by telephone due to the impossibility 
of physically meeting with the respondents in question. Furthermore, the interviews included 
several customer visits, which were helpful in assessing how the firm respondents attempted 
to understand their customers in order to bridge the gap to them and understand how their 
processes, activities, and offerings fitted in the customers’ daily lives. More often than not, 
the interviews also included visits to the respondents’ firms and subsequently, the researcher 
was guided through the firms or the particular plants by the respondents. Thus, a broader pic-
ture of the firms’ organizational settings, the way that the offerings emerged, and how the 
feedback from the customers had been incorporated was gained. Interview guides are provid-
ed in Appendices III–V. 
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Seminars and workshops 

Besides individual and group interviews, data collection included seminars and workshops, 
the latter constructed as formal interviews with a specific purpose, although they were semi-
structured so that the discussion was stimulated (which is similar to group interviews; see 
Frey and Fontana, 1991; Yin, 2009). Additionally, participants in the workshops were knowl-
edgeable on the subjects under discussion and their group dynamics and interaction enabled 
the collection of deeper and richer data than could be collected from individual interviews 
(Rabiee, 2004). The workshops included between three and seven participants and revolved 
around subjects relevant for the thesis in general, and Articles I, IV, and V in particular. The 
workshops were constructed around a question or a set of limited questions and the researcher 
acted more as a moderator, attempting to ignite group dynamics among the participants. In 
this sense, the workshops were designed as small focus groups in order to exploit the ad-
vantages of the similarity of the participants and their interaction that contributed to data col-
lection (Kitzinger, 1995; Creswell, 2013; Silverman, 2015). Essentially, these group processes 
helped the participants to explore and clarify their views in ways that were less easily accessi-
ble in an individual or group interview (Kitzinger, 1995) and thus served as an extension of 
and complement to the interviews and seminars. 

The seminars were regular meetings on the Flexkraft project and they lasted for two days. 
They were constructed as debriefing meetings, where both general questions on provider flex-
ibility, service, and overall strategic considerations were pursued, together with particular 
issues relating to several sub-projects. One seminar per term was held and each was hosted by 
another project firm. As was the case with some of the interviews that included visits to re-
spondents’ firms, the seminars included guided tours through the firms, providing additional 
insights into the firms, their offerings, their visions and missions, and manner of operation, 
i.e. business philosophies in general. It was evident that the firms to a higher or a lesser de-
gree had been adopting a service logic because of their expressed attempts at understanding 
how their offerings fit in the customers’ businesses. The seminars included a high degree of 
interaction between the firm representatives and the academics, and the firms were regularly 
debriefed on the academics’ progress. In this sense, it can be said that the research exhibited 
some traits of action research (see, e.g., Gummesson, 2000) or engaged scholarship (Van de 
Ven, 2007), without strictly following the frameworks of such approaches. My role in the 
workshops was that of the moderator and co-moderator, and in the seminars, I acted primarily 
as a participant and occasional presenter and moderator. 

Observations 

During the research, the need arose to complement some of the emerging themes, especially 
in regards to the work of part-time marketers, who were, in the case of the firms participating 
in the project, their service technicians. Thus, observations were used in accordance with Yin 
(2009) as a means of providing additional information about the topic being studied. Three 
customer visit observations were undertaken: Triple Laser, a firm with front-edge competence 
in various laser techniques such as laser welding and 2D and 3D laser cutting; Lifting Equip-
ment, a manufacturer of lifting and handling equipment; and the Sunshine Retirement Home, 
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a retirement home in a small town in the vicinity of Gothenburg. The aim of the observations 
with one of the firm’s service technicians was to gain an understanding of the employee’s 
everyday interactions with the customers, and how provider flexibility is practiced in these 
interactions, with the eventual purpose of gaining more understanding about the centrality of 
interactions (see, e.g., Grönroos, 2007, 2011). Observations are in this sense an appropriate 
method of data collection because events were covered in real time and in the actual context 
(see Yin, 2009, p. 102). As the observations that were performed were exploratory and did not 
involve a longer relationship or a lengthier observation, the researcher acted as an observing 
participant (see also Creswell, 2013). After the analysis of the data collected by the three ob-
servations, additional observations were not deemed necessary because they largely con-
firmed previous findings, and because they were assessed as too time-consuming (see Yin, 
2009). 

The technician was followed during customer visits and the operations that were undertaken 
were observed, while I participated in the interactions. Both the technician and sometimes the 
customers were interviewed formally and informally. Subsequent conclusions were drawn in 
regards to the interaction process, how provider flexibility was exhibited during the process, 
and how the work of the technician was recorded in the systems of the firm. The observations 
were noted in a short observation diary written directly after the observations were undertak-
en, and the interview parts of the observations were transcribed. The three customer visits can 
roughly be divided into three categories. Namely, a visit resulting in the performance of the 
usual service with no deviations (meaning that the outcome of the service performed did not 
deviate from the expected results; everything went according to plan and the service techni-
cian’s expectations), a visit resulting in the performance of the usual service with some predi-
cable deviations (the performance did not go as smoothly as predicted, but the defect that 
emerged did not surpass the expected dimensions), and a visit resulting in the performance of 
service recovery that resulted in unpredictable deviations, meaning that the deviations reached 
beyond the normal and expected scope. 

The observation study and interview guide is appended in Appendix VI. 

Secondary data 

Documents collected both in physical and electronic forms served as sources of secondary 
data, with the purpose of understanding the organizational settings of the firms, their offer-
ings, challenges, and histories. As such, these documents have been used with the purpose of 
corroborating evidences collected from other sources (Yin, 2009) and they ranged from more 
general (annual reports, corporate homepages, promotional prospects) to more specific docu-
ments related to the cases and the project at hand. The latter for example included PowerPoint 
presentations connected to the cases, correspondence with the firm representatives, and other 
Flexkraft project documents, such as meeting minutes and various notes.  
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Data analysis 

Quite typical for qualitative research, according to Gummesson (2005), data collection and 
analysis were performed simultaneously and tentative conclusions started to emerge during 
the course of the study. Indeed, the collection of data, data analysis, and report writing oc-
curred simultaneously and in interrelation (see also Creswell, 2013), even more so consider-
ing that this thesis is a compilation of articles. The data were collected and analyzed in several 
rounds, where the data were always systematically grouped into themes (see also Eisenhardt, 
1989; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Creswell, 2013) and constantly matched with the theory in 
order to direct the study in the process of abductive iteration (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). The 
innovative nature of abduction, in the sense that it brings together different aspects from the 
empirical and the theoretical world (Reichertz, 2004), was helpful during the analysis. The 
data were analyzed with the help of the qualitative data analysis open-source software Weft 
QDA.  

Furthermore, to answer RQ2, the need arose to develop a model that would connect the clues 
indicated in the beginning (how firms gather and act on the basis of information about cus-
tomer changes, the focal role of customer interactions, and linkages between customer en-
counters and strategies within service systems) and emphasize the notion of the service dy-
namics that emerged during the study. Inspiration was taken from biology and a metaphor was 
subsequently applied. Various kinds of metaphors have been applied in service research (see, 
e.g., Frow et al., 2014 for an overview of metaphors for value propositions), not least biologi-
cal ones (e.g., Mars et al., 2012). Thus, a metaphor of honeybee colonies was chosen to ex-
plain and connect the actors and aspects systematically that are involved in the exercising of 
provider flexibility in value creation, and to emphasize its strategic role for the provider firm. 
Further argumentation on the relevance of metaphors, how the data were analyzed, and the 
results is presented in Article V.  

 

Validity and reliability of the study 

Evaluation of qualitative studies is achieved by applying validity (Eisenhardt, 1989; Creswell, 
2013), also frequently called credibility (see Silverman, 2015), and reliability (Creswell, 
2013; Silverman, 2015), and sometimes in the context of qualitative research, also called de-
pendability (see Creswell, 2013). 

Validity is essentially a judgement of the trustworthiness or goodness of a piece of research, 
or, in other words, the assessment of the “accuracy” of the findings (Creswell, 2013). Cre-
swell (2013, pp. 250–253) suggests eight validation strategies, recommending the application 
of at least two in any given qualitative study; their applicability to this study is assessed in 
Table 1. 
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Table 1. Applicability of validation strategies according to Creswell (2013) for this 
study 
Validation strategy Definition/description  Applicability for this study 
(1) Prolonged engage-
ment and persistent ob-
servation 

Includes building trust with 
participants, learning the 
culture, and checking for 
misinformation that stems 
from distortions introduced 
by the researcher or inform-
ants. 

The cases in the study can be described 
as longitudinal in nature because they 
have been followed during the course of 
the Flexkraft research project (three 
years) and longer, with subsequent fol-
low-up interviews. The access to the 
cases and the respondents was thus con-
tinuous, which is also highly recom-
mended by Gummesson (2000). 

(2) Triangulation Researchers make use of 
multiple and different 
sources, methods, investiga-
tors, and theories to provide 
corroborating evidence. 

Data collection primarily included inter-
views, workshops, and seminars; obser-
vations were additionally applied as a 
means of providing additional infor-
mation about the topic being studied 
(Yin, 2009), together with secondary 
data in the form of general (annual re-
ports, corporate homepages, promotional 
prospects) to more specific documents 
related to the cases and the project at 
hand (e.g., PowerPoint presentations 
connected to the cases, correspondence 
with the firm representatives, and other 
Flexkraft project documents, such as 
meeting minutes and various notes). 

(3) Peer-reviewing and 
debriefing 

Provides an external check of 
the research process. 

Peer-reviewing and debriefing occurred 
at the three official so-called milestone 
seminars where the current state of re-
search was assessed by independent 
discussants (two at each seminar); fur-
thermore, peer-reviewing/debriefing was 
also enacted via continuous supervision, 
and by the anonymous peer reviewers in 
the journals where the articles compiled 
in this thesis have been published, or 
where the peer-reviewing is underway. 

(4) Negative case analy-
sis 

Reporting negative or dis-
comforting evidence and thus 
providing a realistic assess-
ment of the phenomenon 
under study. 

The evidence that did not fit the pattern 
of a code or a theme was reported in the 
articles compiled in the thesis. 

(5) Clarifying research 
bias 

Clarification of the research-
er’s position and any biases 
or assumptions that impact 
the inquiry. 

Any possible bias was reported through-
out the study, either in the articles com-
piled in the thesis or at the milestone 
seminars. 

(6) Member checking The researcher solicits partic-
ipants’ views of the credibil-
ity of the findings and inter-
pretations; this is considered 
the most critical technique 
for establishing credibility. 

Throughout the course of the project, the 
findings were reported to the participants 
in the study. Subsequent findings were 
also reported to some of the participants, 
and the conclusions of the study were 
evaluated in additional interviews.  
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(7) Detailed descriptions The participants or the set-
ting of the study is described 
in full detail. Detail can 
emerge through physical 
description, movement de-
scription, and activity de-
scription. 
Detailed descriptions enable 
the reader to transfer infor-
mation to other settings and 
to determine whether the 
findings can be transferred 
because of shared character-
istics. 

Detailed descriptions in the sense of how 
Creswell (2013) understands them have 
not been applicable for this study. In-
stead, descriptions about particular situa-
tions were included in some of the arti-
cles in the study to the degree that was 
possible. 

(8) External audits An external consultant exam-
ines both the process and the 
product of the account, as-
sessing their accuracy. 

Not applicable for this study. 

 
The validity of qualitative research in general and case research in particular can also be as-
sessed by the application of the dimensions of construct validity, internal validity, and exter-
nal validity (Yin, 2009; Gibbert and Ruigrok, 2010). Construct validity concerns issues of 
data collection (Yin, 2009) and refers to the extent to which a procedure leads to an accurate 
observation of reality (Gibbert and Ruigrok, 2010). Creswell’s (2013) strategies of triangula-
tion and member checking were used to increase construct validity (see also Yin, 2009), to-
gether with the establishment of the chain of evidence leading from interview recording via 
transcriptions to quoting (Yin, 2009). Internal validity also applies to the data analysis phase 
(Yin, 2009; Gibbert and Ruigrok, 2010) and refers to the matching of empirically observed 
patterns with previous theory and different contexts, which was performed iteratively in this 
study (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; for an example, see Carlborg, 2015). A tactic used to in-
crease the internal validity of this study was pattern matching (Yin, 2009), with the data sys-
tematically grouped into themes (see also Eisenhardt, 1989). Where applicable, Creswell’s 
(2013) strategies of negative case analysis were partially used to address internal validity, 
together with descriptions (for the latter, see also Miles and Huberman, 1994). Finally, exter-
nal validity essentially concerns the generalizability of a study (Yin, 2009; Gibbert and 
Ruigrok, 2010). Considering that this study aimed to increase understanding, it is not statisti-
cal generalization that is relevant, but analytical generalization (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles and 
Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2009; Gibbert and Ruigrok, 2010), i.e. its transferability to different 
contexts (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2009). 

Reliability usually refers to the stability of the findings, i.e. it deals with replicability, the 
question as to whether or not future researchers can repeat the research project and come up 
with the same results, interpretations, and claims (Silverman, 2015). Silverman (2015) contin-
ues to suggest that reliability can be ensured by the so-called low-inference descriptors, which 
are, in the case of interviews and workshops, tape recordings of all interactions; careful tran-
scriptions of these tapes according to the needs of reliable analysis; and presenting long ex-
tracts of data in the research report. This study followed these principles together with the 
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careful documentation and clarification of the research procedures in the separate articles (see 
Gibbert and Ruigrock, 2010) in order to ensure transparency of the research process (Silver-
man, 2015). Transparent interview protocols and observation guides were also developed (see 
Appendices III–VI), some of them were tested on peers, and transcriptions were made availa-
ble to colleagues (cf. Carlborg, 2015).  
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The articles 

This thesis comprises of five articles that explicate the strategic role of provider flexibility in 
value creation, thus leading toward the fulfilment of the purpose of the thesis.  

The articles are ordered in terms of how the thinking regarding provider flexibility in value 
creation developed during the course of the thesis, following the evolution and the iterative 
path described in the “Research considerations.” The cover paper is in this sense a compre-
hensive and inclusive paper that consolidates the findings of the articles. 

An overview of the articles is presented in Table 2, after which the summaries of the articles 
are offered. 
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Table 2. Summary of the articles included in the thesis 
 Article Authors Title Purpose Method Main findings Link to the RQs 
I Nordin, Fredrik; 

Brozovic, Danilo; 
and Holmlund, 
Maria 

Disintermediation in 
business-to-business 
service channels: 
Mechanisms and chal-
lenges 

The aim of the article is to delineate a 
number of different disintermediation 
mechanisms within the context of business-
to-business (B2B) service channels and to 
identify the specific challenges associated 
with adopting these mechanisms. 

Case research The article delineates a choice of six 
disintermediation mechanisms and their 
attendant challenges within the context of 
industrial service channels. 

RQ1 & RQ2 

II Brozovic, Danilo Strategic flexibility: A 
literature review 

The purpose is to analyze the literature on 
strategic flexibility systematically and 
critically, by identifying its main character-
istics and linking the different aspects 
together. 

Literature 
review 

The article offers a novel approach to 
understanding strategic flexibility, con-
densed in the form of a new conceptual 
model for strategic flexibility. 

RQ1 

III Brozovic, Danilo; 
Nordin, Fredrik; 
and Kindström, 
Daniel 

Service flexibility: 
Conceptualizing value 
creation in service 

The purpose is to analyze the subject-
specific literature on service and flexibility, 
with a particular emphasis on service logic, 
and derive a conceptualization of the link-
ages between the provider’s flexibility and 
the customer’s value creation. 

Conceptual 
paper with 
empirical 
examples 

The literature that explicitly addresses 
how flexibility can contribute to value 
creation in a service context is limited. 
This paper, therefore, provides proposi-
tions and a conceptual model for such 
linkages, illustrated by real-word exam-
ples. 

RQ1 & RQ2 

IV Brozovic, Danilo Handling change: An 
explorative study of 
strategic flexibility 

The purpose is to provide a framework that 
explicates how firms handle changes in 
their environment, emphasizing influences 
from the context of the situation. 

Case research The findings and the analysis highlight 
the interaction of the nature of the chang-
es in the business environment, the ac-
tions of the firm, and the organizational 
factors that frame the actions, with the 
emphasis on the context of the particular 
situation that also frames and reframes 
the actions. 

RQ1 & RQ2 

V Brozovic, Danilo; 
Ravald, Annika; 
and Nordin, Fred-
rik 

Making sense of service 
dynamics: The honey-
bee metaphor 

The purpose of the paper is to explore the 
honeybee colony metaphor as a tool to 
make sense of the dynamics of service 
interactions. 

Case research The dynamics of the metaphor illuminate 
how customer encounters and the work of 
service employees can develop relation-
ships and new offerings by comparing the 
aspects of service with the world of hon-
eybees. 

RQ1 & RQ2 
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ARTICLE I 

Title: Disintermediation in business-to-business services channels: Mechanisms and chal-
lenges 

Authors: Nordin, Fredrik; Brozovic, Danilo; and Holmlund, Maria 

Status: Published in 2013 in the Journal of Business-to-Business Marketing, 20 (4), pp. 179–
192. 

The summary of the article: 

The starting premise of this paper is the limited amount of research describing alternative 
ways of handling intermediaries in marketing channels for services. The purpose of the article 
is thus to delineate a number of different disintermediation mechanisms within the context of 
business-to-business (B2B) service channels and to identify the specific challenges associated 
with adopting these mechanisms. Disintermediation is defined in the article in a broader sense 
than it has previously been defined (e.g., by-passing (Walters, 2008), cutting loose from (Dut-
ta et al., 2010), or the elimination of intermediaries (Huizingh, 2002). More specifically, dis-
intermediation is here understood in more general terms, as an organization’s adoption of 
various mechanisms for handling intermediaries, aimed at securing links with end customers. 
In the article, the mechanisms are regarded as different means that are available to firms faced 
with a third-party threat, which are designed to bridge the gap toward the end customer.  

The research was conducted following abductive reasoning, moving continuously between the 
empirical world of four industrial (B2B) firms and the theoretical model world (Dubois and 
Gadde, 2002). Essentially, the empirical data and the literature are combined through a series 
of iterations where theory and data are matched. The conceptualization of the mechanisms 
and associated challenges is refined through subsequent cycles of data collection and litera-
ture reviews, expanding the researchers’ understanding of both the theory and the empirical 
phenomena. 

Six mechanisms and attending challenges are identified and delineated: (1) strategic partner-
ing, (2) mergers and acquisitions, (3) organic growth, (4) communication and training, (5) 
incentives, and (6) ICT. The six mechanisms that the article outlines, together with the associ-
ated challenges, represent the main contribution of the paper. They (and their possible combi-
nations) de facto represent strategic options and the strategic flexibility of the firms involved 
in the study.  

My contributions: I joined the research project when the research had already been designed. I 
performed the data collection, sometimes by myself and sometimes with the first co-author, 
and we jointly analyzed the data. I was responsible for writing parts of the article (about the 
abductive research approach, about the cases in the study, and about four of the disintermedia-
tion strategies: organic growth; communication and training; incentives; and information and 
communication technology) and for addressing the journal reviews. 
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ARTICLE II 

Title: Strategic flexibility: A literature review 

Authors: Brozovic, Danilo 

Status: Undergoing a 2nd revision in the International Journal of Management Reviews 

The summary of the article: 

Previous literature reviews on strategic flexibility have a number of shortcomings, such as an 
excessive definitional focus or a lack of a specific focus in the field. To overcome these short-
comings, this article aims to analyze the literature on strategic flexibility systematically and 
critically, by identifying its main characteristics and linking the different aspects together. 
Thus, the paper contributes consolidation and comprehensiveness to the literature on strategic 
flexibility. 

By performing searches using the key phrase “strategic flexibility” in several scholarly data-
bases and by scanning the reference lists of identified articles to expand the list of identified 
articles with their conceptual bases, 149 contributions were identified. Next, by performing a 
meta-review of several review papers (cf. Nordin and Kowalkowski, 2010), the main elements 
of strategic flexibility were identified: triggers, enablers, hinderers, dimensions, process, and 
outcomes of strategic flexibility.  

The identified literature of 149 contributions was subsequently analyzed and unpacked fol-
lowing the analytical model. The main traits recognized in the literature were thus systemati-
cally analyzed, offering the most relevant and most frequent insights. Each subsection analyz-
ing one of the main elements was then summarized and an overview offered in a separate ta-
ble. In addition to the analyses of the main elements, the final subsection offers the analysis 
on measuring strategic flexibility, following the overview of contributions according to the 
method applied from the beginning of the paper. 

The paper finishes with an extensive discussion presenting the main conclusions and implica-
tions, and linking strategic flexibility to other similar concepts such as adaptability, agility, or 
dynamic capabilities. Future research is suggested based on the analysis and the analytical 
model is transformed to a usable empirical model. The article offers a novel approach to un-
derstanding strategic flexibility, condensed in the form of a new conceptual model for strate-
gic flexibility. 

My contributions: As I am the sole author of the article, I developed the research idea, de-
signed the study, performed the review and the analysis, and wrote the article. 
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ARTICLE III 

Title: Service flexibility: A conceptualization of value creation in service 

Authors: Brozovic, Danilo; Nordin, Fredrik; and Kindström, Daniel 

Status: Accepted for publication in the Journal of Service Theory and Practice, forthcoming 
in 2016. 

The summary of the article: 

The starting premise of this article is that the existing service literature only vaguely and im-
plicitly portrayed the notions of flexibility in service (Verdú-Jover et al., 2004) despite their 
implied interconnectedness. Previous studies merely stated how flexibility is important in a 
service context, and most existing articles about flexibility and value creation remained posi-
tioned within the goods perspective on value creation. The purpose of this article was thus to 
analyze the subject-specific literature on service and flexibility, with a particular emphasis on 
service logic, and derive a conceptualization of the linkages between the provider’s flexibility 
and the customer’s value creation. 

The article continues by analyzing the literature on service and flexibility to depict how flexi-
bility has been portrayed in relation to value creation. After establishing that the relevance of 
flexibility in value creation was implicit, the article continues by developing a conceptualiza-
tion of provider flexibility in value creation. The conceptualization follows the spheres of the 
encompassing process of value creation delineated in the service logic literature (see, e.g., 
Grönroos and Voima, 2013). Provider flexibility is conceptualized as organizational flexibil-
ity in the provider sphere of the encompassing process of value creation, as interaction flexi-
bility in the joint sphere, and as flexibility in use in the customer sphere. 

Organizational flexibility is conceptualized as the design of the organizational structure that 
allows strategic configuration and reconfiguration vis-à-vis changes in the business environ-
ment in general, and customer preferences in particular. Interaction flexibility is conceptual-
ized as the flexibility of part-time marketers, i.e. those employees who are in direct contact 
with the customer and have opportunities to co-create value jointly with the customer. Flexi-
bility in use is the reflection of provider flexibility in the provider sphere and the joint sphere 
and manifests itself during customer usage. The provider does not have direct access to the 
customer sphere, but can communicate and train the customer about alternative usages of val-
ue propositions. 

Provider flexibility in each of the three spheres of the encompassing process of value creation 
was analyzed according to the three central dimensions of flexibility according to Ivens 
(2005): ability, willingness, and actual (flexible) behavior. The conceptual discussion revolv-
ing around each of the aspects of provider flexibility in the three spheres is illustrated by real-
world examples, which are sometimes more general, and are sometimes associated with the 
empirical context of this thesis. In addition, two contextual influences on provider flexibility 
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in value creation are also emphasized: customer idiosyncrasies and market idiosyncrasies. 
They are also underpinned with illustrative real-world examples. 

The article contributes to the literature on service logic by explicating provider flexibility in 
value creation in the form of three value creation propositions and two contextual influences, 
also presented via a conceptual model and a table overview. The article thus represents a nov-
el perspective on service and may serve as a starting point for developing a more formal pro-
vider flexibility perspective on value creation. 

My contributions: I jointly (with the second co-author) developed the research idea and in the 
later stages of the research, I took over the main responsibility for the research design, con-
ceptualization, analysis, and the writing, and for addressing the journal reviews. 

 

ARTICLE IV 

Title: Handling change: An explorative study of strategic flexibility 

Authors: Brozovic, Danilo 

Status: Submitted to the Journal of Change Management 

The summary of the article: 

Previous research on strategic flexibility offered a rather simplistic view of how firms act in 
regards to changes. Basically, it was thought that changes in the business environment (e.g., 
economic crises, regulatory changes, or competitive situations) trigger firms to act to adjust to 
those changes. This view did not emphasize the interaction between the nature of the changes 
in the business environment, the actions of the firm, or organizational factors that frame the 
actions.  

The purpose of this article is thus to provide a framework that explicates how firms handle 
changes in their environment, emphasizing influences from the context of the situation. A 
research framework is then developed, indicating the three fundamental elements of strategic 
flexibility and their interaction. The recognized natures of the changes in the business envi-
ronment are continuous changes and disturbances, anticipated and unanticipated changes, and 
opportunities and threats. The actions of firms that can unfold are proactive and reactive, of-
fensive and defensive, and swift and gradual. Furthermore, the actions of firms are also 
framed with organizational factors, which can crudely be divided into strategy-related, organ-
ization and culture-related, and resource-related. Interactions of these three fundamental ele-
ments of strategic flexibility suggest a more contingent and context-specific approach to stra-
tegic flexibility. In addition, an important proviso of the firms acting is their willingness to 
act, which is also emphasized. 

The article then employs explorative case research and abductive reasoning. Ten situations 
requiring flexible actions in five large market-leading Northern European firms are explored. 
The findings and the analysis highlight how the three fundamental elements of strategic flexi-
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bility interact, emphasizing that the actions of firms are context-dependent. The analysis starts 
with the nature of the changes in the business environment and crudely divides them into 
changes of positive charge and changes of negative charge. It is shown that in addition to will-
ingness, firms can also act out of necessity, especially to the changes of negative charge. Fur-
thermore, the analysis reveals that although typical and preferred actions in the face of posi-
tive or negative changes could be assumed, which the empirical data to a certain extent sug-
gest, sometimes it was not so obvious how firms would act. A potential plethora of actions 
resulting from possible combinations and particularities of situations was revealed.  

Essentially, firms gather relevant information about the actual situation, albeit positive or 
negative. After processing the actual context of the situation, positive changes can then be 
framed and negative changes reframed. In regards to organizational factors, the analysis did 
not reveal significant preferences for one set of factors over another. In other words, the ac-
tions of the firms are framed by strategy-related, organization and culture-related, and re-
source-related factors more or less in the same manner, depending on the actual situation. 
They all to a lesser or higher degree contribute to the strategic flexibility of firms based on the 
actual situation at hand. The analysis in this sense revealed that the collection, assessment, 
and application of context-specific information and knowledge contribute to a better under-
standing of the situation at hand. 

The article concludes by indicating the contributions: a more nuanced understanding of how 
firms act in relation to changes in their environment was provided, with the emphasis on the 
context of the situation; it is suggested that firms act not only out of willingness, but occa-
sionally also out of necessity; and it was explained how particular situations are framed and 
reframed through collecting and assessing context-specific information and knowledge. In 
addition, the conclusions indicate the theoretical connections between the strategic flexibility 
and organizational change literature streams that the article applied.  

Future research possibilities are suggested: an extension of the research to other industries and 
markets, further exploration of willingness vs. necessity of actions, further exploration of 
changes of mixed positive–negative charges, and the further inoculation of strategic flexibility 
with other related literature streams. Some practical implications are also indicated: usage of 
the research framework and research results in management practice, development of the firm 
as a knowledge-management system, and reframing changes of more negative charges to 
long-term opportunities by attempting to find longer term benefits. 

My contributions: As I am the sole author of the article, I developed the research idea, de-
signed the study, performed the data collection and the analysis, and wrote the article. 
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ARTICLE V 

Title: Making sense of service dynamics: The honeybee metaphor 

Authors: Brozovic, Danilo; Ravald, Annika; and Nordin, Fredrik 

Status: Published in 2015 in the Journal of Services Marketing, 29 (6–7). 

The summary of the article: 

Following the calls for more knowledge about the dynamic aspects of service and the mecha-
nisms of service systems, the article addresses the implications of service dynamics and the 
subsequent need for a holistic outlook on the service system surrounding a service relation-
ship. The fundamental premise of this paper is that while insights from customer interactions 
can offer valuable development opportunities for the service provider, these opportunities 
yield returns only with the transfer of the insights back to the service provider’s organization 
for implementation in service design practices. By so doing, the article develops a honeybee 
colony metaphor as an analytical and discursive tool that propels the understanding of service 
systems surrounding a service relationship. 

The purpose of the paper is thus to explore the honeybee colony metaphor as a tool to make 
sense of the dynamics of service interactions. To enable this, the paper establishes the ra-
tionale for the metaphor by assessing the usage of metaphors in general and biological meta-
phors in particular in service research. Next, the empirical setting and the research process are 
assessed; the honeybee colony metaphor is derived from the empirical experiences and learn-
ing from a three-year research project that was carried out in close cooperation with the ser-
vice organizations of eight multinational industrial firms. The research method was qualitative 
and data were collected by organizing workshop discussions for the participating firms, and 
by conducting in-depth interviews with managers. In total, there were 11 workshops and 26 
interviews. In addition, three field observations in the form of joining service technicians dur-
ing customer visits were conducted in order to learn about their role in the service system. The 
metaphor is finally validated in two different phases; by visiting a beekeeper knowledgeable 
in the field of business administration, and by performing four in-depth, semi-structured in-
terviews with service/sales managers from four firms, some of whom were involved in the 
research project. 

Then, the honeybee metaphor is assessed and its aspects paralleled to the aspects of service 
systems surrounding a service relationship. The focus is appropriately flowing, shifting from 
“pollination” to “fertilization,” “waggle dancing,” “coevolution,” and, finally, to “evolution,” 
leading back to “pollination.” These aspects are illustrated with their parallels to a service 
system surrounding a service relationship; the work of service technicians—part-time market-
ers of industrial service organizations who visit customers—equaled the work of honeybees. 
During interactions, the technicians “pollinate” the customers, i.e., they facilitate customers’ 
production activities. They achieve pollination by applying their skills, experience, and gen-
eral background. If they combine these skills with a sincere interest in and understanding of 
the customer’s processes, as honeybees do, they can learn to combine different information 
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about various flowers (Tautz, 2008). Subsequently, they develop and implement a context-
specific solution, which enhances a customer’s value, thus “fertilizing” the customer.  

The introduction of the honeybee colony metaphor in this article thus provides a new lens for 
capturing the dynamic aspects of service systems surrounding a service relationship and the 
strategic implications derived from adopting a systemic outlook on service. The article finish-
es with theoretical and managerial implications, as well as limitations and suggestions for 
further research. 

My contributions: I developed the research idea and together with the second co-author, de-
veloped the conceptual model. I performed the data analysis, wrote most of the text, and had 
the main responsibility for addressing the journal reviews. 
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Discussion 

The theoretical disposition and the findings of the five articles considered herein have been 
presented in previous sections. In this section, the empirical and theoretical findings of the 
aforementioned five articles are systematically combined into a concluding framework of 
provider flexibility, which is presented in Table 3.  
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Table 3. Framework of provider flexibility in value creation 
       

Provider  
flexibility 

 
Elements of 
flexibility 

Organizational flexi-
bility Interaction flexibility Flexibility in use 

Triggers Triggers are changes in customer processes and activities that have significance for 
the encompassing process of value creation 

Enablers Provider’s flexible organi-
zational structure 

Part-time marketers’ 
skills accompanied by 
genuine interest in and 
understanding of the 

customer 

Variety and dynamism of 
value propositions 

Mechanisms con-
tributing to enable-
ment of provider 
flexibility 

Partnering 
M&A 

Organic 
Incentives 

 these mechanisms can 
be used to activate OF 

ICT 
 this mechanism can be 

used to create virtual 
joint spheres 

Communication and 
training 

 this mechanism can be 
used to raise customer 

awareness of value prop-
ositions and acquaint 

customers with alterna-
tive usages 

Hinderers 

Organizational rigidity (in 
addition to specific mech-

anism hinderers) 

Non-skilled personnel (in 
addition to specific 

mechanism hinderers) 

Lack of educated person-
nel, inconsistent commu-
nication, non-viable train-

ing methods 
Lack of proper information and feedback from business environment; shortcom-
ings in the system for gathering, processing, and applying relevant information; 

technology obsolescence; lack of R&D. 

Process 

 

Outcomes 

Facilitating customer 
value creation process 

Enabling value co-
creation process 

Contributing to customer 
value creation process 

The ultimate outcome of provider flexibility is application of the information and 
knowledge about customer encounters, together with other relevant customer busi-

ness intelligence, to ensure continuation of service relationships and the service 
provider’s presence in the market 

Possible negative outcomes: excessive provider flexibility and high costs of provid-
er flexibility 

Contextual influ-
ences Market idiosyncrasies and customer idiosyncrasies 
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The above framework essentially represents application of the framework of strategic flexibility 
from Article II (“Strategic flexibility: A literature review”) to the research model of provider 
flexibility shown in Figure 1. The aspect of the dimension of (provider) flexibility was removed 
from the first column of the framework and presented in the first row instead. The three dimen-
sions of provider flexibility (organizational flexibility, interaction flexibility, and flexibility in 
use) were then accounted for according to triggers, enablers, hinderers, process, and outcomes of 
provider flexibility. In addition, mechanisms contributing to the enablement of provider flexibil-
ity were recognized (see the matching row).  

In the following subsections, the framework presented in Table 3 is unpacked and explained sys-
tematically. 

 

Triggers of provider flexibility 

This section focuses on changes in customer processes and activities as the primary trigger of 
flexible behavior. It starts with a few empirical examples, followed by a short discussion, and 
ends with a literature comparison of the findings and implications. The focus of this thesis is 
provider flexibility and facilitation of customer value creation in contexts where customer pro-
cesses and activities change. Provider flexibility has been defined as the ability of athe service 
provider to respond to such changes or to bring about changes that support its customers’ value 
creation. Changes in customer processes and activities were identified as the primary triggers 
that activate provider flexibility, that is, they are the situations that warrant some flexibility in a 
firm’s behavior. 

An example of such a change is when a major customer of SU in the paper and pulp sector de-
cided to adapt its processes and activities by replacing SU’s services and components with those 
of a cheaper competitor due to a recent financial crisis. This severed the involvement of SU in 
the customer’s processes and activities. The firm circumvented this lack of involvement by part-
nering with FS, another provider that operated a few of the customer’s plants, thus regaining 
insight into the customer’s value creation process. Another example of such a change is that of a 
customer of GS exchanging generator technology, and it has been used to introduce the thesis: 
“Customer X was using a mixture of methanol and nitrogen [in their generators] during the pro-
duction process, and then they replaced them with the new generators based on the endogas 
technology.” 

These two situations also lie in two different spheres of the encompassing process of value crea-
tion. The former example is about a change that initiated activation of organizational flexibility, 
which refers to an organizational structure that allows strategic configuration and reconfiguration 
vis-a-vis changes. Although SU did not reposition its own organization to deal with the new situ-
ation, it partnered with another provider to address the situation. In contrast, the latter situation is 
an example of a change that initiated interaction flexibility, which is understood here as the skills 
and flexibility of the employees in direct contact with the customer (part-time marketers). A 
change in technology initiated service technicians to update their skills and their knowledge. 
Nevertheless, given that the spheres are interconnected, it needs to be acknowledged that chang-
es in one sphere can reflect on flexibility in another sphere as well. For example, SU’s partner-
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ship with FS was mirrored in the interaction flexibility of FS’s part-time marketers, who main-
tained the customer’s facilities and adjusted their skills to SU. In contrast, the need of GS’s tech-
nicians to evolve their skills led to the provider’s organization reconfiguring to secure the techni-
cians’ education.  

As for flexibility in use (provider flexibility experienced during customer usage), providers do 
not have direct access to the customer sphere, where flexibility in use enfolds; provider flexibil-
ity in the customer sphere is only reflected. In other words, we can assume that the changes that 
trigger provider flexibility in the provider and the joint spheres are only indirectly reflected in 
flexibility in use. Considering again the introductory example of GS, it can be assumed that GS 
develops a set of reconfigurable value propositions based on the new generator technology. GS 
can then train its customers regarding these propositions and their usage. Another issue is wheth-
er customer education can trigger customer’s flexible behavior and, for example, more varied 
usage of the provider’s products and services, thus leading to further changes. In any case, the 
customer sphere was not the focus of the thesis. 

That changes in customer preferences can trigger firm flexibility on a more general level has 
been established in the literature (see, e.g., Combe, 2012). However, an understanding of chang-
es that trigger provider flexibility supplements and extends the notions found in the literature. In 
other words, changes in customer’s processes and activities are central from the viewpoint of 
provider flexibility in value creation. The changes discussed in the literature include changes in 
volumes, time and place, needs, and customers (Harvey et al., 1997); modifications in mutual 
agreements (Ivens, 2005); and changes in customers’ markets and customer demands (Hansen et 
al., 2008). These delineations of change are valuable indications of the forms that customer-
related changes can take, although they are sometimes constricted by the goods perspective (e.g., 
Harvey et al., 1997) and an understanding of provider flexibility different from that defined in 
this thesis.  

This thesis recognizes the validity of how changes have been portrayed previously, yet updates 
the understanding of changes initiating provider flexibility and streamlines it in accordance with 
service logic. The focus here is on the value creation process, and changes are delineated based 
on their significance in the encompassing process of value creation. More concretely, provider 
flexibility is related to the changes in customer processes and activities to which providers 
should respond by configuring their organizational structure or updating the skills of their part-
time marketers. Moreover, providers can bring about changes that support their customers’ value 
creation. The changes that providers respond to or bring about can encompass the changes por-
trayed by Harvey et al. (1997), Ivens (2005), and Hansen et al. (2008), if they are relevant for 
value creation. 

 

Enablers of provider flexibility 

Enablers of provider flexibility are the abilities that enable providers to act flexibly when faced 
with customer changes. Here, these abilities are conceptualized as being integral to provider flex-
ibility. The account of the enablers of provider flexibility is structured according to the three 
spheres of the encompassing process of value creation, namely, provider flexibility, interaction 
flexibility, and flexibility in use. The mechanisms for disintermediation (Nordin et al., 2013) 
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have been mentioned within the accounts and reframed based on how they were or can be used 
in the light of provider flexibility. 

Enablers of organizational flexibility in provider sphere 

First, a more general enabler of organizational flexibility is presented. Then, it is extended by 
showing how a few of the disintermediation mechanisms can be used in the context of organiza-
tional flexibility. A short discussion follows, and the subsection ends with a comparison of the 
findings to the literature, as well as the implications of our findings. 

 Organizational flexibility is enabled by designing an organizational structure that allows strate-
gic configuration and reconfiguration vis-a-vis change (Brozovic et al., 2016). A few instances 
when organizational flexibility was exercised have appeared in several situations when the need 
for reorganization of some parts of the firms involved in the study arose in the face of change. 
For example, in the case of the entry of GS into the biofuel market, reorganization was needed to 
cover the new market and the possible employment of new personnel was mentioned. Likewise, 
the employment of a new service technician in the medical gas sector posed some organizational 
demands; it was explained how the new technicians’ duties would partly cover the industrial 
customers’ market. Moreover, in the case where GS became the official state security certificato-
ry body in Norway, a new daughter firm was started.  

The latter example also represents how the disintermediation mechanism of organic growth can 
alternatively serve the function of provider flexibility. Note that Nordin et al. (2013) identified 
six disintermediation mechanisms, namely, strategic partnering, mergers and acquisitions, organ-
ic growth, incentives, information and communication technology (ICT), and communication 
and training, with the reservation that these mechanisms can be combined. In that study, disin-
termediation was defined as an organization’s adoption of various mechanisms for handling in-
termediaries to secure links with end customers. Furthermore, the study explained how the 
mechanisms were regarded as different means of countering the problems of third-party threats 
that prevented a constructive relationship with end customers (for third-party threats, see Grön-
roos, 2007, pp. 435-436). 

However, during the course of the present study it emerged that these six mechanisms can not 
only be used for disintermediation but they can also be considered as expressions of provider 
flexibility of the firms considered in the study. Four of the mechanisms can be used to increase 
organizational flexibility: partnering (perhaps the most common one), organic growth, mergers 
and acquisitions, and incentives. Partnering was mentioned in several of the cases: SU partnered 
with FS, RS was scanning the possibility of partnering with LD in an attempt to rekindle the 
property market, and SMT partnered with a dozen or so CAM firms to reach the end customer. A 
respondent from SM said the following about how partnering increases provider flexibility in the 
provider sphere: “Partners have unique competences and add value to our robots. What they 
deliver is installation and the robots are a part of that installation. Installations can for example 
be chocolate packaging; it is the core competence where the robots make just a part of it. Part-
nership is more flexible. The idea is to connect with the customer and partnership is in this sense 
better because partners already have established relationships and sell other products… Some 
partners handle certain types of customers and other partners other kinds of customers.” In other 
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words, partners can be used to reach a broader customer base than the provider can do on their 
own, thus increasing the range of responses to customer changes. 

The organic growth of the GS’s daughter firm in Norway is an example of reorganization in re-
sponse to change by starting a new firm. In another case, RS stated that they were trying to part-
ner with LD in the properties market. Even to this day, these two firms are on open and coopera-
tive terms, especially when working toward mutual goals. “Here we have no secrets,” said a 
manager from RS during an informal conversation before visiting LD – “we talk freely in front of 
the LD management.” Such relationships ease and expedite the process of a provider addressing 
changes. Mergers and acquisitions were not mentioned in the concrete cases, although RS, for 
example, asserted how they had employed this mechanism previously. Incentives to partners, 
such as financial incentives in form of discounts and bonuses, superior products and brands, or 
technical support, were mentioned in combination with one of the other three mechanisms. For 
example, one respondent from FS mentioned that it was much easier to enter a new potential 
customer firm backed with a strong brand from SU, which is recognized for its high-quality 
products. 

The above-mentioned situational accounts suggest that in some instances, providers can extend 
their organizational structure beyond the borders of the firm so that the firm can be more flexible 
toward customers. Apart from reorganization and reconfiguration within the organization, which 
may occasionally include organically starting new providers or acquiring existing ones, at times, 
trusted third parties can be involved as partners. The reasons underlying partner selection can 
vary; large firms may be rigid and internal reorganizations can take time to unfold. In such cases, 
partnering would be more flexible for the provider and their partner, but it would also allow 
higher provider flexibility, that is, the provider would be able to address customer changes in an 
easier and relatively quicker manner. 

The literature largely confirms how organizational flexibility is enabled by an organizational 
structure that allows strategic configuration and reconfiguration vis-à-vis change (cf. Sanchez, 
1995; Volberda, 1996; Johnson et al., 2003). Some organizational forms that allow for provider 
flexibility have been proposed. For example, the flat horizontal organization that allows for flex-
ibility in delivering services during customer encounters (Choppin, 1994) or the collaborative 
network characterized as lean, flexible, adaptive, and responsive to customer needs and market 
requirements (Cravens and Piercy, 1994; Cravens et al., 1996). Further, such a flexible organiza-
tional structure should be multi-polar, stable yet dynamic, uniform yet differentiated, and aim to 
develop an organization capable of withstanding change while adapting to harness new opportu-
nities (Bahrami and Evans, 2011). Extending these notions, organizational structures occasional-
ly account for organic growth of new firms related to the provider, or the provider merging with 
or acquiring other providers. However, in cases where it is not possible to reorganize to meet 
change, organizational flexibility can be increased via partnerships in combination with incen-
tives. Such involvement of third parties poses some questions about the dynamics of value prop-
ositions, and research is being conducted in that direction (see Kowalkowski et al., 2015). 
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Enablers of interaction flexibility in joint sphere 

This subsection begins by delineating the skills of part-time marketers as the primary enablers of 
interaction flexibility. This notion is then extended to include their experience and background, 
which can enhance the customer value creation process. The extension is then discussed briefly 
and compared to corresponding studies in the literature. Next, an empirical presentation, a dis-
cussion, and comparison of empirical data with the literature are made to portray the intercon-
nectedness of organizational flexibility and interaction flexibility. Finally, an empirical presenta-
tion, a discussion, and comparison of the data with the literature are made to indicate the creation 
of virtual joint spheres as an additional finding of the study. 

The skills of part-time marketers have been identified as the main enabler of interaction flexibil-
ity. For example, service technicians of GS, who are understood here as part-time marketers of 
GS, applied their skills to ensure the security and proper flow of customer production and to 
solve irregular problems that hindered the normal flow of production. These activities included 
the regular exchange of gas tanks and other service activities supporting customer processes, 
such as routine and regular inspections regulated by law. Moreover, the technicians noticed that 
a certain component in a customer’s gas tank needed replacement due to age and wear. A more 
concrete example of the application of skills was described by a service technician. The process 
in question was filling customers’ gas tanks. Previously, this process required customers to stop 
production in order to release pressure and fill the tank. With the invention of high-pressure 
pumps, this downtime was eliminated. 

The technicians occasionally suggested additional services to customers within contractual limits 
and in terms of what they considered appropriate for improving the customer’s processes. In one 
case, a technician suggested preventive measures for changing the parts of the gas flow system to 
eliminate possible inefficiencies. After inspecting a customer’s gas tank, the technician noticed 
minor deficiencies in the part of the system that conveyed gas from the actual tanks to the pro-
duction hall. The system worked fine as it was, but unless parts of the system were changed, ad-
ditional wear would cause inefficient gas flow and eventual seepage. The technician suggested 
that the customer have the parts changed and explained why. He said that the change represented 
a one-time cost, while inaction could result in inefficiencies and seepage. The customer agreed to 
the change after careful deliberation. 

The latter example extends the understanding of skills as an enabler of interaction flexibility. 
Skills of part-time marketers (service technicians in this case) may suffice for regular activities 
that facilitate the customer value creation process. However, they are inadequate in situations 
when part-time marketers have the opportunity to directly influence and enhance the customer 
value creation process. In other words, provider flexibility in such cases brings about changes 
that not only support but also enhance customer value creation. The experience and background 
of part-time marketers are relevant because they increase the part-time marketers’ understanding 
of customers’ processes. One cannot initiate changes in the customer’s value creation process 
unless one has a thorough understanding of the customer’s processes.  

The literature also acknowledges part-time marketers’ skills, that is, their technical competencies 
(see also Bhattacharya et al., 2005; Beltrán-Martín and Roca-Puig, 2013) as an enabler of inter-
action flexibility. The skills of part-time marketers are the foundation of direct interaction and 
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value co-creation (Grönroos, 2007); these skills suffice for performing service activities, thus 
assuring the regular functioning of customer production processes. Moreover, part-time market-
ers, namely, the firm’s service technicians, combine their skills, experience, and background 
with the available resources and their interest in and understanding of the customer’s processes. 
The aim is to find a solution which would result in improvements for the customer (see Brozovic 
et al., 2015). In this manner, it can be said that previous notions about enhancing customer value 
(Nyman, 2013) were confirmed. 

* * * 

Furthermore, the interconnectedness of organizational flexibility and interaction flexibility can 
be recognized. An example of how organizational flexibility contributes to interaction flexibility 
is GS, more specifically, their field organization and the manner of work of their service techni-
cians in Sweden. The first level of the service technicians’ organization is geographical, and they 
are divided across the regions defined by GS. The second level of organization is based on the 
types of customers, for example, industrial customers are separated from customers using medi-
cal gases. When it comes to the manner of work, GS service technicians function as “mini-
entrepreneurs,” as they were called in one interview. Each technician has his or her customers 
and is in daily contact with them. The technicians work relatively independently, or in other 
words, within the limits of their tasks, which aim to support and enhance their customers’ every-
day processes and activities. In other words, GS’ organization of service technicians provides the 
initial structure that enables the technicians to act relatively independently in the field, where 
they are in direct contact with customers. 

This notion of giving technicians the organizational background to act relatively independently is 
mirrored in the following excerpt from an interview conducted with a service manager from CB. 
The respondent explained: “We have simply changed the role. We force our service technicians 
to call the customers and to visit them and so on. Forcing them is wrong word though; we in-
volve them and provide them with the opportunities to change their own role… So if a service 
technician does not have this boss [who tells him what to do] or something similar, he can actu-
ally grasp ‘I am here responsible to see to it that business is also made’ and think proactively. 
Because the customer earns money if you as a technician visit them and do things in advance, 
like for example preventive maintenance… Because we can invoice this preventive maintenance 
and you can plan your time better and resource utilization is increased et cetera… Before we did 
not do it like this. Before we visited them and fixed things and traveled back. We did not discuss 
this, we did not try to sell us back in.” In other words, CB changed the role of their part-time 
marketers by enabling them to create opportunities where they can not only to react to changes 
but also initiate changes that enhance customer value. 

This interconnectedness is quite logical because part-time marketers are employees of the pro-
vider and they delve in a certain organizational culture that can either foster or restrain their flex-
ibility. If the organization behind them is flexible, they will be encouraged to behave flexibly 
themselves during customer encounters. Furthermore, in some instances, organizational recon-
figuration can entail adjustments in the flexibility of part-time marketers, as indicated by CB’s 
latest quote. 

* * * 
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In addition, it was noted how information and communication technology (ICT) can be used to 
enable interaction, and virtually all the firms involved in the study applied it in this manner. SM, 
for example, developed a virtual robot studio where customers can create, program, and simulate 
robot cells and stations. Thus, customers do not have to interact directly with SM personnel but 
with an information system. SMT’s CAM library system is yet another example of such an inter-
face. With the help of a catalog, customers can create and export specialized tools assemblies 
directly into their CAM software. Moreover, GS has used ICT to develop an e-invoicing system 
that allows greater interaction with their customers, especially small customers that occasionally 
buy a bottle of gas for welding or other simpler processes. In such cases, interaction flexibility 
needs to be embedded in the ICT solution. A respondent from GS indicated how features for 
adjusting to various customers can be built into the system a priori. The following interview 
excerpt describes how a variety of customer solutions was considered during the development of 
the new e-system: “I tried to release the internal pressure a bit and I said, wait a minute, let us 
see what [kind of solutions] we need [for the system] and above all what our customers need. 
But first and foremost what our customer service has to say because it is them who are handling 
customer issues.”  

In other words, technological development has enabled firms to create virtual interfaces that of-
fer opportunities for co-creation and within which they can exercise their interaction flexibility. 
These virtual interfaces, or “virtual joint spheres,” are rather impersonal because of the lack of 
human interaction, which can affect customer satisfaction in a customer encounter (Normann, 
2000). Nevertheless, they offer certain advantages that cannot be disregarded. Providers using 
virtual joint spheres are able to instantly access and analyze customer encounters and to use the 
results of these analyses to develop a deeper understanding of how customers use their offerings. 
This understanding can then be used to improve customer processes and develop new or im-
proved offerings.  

Service logic literature asserts that customers interact not only with the provider’s employees but 
also with its systems, resources, and goods; the latter set of interactions is equally important for 
value creation as the former (Grönroos, 2007, p. 52). Moreover, the fact that ICT affects service 
processes and provider flexibility is well established (see e.g., Harvey et al., 1997). Technology 
in general and ICT in particular offer possibilities to dematerialize assets or offerings, but they 
simultaneously provide opportunities to link the physical and the virtual worlds to facilitate value 
creation (Normann, 2001, pp. 26-36). In this sense, providers can use ICT in several manners, for 
instance, to provide support to part-time marketers, increase the accessibility of provider’s ser-
vices, or gain additional information about customers (Grönroos, 2007; pp. 191-192). However, 
organizations should endeavor to supplement or extend the virtual contact with actual human 
contact (Grönroos, 2007; p. 192). In addition, some aspects of social media have lately been 
highlighted in relation to service logic (Grönroos, 2015; pp. 357-372). 

* * * 

In summary, in this subsection, the findings were extended by: a) asserting that part-time mar-
keters’ skills are the basic enablers of interaction flexibility, but that experience and background 
are relevant in situations where part-time marketers can directly enhance customer value; b) por-
traying the interconnectedness of organizational flexibility and interaction flexibility (and indi-
cating their link to flexibility in use); and c) indicating ICT as a mechanism of creating virtual 
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joint spheres with embedded interaction flexibility in which customers interact with the provid-
er’s systems. 

Enablers of flexibility in use in customer sphere 

This subsection shortly reflects on the enablers of provider flexibility in the customer sphere and 
how they are linked to provider flexibility in the other two spheres by presenting empirical data, 
discussing it briefly, and connecting it to the literature. However, emphasized that focus on the 
customer sphere has not been one of the main aims of this study. Even so, some reflections about 
provider flexibility in the customer sphere can be drawn.  

The main enablers of provider flexibility in the customer sphere are re-configurable value propo-
sitions that a provider needs to communicate to the customer. Furthermore, the provider can pre-
pare the customer to realize these value propositions by organizing customer training to increase 
customer awareness and ensure that customers understand the possibilities for usage, thus which 
would ensure that value creation opportunities have been properly captured. Communication and 
training were emphasized during the course of the present study. The participants kept stressing 
on communication with and proper training of their customers, especially in relation to installa-
tion, proper handling, and maintenance of their products; moreover, this mechanism was used to 
annul third-party threats (Nordin et al., 2013). Firms that have in place extensive training pro-
grams for their customers include RS, SU, SMT, and SM. 

In addition, organizational flexibility and interaction flexibility are reflected in the customer 
sphere. An illustrative quote from a CB service manager expresses this notion in following 
words: “Some customers prefer certain service technicians over others, they think that they un-
derstand each other better and they perceive that some technicians do a better job than the oth-
er, even it is actually not so. But one constantly develops certain opinions…. I know quite well 
how my technicians are and I can compare them, what they have for characteristics and I can 
then guide a bit who does what and so on. Sometimes I can think that a technician is better in 
something than another, but the customer can simultaneously perceive it completely the oppo-
site.” In this example, the service manager interviewed embodies the organization behind the 
part-time marketers and configures them according to their skills, experience, and backgrounds. 
Yet, when they are out in the field visiting customers and creating the joint sphere, customers 
can have very different experiences of the part-time marketers’ skills, experience, and back-
grounds compared to the organization. Eventually, this disconnect can lead to the customer form-
ing the opinion that the provider is not contributing sufficiently to value creation.  

Customer training and education were delineated as tools to prepare customers for value creation 
in the customer sphere by explicating possibilities for usage in the form of alternative value 
propositions or explaining the consequences of (im)proper usage (Brozovic et al., 2016). The 
provider essentially needs to develop re-configurable value propositions (Johnson et al., 2003) 
that are in flexibility terms described as alternative courses of action (Sanchez, 1995), strategic 
options (Combe et al., 2012), or portfolios of initiatives (Bahrami and Evans, 2011). By doing 
so, providers can prepared to face possible changes in their business environments and even in-
fluence these changes; (provider) flexibility thus allows for configuration and reconfiguration of 
superior firm-specific value propositions (Johnson et al., 2003). Furthermore, the provider and 
the customer can reach agreements about value propositions a priori customer value creation 
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(Gylling et al., 2012). A firm’s flexibility is enabled simply by having this strategic variety (e.g., 
Sanchez, 1995; Hitt et al., 1998; Combe et al., 2012; Hamlin et al., 2012). Therefore, the variety 
and dynamism of value propositions were recognized as enablers of flexibility in use.  

* * * 

A finding that envelops all the spheres of the encompassing process of value creation is how 
interaction flexibility builds on organizational flexibility and that both organizational flexibility 
and interaction flexibility are subsequently mirrored within the customer sphere and flexibility in 
use. This is also related to the notion of non-linearity of the encompassing process of value crea-
tion (Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014). The literature essentially 
emphasized that the three spheres of the encompassing process of value creation are not linear 
(Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014). They are a theoretical representa-
tion of a system surrounding a service relationship, where value facilitation, value co-creation, 
and value creation occur in parallel (Brozovic et al., 2016), which also implies that particular 
aspects of provider flexibility (organizational flexibility, interaction flexibility, flexibility in use) 
enfold in parallel as well. Furthermore, Hansen et al. (2008) asserted that the organization of the 
provider needs to empower front-line service personnel to make decisions in response to custom-
er requests (see also Hartline and Ferrell, 1996; Grönroos, 2007, p. 422), and that routines and 
services need to be flexible. However, the converse is true as well; flexibility of the employees 
contributes to the service culture of the provider (Morgan et al., 2014). 

With this subsection, the account of the enablers of provider flexibility is completed. In the next, 
the factors that hinder provider flexibility are described. 

 

Hinderers of provider flexibility 

This section discusses factors that hinder provider flexibility, which can frequently be related to 
enablers of provider flexibility, analogously to the two sides of a coin. Two levels of hinderers 
identified in this study are accounted for. The first level includes hindering factors that can disa-
ble provider flexibility in particular spheres of the encompassing process of value creation. They 
have been clubbed with the hinderers associated with the six disintermediation mechanisms. The 
second level of hindering factors includes more general hinderers that were identified partially 
from the empirical data and partially from the literature. The accounts of these two levels of hin-
derers of provider flexibility are initiated with empirical examples, followed by a short discus-
sion, and links to the literature. 

Particular hinderers in three spheres of value creation 

The study identified hinderers of provider flexibility that appear more relevant for each of the 
three spheres of the encompassing process of value creation. First, in the provider sphere, or-
ganizational rigidity is a designated hinderer of provider flexibility that can disable organiza-
tional flexibility from enfolding. For example, it was evident that GS would not start their 
daughter firm in Norway, employ a new service technician for the medical gases market, or 
engage in a new market (biofuel) if the organization were too rigid. However, while GS ex-
pressed organizational flexibility in these examples, some organizational friction was experi-
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enced. On one level, there was a clash of logics; a GS division manager discussed the clash 
between the service organization of GS, where things more or less functioned as according to 
the service perspective, and other divisions in the firm, such as accounting, for example, that 
were driven by what could be called goods logic. On another level, a service manager discussed 
the friction that occasionally arose from clashes in the long-term orientation and focus on sup-
porting the customers present in GS (or at least within their service organization) and the short-
term focus of their foreign mother concern, which had bought GS relatively recently.  

Second, a more specific hinderer of provider flexibility in the joint sphere preventing interac-
tion flexibility is non-skilled personnel. The skills of part-time marketers represent the basis for 
interaction flexibility and the ground for genuine interest in customers. These notions were also 
assessed by a service technician from GS, as he shared a story about a former co-worker who 
lacked the technical skills necessary to perform even the simpler of the required tasks. “But 
when I talked to her, I got the feeling that she didn’t really understand how it actually was. She 
didn’t know which side to turn a screw, yet she did finish a master’s in electric engineering. But 
she couldn’t do anything handy, you know? So we always had to jump in and help her, so it 
turned out that we worked double. Eventually we let her go, we believed that she could work by 
herself. But it didn’t get better… she just didn’t have it, she was all thumbs, she didn’t have it 
inside her, to tinker and to fiddle.” The non-skilled co-worker not only could not perform regu-
lar tasks but her lack of skills prevented her from using interactions as opportunities to bring 
about changes that would enhance customer value. Moreover, other technicians had to perform 
her tasks, which not only increased cost but also decreased their interaction flexibility in deal-
ing with their customers because they had to rush to deal with her customers instead. 

Third, as far as provider flexibility in the customer sphere is concerned, challenges of the disin-
termediation mechanism of communication and training by Nordin et al. (2013) can be adapted 
to reflect the hinderers of provider flexibility in the customer sphere. Accordingly, the specific 
hinderers of provider flexibility in the customer sphere are the lack of educated personnel, in-
consistent communication, and non-viable training methods. It is rather clear how these factors 
prevent flexibility in use from unfolding; if training personnel train customers wrongly or if 
value propositions are not communicated consistently and persistently, there is the risk that the 
customer might not realize the full potential of the value proposition at hand. 

In addition, the derivation of more specific hinderers of provider flexibility in the customer 
sphere from the challenges of disintermediation mechanisms, as in Nordin et al. (2013), can 
also be performed for the other challenges relating to the six mechanisms. Table 4 presents a 
summary of these derivations.  
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Table 4. Summary of hinderers for six mechanisms enabling provider flexibility 
(adapted from Nordin et al., 2013) 
Mechanism Hinderers 
Strategic partnering Conflicting interests; incompatible know-how; cultural differences; oppor-

tunism 
Mergers and acquisi-
tions 

Costs in terms of time, direct costs and integration costs; lack of strategic 
and cultural fit; negative attitude toward integration 

Organic growth Costs in terms of time and financial resources; lack of entrepreneurial indi-
viduals within the firm; lack of knowledge and social capital 

Incentives  Weak brands; power imbalance; opportunistic behavior causing incentive 
misalignment and conflict 

ICT Lack of access to necessary technical skills, resources, and tools; costs in 
terms of financial resources and time of integrating new technology with 
other processes and resources 

Communication and 
training 

Lack of educated personnel; inconsistent communication; unfeasible train-
ing methods; lack of training facilities 

 
Following this exposition of hinderers of provider flexibility in the three spheres of the encom-
passing process of value creation, once again, the interconnectedness of the spheres must be 
acknowledged. In that sense, organizational rigidity not only hinders organizational flexibility 
but it also affects the interaction flexibility of the part-time marketers. Regardless of how skillful 
and flexible they might be, if they are inhibited by an inflexible organization, they will not be 
able to exhibit interaction flexibility. Moreover, such inflexibility may also hinder the customer 
from fully realize the potential of value propositions. Value propositions may not be formulated 
adequately, they may be faulty or incomplete, or when it comes to provider flexibility in the cus-
tomer sphere, they may be communicated in an inconsistent manner.  

The literature, too, acknowledges organizational rigidity (e.g., TenDam, 1987; Kouropalatis et 
al., 2012) as a hinderer of flexibility. Thus, excessive routinization and institutionalization inhibit 
flexibility (Sanchez, 1997; Dibrell et al., 2007) because they limit the possibilities for achieving 
the required levels of variation. It is emphasized that routines and services also need to be flexi-
ble, thereby allowing the organization to empower its service employees to act flexibly (Hansen 
et al., 2008). Moreover, the skills of part-time marketers are fundamental from the viewpoints of 
ensuring direct interaction and value co-creation (Grönroos, 2007; p. 425-426). Human resource 
management can, in that sense, help propel service-minded behaviors of part-time marketers 
(Grönroos, 2007, p. 422), and support and increase their flexibility (Bhattacharya et al., 2005; 
Beltrán-Martín and Roca-Puig, 2013). Moreover, educating personnel and properly and consist-
ently communicating value propositions was also touched upon in the literature (cf. Grönroos, 
2007; p. 425-426).  

General hinderers of provider flexibility 

In addition to the hinderers specific to each of the spheres of the encompassing process of value 
creation, the study identified several general hinderers that can limit provider flexibility. They 
are lack of proper information and feedback from customers and intermediaries entering into a 
service relationship between the provider and the customer, thus representing third-party threats 
(Nordin et al., 2013). In the words of one respondent from TM who was describing the relation-
ship between their distributors and how information sharing sometimes did not work quite well: 
“Unfortunately, it [sharing feedback about the end customers] is not very organized. We wish it 
to be organized. We really, really wish it. But it's also, I think that that's where there's a huge 
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communication lapse. And equally, our partners and us, we have been responsible for that as 
well. Sometimes, when you know we have too many projects, basically, we have a communica-
tion lapse there. And our partners are basically, when they're so focused in the front push, they 
basically forget about the suppliers, basically.” In this case, the respondent emphasized how 
they and their distributing partners do not always share information received from the custom-
ers, which can prevent them from addressing customer changes adequately. 

In addition, the lack of or the shortcomings in a system for gathering, processing, and applying 
relevant information about changes and customer encounters can also prevent provider flexibil-
ity from unfolding. For example, a service manager from CB expressed this notion in one inter-
view: “We have a problem here, that our systems are not so user-friendly. The systems are too 
complicated and the technicians don’t like to invest their time in working with them. This is 
something that is very important for me in the future, to see to it that the systems we work with 
are simple.” 

These general hinderers inhibit the flow of information, which is the basis for decisions related 
to addressing change. Such information can be more specific in terms of the context of a partic-
ular change, but it can also be more general and encompass, for example, previous information 
about customer encounters, customer history, or even more general types of information (about 
the market, business environment, etc.). In any case, such information helps providers to assess 
the situation and to adequately address change in terms of organizational flexibility, interaction 
flexibility, and/or flexibility in use. 

Inhibition of information flow has been acknowledged in the literature as well (Shimizu and Hitt, 
2004). The relevance of organizing the firm as a knowledge system has, in this sense, been em-
phasized and related to value creation; Wikström and Normann (1994), for example, stated that 
firms transform information and develop knowledge to flexibly support value creation processes 
of customers. They also connect organizational structure and skillful personnel with knowledge 
transformation, and link these notions with management practices that propel flexibility (Wik-
ström and Normann, 1994; pp. 69-88). In this sense, Grönroos (2007, p. 423-424) accentuated 
the role of supportive, inspirational, and service-oriented management. Indeed, reluctant and 
rigid management and such attitudes and practices can act as obstacles to adequately addressing 
change (e.g., Shimizu and Hitt, 2004). Lack of resources leading to higher costs and disabling 
the provider from exercising flexibility (see e.g., Das and Elango, 1995; Hamlin et al., 2012) 
were mentioned as well, both in the literature and by the respondents of this study, along with 
technology obsolescence and insufficient research and development (Singh et al., 2013).  

 

Process of provider flexibility 

The account of the process of provider flexibility acknowledges the centrality of the joint sphere 
and direct interactions in the encompassing process of value creation, while bearing in mind the 
inherent dynamics of service and the interdependencies in the work performed by different ac-
tors. Thus, to briefly recount the process exhibited in Brozovic et al. (2015), the provider applies 
the information and knowledge from customer encounters, together with other relevant customer 
business intelligence, to ensure the continuation of service relationships and in the market. As 
the provider and customer are entwined in a service system surrounding their service relation-
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ship, the provider can, via its part-time marketers, assess how an applied solution has contributed 
to value creation and/or value co-creation. Once this solution and additional information about 
the customer is properly translated and assimilated within the provider’s organization, the pro-
vider’s competences can be updated and the provider can evolve, either along with the customer 
(co-evolve) or independently.  

The overall aim of such dynamics is to ensure that value facilitation proceeds as smoothly as 
possible, and that the provider continues to follow its customer as the customer’s processes and 
activities change. Provider flexibility in this respect functions not only as a mechanism of value 
creation but also as a carrier of knowledge and information about the customer. Ergo, the provid-
er expands and upgrades its processes and offerings, and updates the skills and competences of 
its part-time marketers. With this dynamics in mind, the provider continues to use provider flexi-
bility to reinvent the organization and evolve constantly. In this sense, provider flexibility be-
comes not only a tool or a mechanism in the encompassing process of value creation but also 
serves as a source of new ideas and future offerings. This delineation of how the organization 
evolves, how skills of part-time marketers get updated, and how the provider develops offerings 
that help it survive in the market is basically an indication of the strategic benefits of provider 
flexibility.  

This process emphasizes the crucial role of skilled employees and internal service in service sys-
tems surrounding a service relationship (cf. Grönroos, 2007). Supported by the environment 
within the organization, part-time marketers create and transfer business intelligence, which sub-
sequently translates into either customer-specific solutions or whole-market offerings. This is 
line with, for example, Normann (2001, pp. 259-261), who emphasized the importance of a 
firm’s interaction with the environment where customers are treated as sources of the service 
provider’s learning, Haas et al. (2012), who pointed out the necessity of sales personnel learning 
from customers, and Saarijärvi et al. (2014), who showed how firms can use customer data to 
benefit customers.  

 

Outcomes of provider flexibility 

This subsection recognizes two types of outcomes of provider flexibility. The first type of out-
comes is connected to the particular spheres and aspects of provider flexibility within the spheres 
(organizational flexibility, interaction flexibility, and flexibility in use). A more general outcome 
of the process of provider flexibility is the answer to question of how different aspects of provid-
er flexibility are linked. In addition, some negative outcomes of provider flexibility are assessed 
as well. 

Particular outcomes in three spheres of value creation 

First, the main outcome of organizational flexibility in the provider sphere is unhindered facilita-
tion of customer value creation. Several examples have been mentioned throughout the thesis, 
such as SMT employing partnerships with CAM firms to ensure that customers have access to 
their library or SU partnering with FS in an attempt to restore access to the customer. Secondly, 
the main outcome of interaction flexibility in the joint sphere is the enabling of unhindered value 
co-creation. During the present study, it was frequently noted how service technicians of GS 
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suggested repairs, additional maintenance, and different sorts of improvements during direct in-
teractions with their customers. In one such situation, a technician suggested preventive 
measures involving changing parts of the gas flow system to prevent possible inefficiencies. GS 
even tends to develop and improve customers’ processes as well as its own, working closely with 
customers, frequently “on the spot,” that is, in the customers’ plants. Their head of service said: 
“We develop our processes at the customers’ site, there inside, instead of just sitting in our 
workshops and inventing new products. This is basically applied development. It means to con-
tinuously observe what customers’ needs are and submerge into the customers’ processes as 
deep as possible, and to develop gas applications there, in the inside.” In other words, besides 
unhindered value co-creation, interaction flexibility activities present providers with opportuni-
ties to directly enhance customer value. These enhancements can eventually lead to the devel-
opment of new offerings, as the quote suggests. 

Third, the main outcome of flexibility in use, that is, provider flexibility that the customer expe-
riences indirectly, during usage, is twofold. First, organizational flexibility and interaction flexi-
bility activities are reflected in customer value creation in the customer sphere. In ideal cases, the 
customer does not experience the effects of the provider’s adjustments to changes in customer 
processes and activities. For example, if GS decided not to learn the new technology of the cus-
tomer from the opening example, the customer would have needed to find another provider, 
which could have had some effects on the customer’s production process. Furthermore, had GS 
faced problems in learning the new technology, this would have reflected on customer’s process-
es as well. Second, the provider can use training to ensure proper customer value creation and to 
suggest possible alternatives, if any. This training and education about and communication of 
value propositions are also reflected in the customer value creation process.  

The above examples, however, are not necessarily bound to their particular spheres, but they 
again indicate the non-linearity and interconnectedness of the encompassing process of value 
creation. For example, the mobility introduction of RS offers not only provided insights into how 
organizational adjustments (deployment of the mobility center) propelled a change designed to 
expedite value facilitation but also how the spheres of the encompassing process of value crea-
tion were interconnected. The mobility solutions also provided part-time marketers with oppor-
tunities for value co-creation, and the involvement of customers suggested that RS wanted to 
incorporate customer feedback in their solutions.  

The literature suggesting outcomes of provider flexibility in particular spheres corresponds rela-
tively well to the empirical insights of the present thesis. Thus, acting on the changes in customer 
processes and activities entails actual repositioning to deal with the imperatives of new circum-
stances (see Evans, 1991) and configurability with the reality at hand (see Bahrami and Evans, 
2011). The result should be the development of new value propositions or adjustments of exist-
ing ones (cf. Kowalkowski, 2011) in order to support the customer value creation process. Fur-
thermore, the role of flexible part-time marketers is emphasized in the joint sphere; flexible em-
ployees and their participation in decision making, together with high flexibility, leads to in-
creased customer satisfaction (Roca-Puig et al., 2005). Ultimately, flexible employees engage 
more easily with the firm’s practices, procedures, and behaviors in terms of service and contrib-
ute to the service climate in the provider organization (Morgan et al., 2014). Their flexibility in 
relation to customers is a relevant component of customer-perceived value (Lapierre, 2000; Han-
sen et al., 2008). However, there are few insights about provider’s role in the customer sphere, 
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let alone the role of provider flexibility in this sphere. This is quite understandable; the provider 
has only indirect access to the customer sphere and its role is conceptualized as a value facilitator 
(Grönroos and Voima, 2013), basically the same as in the provider sphere. To distinguish, this 
subsection concludes that the provider contributes indirectly to customer value creation in the 
customer sphere via flexible value propositions, communication of the same, and customer train-
ing. In summary, provider flexibility in the three spheres of the encompassing process of value 
creation ensures unhindered unfolding of the encompassing process of value creation.  

* * * 

As for the more general outcomes of provider flexibility, the ultimate outcomes of provider flex-
ibility are continuation of service relationships and longevity of the provider in the market, as 
stated by Brozovic et al. (2015) and recounted in the delineation of the process of provider flexi-
bility. These benefits can be linked to the outcome of strategic flexibility, which represents con-
tinuous competitive advantage (Sanchez, 1995; Combe and Greenley, 2004; Hilman and Mo-
hamed, 2014). Sanchez (1995) posited, for example, that the employment of the process of stra-
tegic flexibility increases the competitive advantage of a firm. In this sense, provider flexibility 
can be linked to strategic flexibility and be considered as a source of new market solutions that 
provide competitive advantage and increase the provider’s chances of surviving in the market. 
Provider flexibility can thus contribute to the provider’s longevity in the market. 

Negative outcomes of provider flexibility 

A few possible negative outcomes of provider flexibility are acknowledged in the two following 
short notes. The most obvious negative outcome is excessive provider flexibility, which can be 
explained as over-responsiveness to changes in customer processes and activities (cf. TenDam, 
1987). This essentially entails that the provider reacts constantly to whatever the customer wants 
and whenever the customer changes something, regardless of the size or impact of such a 
change. However, a few of the firms participating in this study claimed that such excessive flexi-
bility was the core of their business philosophy. “We do whatever the customer wants us to. We 
are completely spineless,” said a manager from FS, SU’s Finnish partner, when explaining how 
his firm worked. Nevertheless, too much flexibility can damage a firm just as much as a serious 
as lack of flexibility because the former can cause the firm to lose focus (Das and Elango, 1995). 
A solution may be to balance flexibility with stability to maintain continuity (Combe, 2012). 

Another negative outcome of provider flexibility is the high cost that provider flexibility can 
entail. The issue of costs was brought up when discussing, for example, mergers and acquisitions 
as one way of resolving third-party threats (Nordin et al., 2013) and exercising organizational 
flexibility in the provider sphere. High costs were also mentioned in the cases of SMT and in 
several situations discussed with GS, along with insecure financial outcomes (e.g., in the em-
ployment of a new service technician in the medical sector, the employers were unsure whether 
the investment would ultimately pay off because there was uncertainty about longer-term de-
mand).  
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Additional framing: Contextual influences 

This study also recognized additional framing for provider flexibility in the form of contextual 
influences that influence the unfolding of provider flexibility. These contextual influences are 
customer idiosyncrasies and market idiosyncrasies, and they are discussed briefly below. 

Customer idiosyncrasies 

The effects of customer idiosyncrasies on provider flexibility were frequently reflected upon 
during the present study. The participating firms generally presented and discussed the composi-
tion of their customer base, how they divided it, and what implications it had for their everyday 
business and provider flexibility. The organization of GS according to customers was already 
explained in the account of the enablers of interaction flexibility. Another example is SMT; a 
respondent from the firm stated that the market they operate within had approximately a million 
clients, where they, as the market leader, had perhaps 100,000 clients of different sizes and 
knowledge levels. Their application centers, working with large customers, serve a maximum of 
20 firms annually. On the next level, the specialist level, they had 1,000 clients, and within the 
digital solutions level 50,000–70,000 clients. On the Web, they had approximately 100,000 cli-
ents. Other firms involved in the study also divided their customer base by following certain cri-
teria, and such divisions had consequences for everyday work.  

Perhaps the best description of how customer idiosyncrasies affect the work of part-time market-
ers and provider flexibility (in the joint sphere in this case) was provided by a GS service techni-
cian during a customer visit. He talked about the specificities of the production processes of his 
customers and how he basically needs to learn about their processes, what and how they are do-
ing, and how they use the gases he provides them. For example, he was describing the process of 
filling customers’ gas tanks. Previously, tank filling required customers to stop their production 
to release the pressure and fill the tank. With the invention of high-pressure pumps, this down-
time has been eliminated. However, this technology does not always function, specifically, in a 
case that one technician described. This customer’s plant uses argon in their production: “We do 
not have vehicles with high-pressure pumps there. We have instead installed a separate, special 
pump and placed it on the plateau. They can then just connect it [to the tank], press the start-
button and fill the tank, even under high pressure. This is how we solved the customer’s problem. 
We have focused on their processes; otherwise, they would have to shut down production for 5 to 
6 hours before the pressure returns to normal levels. That would not be acceptable; they have to 
able to work the whole time.” 

The literature also accentuates the contextual influence of customer idiosyncrasies. For example, 
industrial customers generally expect more flexibility than consumers do (Cooper and Jackson, 
1988). Furthermore, providers in professional service markets are generally more flexible than 
those in mass service markets (Silvestro et al., 1992). Customer idiosyncrasies were also indicat-
ed by Grönroos and Gummerus (2014), who pointed out that value is uniquely, experientially, 
and contextually perceived by the customer. Thus, an understanding emerges that flexibility 
should be more contextual, in the sense that firms not only need to understand a situation holisti-
cally but also what their product or business can do for the customer, together with when and 
where it can do that (Logman, 2008). 
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Market idiosyncrasies 

Market idiosyncrasies and their interaction with provider flexibility have also been accounted for 
during the course of the study. For example, RS was trying to rekindle the properties market by 
interviewing former and potential customers to understand how its offerings would fit into the 
customers’ everyday lives, but RS was also constantly comparing possible offerings for the 
properties market with its offerings for other markets, for instance, the pulp and paper, polymer 
seals, and automotive markets. In other words, the representative of RS attempted to understand 
the specificities of a market and how RS could adapt its existing offerings to the idiosyncrasies 
of the market. For example, one such meeting was organized with a representative from a firm 
Property Management (PM), which at that time managed 256 properties throughout Sweden. The 
manager from RS basically attempted to understand customer needs so that RS could adapt to the 
market.  

Occasionally, market idiosyncrasies may become sources of new business. A respondent from 
GS described how the management’s decision to enter a new market transformed his everyday 
practices: “As a firm, we have changed direction slightly because the traditional gas [business] 
is shrinking. Ten years ago, no one was into it [the new biogas segment], but now it has become 
a very important business for us, selling and operating this type of equipment… And, this re-
quires adaptation from service technicians because they have never done anything like this. They 
have taken a course on how to take care of this type of equipment. This is an example of how we 
change when the market changes.” The respondent continued by explaining how the new direc-
tion provides a platform for developing new services. After the technical team becomes accus-
tomed to the new equipment, their new knowledge and existing competencies lead to the creation 
of a new set of solutions, which they can then apply and transfer back to the organization in the 
form of business intelligence. 

Market idiosyncrasies were also indicated in the literature, in terms of how providers flexibly 
address changes by collecting, disseminating, and reacting to market information (Hansen et al., 
2008). Furthermore, flexibility has been posited to be more relevant when the market conditions 
are more dynamic, turbulent, and fast-moving (Wikström and Normann, 1994; Nadkarni and 
Narayanan, 2007).  
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Conclusions, contributions, and implications 

This section of the thesis starts by offering conclusions, where the discussion of the framework 
of provider flexibility in value creation is synthesized. Next, contributions of the thesis are out-
lined. The thesis finishes by delineating its practical implications, as well as limitations and sug-
gestions for future research. 

 

Conclusions 

The discussion began with a change in customer processes or activities, or alternatively, that a 
provider initiates changes that support (or enhance) customer processes or activities. The provid-
er then, empowered by the enablers and restrained by the hinderers of provider flexibility, acts 
upon this change. In the provider sphere, for example, these actions include reconfiguration of 
organizational structure; in the joint sphere, flexible behavior of part-time marketers; and in the 
customer sphere, indirectly, customer training and customer education (Brozovic et al., 2016), 
with the reservation that this process is not necessarily linear because the spheres are intercon-
nected. These actions aim to provide an uninhibited flow of the encompassing process of value 
creation. 

Furthermore, the process described by Brozovic et al. (2015) focuses essentially on the work of 
part-time marketers and stresses the pivotal role of the joint sphere of the encompassing process 
of value creation (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011). It simultaneously acknowledges the inherent 
dynamics of service, interdependencies of the work performed by different actors, and circularity 
of service systems. The depiction shows how insights from customer interactions offer valuable 
development opportunities for the provider after they are transferred and assessed within the 
provider’s organization, and implemented in service design practices (see also, continuous im-
provement by Normann and Ramírez, 1998; pp. 99-101). Basically, part-time marketers assess 
the situation that requires some kind of flexible action and apply their skills and experience, in 
combination with context-specific information and knowledge to determine the context of the 
situation. They then act and apply a course of action resulting in a solution that depending on the 
context, alleviates the problem, secures smooth conduct of the customer’s processes, or provides 
some kind of enhancement for the customer. In other words, they exercise their interaction flexi-
bility to secure uninhibited flow of the encompassing process of value creation. 

Then, they transfer the information about the customer encounter, including the information 
about the course of action and the results, together with additional business intelligence, back to 
their organization. The organization evaluates the information and uses it to ensure continuation 
of the service relationship or to develop new offerings for the entire market. It can be said that 
the provider’s organization essentially “digests” the information and undertakes necessary organ-
izational reconfiguration to create new value propositions, an expression of organizational flexi-
bility. This also entails updating part-time marketers’ skills, but also reflects to the training and 
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education of customers (provider flexibility in the customer sphere). Essentially, the account of 
this dynamic process provides additional knowledge about the process of value creation, follow-
ing calls for research by Grönroos (2011), Grönroos and Voima (2013), and Ostrom et al. (2015), 
and, by placing provider flexibility in its core, responds to invocations for further research about 
the mechanisms of the encompassing process of value creation (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011). 

Moreover, this description of a service system surrounding a service relationship bears similari-
ties to the service systems model of Grönroos (2015, pp. 388-393), which focuses on the central 
role of provider–customer interactions and stresses on support from the provider’s organization. 
The customer is essentially portrayed as the source of the provider’s learning (see also, Nor-
mann, 2001, pp. 259-261; Haas et al., 2012; Saarijärvi et al., 2014). However, the framework in 
Table 3 adds elements to Grönroos’ service system model by emphasizing the inherent dynamics 
of service systems, specifically pointing to provider flexibility as a mechanism of value creation 
and showing how this mechanism can facilitate the provider’s existence in the market via circu-
larity in service systems. 

Furthermore, the service system portrayed in the framework in Table 3 revolves around a service 
relationship, which can be reconceptualised as mutualistic, co-evolutionary symbiosis between 
the provider and the customer; thus, one party evolves in line with how the other party evolves. 
Mutuality and reciprocity in interactions and relationships have been discussed previously in the 
context of service logic (e.g., Grönroos and Ravald, 2011; Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014; 
Grönroos, 2015). Likewise, the dynamics and circularity inherent in the framework of provider 
flexibility follow Normann and Ramírez (1998, p. 77), who stated that provider-customer inter-
faces need to be constantly and dynamically questioned, reconfigured, and redefined. Moreover, 
the framework of provider flexibility in value creation indicates provider’s learning in the con-
text of service, but it also implies how combinations of the provider’s symbiotic relationships 
represent the basis of larger ecosystems. 

This leads to another important implication of this dynamics and the co-evolutionary and evolu-
tionary enabling work of part-time marketers realized through interactions, with provider flexi-
bility as the underlying mechanism. By enabling the provider to thrive in the market, this dynam-
ics shows how service is inseparable from and necessary for the broader context in which the 
provider operates (see also Normann, 2001; pp. 259-261). The relevance of interactions pro-
pelled by provider flexibility goes beyond the restraints of the joint sphere and reaches the level 
of a business ecosystem of service that said interactions help to realize. Thus, provider flexibility 
emerges as a mechanism for achieving a harmonious eco-systemic balance that simultaneously 
and continuously evolves symbiotic systems in a larger ecosystem. Thus, this implication broad-
ens the perspective of service logic and relates this literature stream to the service ecosystem 
view. 

 

Contributions of the thesis 

To recall, the purpose of this thesis was to provide a framework that explicates the strategic role 
of provider flexibility in value creation. Two research questions were formulated on the basis of 
the introductory problematization: How do service providers exercise provider flexibility in val-
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ue creation? (RQ1); and: How are different aspects of provider flexibility in value creation 
linked? (RQ2). 

With this purpose and research questions, and against the background discussed in the previous 
section, the main theoretical contributions of this thesis in response to the research questions 
RQ1 and RQ2 are summarized in Table 5. 

This thesis contributes to service logic literature (Grönroos, 2007; 2011; 2015; Grönroos and 
Ravald, 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014) by providing a 
framework that explicates the strategic role of provider flexibility in value creation. The main 
contributions of this thesis are: 1) an increased understanding of how provider flexibility in value 
creation is exercised, placing provider flexibility at the core of the encompassing process of val-
ue creation, and explicating a manner in which the encompassing process of value creation can 
unfold; and 2) an increased understanding of the strategic role of the work of part-time marketers 
by delineating the process of provider flexibility in value creation where different aspects of pro-
vider flexibility in value creation are linked. In addition, the literature on service logic has been 
expanded by relating it to service ecosystem thinking. 

More specifically, the thesis followed calls for additional knowledge about the process of value 
creation (Grönroos, 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013) and about the mechanisms of value facili-
tation and co-creation of value (Grönroos and Ravald, 2011). It contributes by delineating pro-
vider flexibility as a mechanism of the encompassing process of value creation and explicating a 
manner of how this process can unfold. Furthermore, the thesis addressed and linked different 
aspects of provider flexibility in value creation, namely the implications of interactions in value 
co-creation (Grönroos, 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013), service providers’ learning from cus-
tomers and changes in customers’ processes and activities, and notions about connections be-
tween customer encounters and firm strategies (Grönroos, 2007). The linkages were accounted 
for in the dynamic process of provider flexibility in value creation by emphasizing the strategic 
role that customer encounters and the work of part-time marketers play for the provider firm. 
This explication of the process of provider flexibility in value creation within a service system 
surrounding a service relationship extends the service systems model of Grönroos (2015, pp. 
388-393). It does so by emphasizing the inherent dynamics of service systems, pointing specifi-
cally to provider flexibility as a mechanism of value creation and showing how this mechanism 
can facilitate the provider’s existence in the market via circularity in service systems. It also em-
beds Grönroos’ (2015) service systems model within the service ecosystem and the broader con-
text in which the provider operates. 

In addition, the thesis contributes to the literature on strategic flexibility. The framework that 
explicates the strategic role of provider flexibility in value creation, with emphasis on the process 
of provider flexibility, portrays a manner in which firms can create strategic options (cf. 
Sanchez, 1995; Combe et al., 2012), in this case, on the basis of customer encounters. In this 
sense, this thesis elaborates and explicates the previous, more general notions about changes in 
customer preferences as a source of strategic options (Grewal and Tansuhaj, 2001; Combe, 
2012). This basically implies that firms that that adopt a service perspective and are dedicated to 
supporting their customers’ everyday value-creating activities have higher strategic flexibility. 
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Table 5. Theoretical contributions. 
Research question Findings Contribution Paper(s) 
How do service pro-
viders exercise provid-
er flexibility? 
 

Service providers exercise 
provider flexibility via organ-
izational flexibility in the 
provider sphere, interaction 
flexibility in the joint sphere, 
and (indirectly) flexibility in 
use in the customer sphere of 
the encompassing process of 
value creation. 
 
More specifically, changes in 
customer process and activi-
ties trigger provider flexibil-
ity. Aided by enablers and 
restrained by hinderers, the 
provider finds a context-
related course of action, re-
sulting in a solution that can 
later be transferred and trans-
lated into customer-specific or 
market offerings. 
 
 

A framework of provider 
flexibility explicating the 
process of provider flexibil-
ity, together with the asso-
ciated triggers, enablers, 
and hinderers. 
 
The framework elucidates 
the role of provider flexibil-
ity in value creation and 
contributes to the literature 
on service logic by describ-
ing a mechanism of value 
creation and explicating a 
manner in which the en-
compassing process of val-
ue creation unfolds. 

Papers I, II, 
III, IV, and 
V 

How are different as-
pects of provider flexi-
bility in value creation 
linked? 

After flexibly interacting with 
customers, part-time market-
ers of service providers trans-
fer information about custom-
er encounters and additional 
business intelligence to the 
organization. After assessing 
this information, it is applied 
to ensure the continuation of 
service relationships and as a 
mechanism for developing 
(extrapolating) new offerings 
that assure the provider’s 
longevity in the market. 
 
Provider flexibility thus arises 
as an important component in 
the service system surround-
ing a service relationship and 
connects the provider with the 
larger service ecosystem. 

The part of the framework 
of provider flexibility em-
phasizing the dynamic pro-
cess and the outcomes of 
provider flexibility. 
 
The delineation of the pro-
cess and the outcomes of 
provider flexibility expand 
the literature on service 
logic by emphasizing the 
inherent dynamics of ser-
vice systems, pointing spe-
cifically to provider flexi-
bility as a mechanism of 
value creation and showing 
how this mechanism can 
facilitate the provider’s 
existence in the market via 
circularity in service sys-
tems. In addition, the litera-
ture is also expanded by 
relating it to service ecosys-
tem thinking.  

Papers I, 
III, IV, and, 
particularly, 
V 
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Practical implications 

There are several implications of interest that the conclusions of this study bear for marketing 
managers in general and service managers in particular. The first such implication is the devel-
opment of organizations that promote provider flexibility. For example, organizational flexibility 
of service providers can be increased by developing organizational structures capable of coping 
with changes in customers’ processes and activities, while being able to apply knowledge and 
business intelligence gained from customers. Some examples of organizational structures pro-
moting provider flexibility may include collaborative networks, characterized as lean, flexible, 
adaptive, and responsive to customer needs (Cravens and Piercy, 1994), or GS, which gave 
greater independence to its service technicians, who, in turn, act as mini-entrepreneurs. Such 
flexible organizational structures should be multi-polar, stable yet dynamic, uniform yet differen-
tiated, and aim to develop an organization capable of withstanding change, while being able to 
adapt to harness new opportunities (Bahrami and Evans, 2011). In any case, it is necessary to 
bear in mind that firm personnel should share this idea of “thinking flexibly” (see also Morgan et 
al., 2014). 

The central role of part-time marketers and their work has been emphasized. Part-time marketers 
are in direct, and at least some of them in almost daily, contact with customers. As such, they 
represent a wellspring of ideas that can be generated from customer contact. To put it crudely, 
they are a channel that the provider can use to extract new products and services from, and ob-
tain relevant business intelligence. Managers should understand the importance of the strategic 
work of part-time marketers and ensure that they possess the skills, competence and authority to 
help generate adequate solutions and exercise interaction flexibility. Moreover, managers should 
ensure that the part-time marketers understand the contributions of their work, something that 
was mentioned by some of the respondents in this study. This can be achieved by incorporating 
these notions in their training.  

To ensure that organizational flexibility and interaction flexibility activities are reflected in the 
customer sphere so that they contribute toward customer value creation, managers should ar-
range for proper training and education of customers. Personnel skilled to provide adequate cus-
tomer education, adequate training facilities, and communication channels are just some of the 
measures that would help achieve this goal (Nordin et al., 2013; Singh et al.; 2013). In addition, 
the provider should consider other avenues for customer education (Brozovic et al., 2016), for 
example with the help of ICT and creating virtual joint spheres. 

Last but not least, the importance of possessing a system for monitoring, assessing, and applying 
external information, including the information transferred to the provider by part-time market-
ers, is emphasized. Such a system reflects the service dynamics and captures the solutions ap-
plied in the field, which can after assessment be used to sustain service relationships or the firm 
in the market. It is relevant to note that this system should not relate only to the provider’s cus-
tomers but also to the broader business environment in order to instigate the provider’s learning 
and knowledge processes, which continuously evolve the provider. Such a system should thus be 
treated as a tool that connects the provider with the broader environment of the firm. 
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Limitations and future research 

Certain concerns possibly about insufficient involvement of customers in this study may be ex-
pressed. A possible argument would be that a study exploring the issues of flexibility in value 
creation does not involve or focus much on the customer sphere. However, this study focused on 
provider flexibility, how the provider exercises it, and why the provider engages with it. In this 
sense, only a preliminary exploration of provider flexibility in the customer sphere has been per-
formed, and these issues remain a possible avenue for future research. Furthermore, appropriat-
ing a managerial stance and exploring issues of value creation from the provider viewpoint can 
be considered mainstream in service research in general and service logic research in particular, 
customer centricity in marketing is advocated, for example, by Heinonen et al. (2010), Heinonen 
et al. (2013), and Heinonen and Strandvik (2015) as a complement and possible replacement for 
the service perspective (Gummesson and Grönroos, 2012). Customer flexibility in value creation 
sounds like a solid research extension in this direction. 

Another suggested expansion of this study’s research would be within the field of strategic flexi-
bility. At least two articles in this study address a few issues pertaining to strategic flexibility in 
service organizations, and further research along similar lines is welcome and called for (Kar-
markar, 2004). The conclusions of this study may represent a viable starting point for future ef-
forts and can be expanded with additional insights; for example, only recently has strategic flexi-
bility literature started to expand toward the necessity for firms to understand what a business 
can do for a customer (Logman, 2008). Yet, even with this study on provider flexibility in value 
creation included, there remain areas to be explored and covered. The framework of provider 
flexibility in value creation in Table 3 indicates several such areas; for example, further research 
on provider flexibility in each of the three spheres of the encompassing process of value creation 
is needed to illuminate more specific mechanisms or enablers. Additional research on triggers or 
hinderers of provider flexibility is also welcome. 

Furthermore, as the research in this study was directed toward service systems by linking service 
logic to service system thinking, in addition to the recommendations advocated in the last article 
(Brozovic et al., 2015), additional research may illuminate the role of provider flexibility in ser-
vice systems on a larger scale. This is in line with more recent invocations about the necessity of 
studying service in changing and dynamic environments (Kunz and Hogreve, 2011; Baron et al., 
2014) and the need for additional knowledge about flexibility in service systems (Ostrom et al., 
2015). Some work in that direction has already commenced (e.g., Tregua and Brozovic, 2015). 
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Appendices 

Appendix I: The list of the Flexkraft project participants 
Appendix I represents an overview of the project participants that have been present at the semi-
nars, project meetings, and workshops. In addition, seminars frequently hosted a number of ex-
ternal guest lecturers. Please note that pseudonyms are used instead of the names of the firms, as 
well as initials to designate the participants in order to protect their anonymity. 

 

 

Appendix I. The list of the Flexkraft project participants. 
 Project participants 
Name Firm Title 
AE Commercial Transport Solutions Manager, Soft Products 
SK Excavating Vehicles Manager 
JH Gas Services Service Manager 
BW Passenger Transportation Vehicles Director Uptime Service 
HL Rotating Systems Manager, Industrial Division Marketing 
TH Rotating Systems and Smooth Units Business Development Manager 
AN Smooth Units Managing Director 
BP Sharp Machine Tools (later Conveyor Belts) Senior Manager, Sales Process (later Service 

Manager at CB) 
MA Sharp Machine Tools Manager and Project Leader 
NS Sharp Machine Tools Business Development Project Manager 
BT Smart Machines Product Manager 
RN Smart Machines Product Manager 
 Additional project participants 
Name Firm Title 
MH Flexible Services Sales Director 
JS Flexible Services Manager 
TT Flexible Services Service Engineer 
PR  Flexible Services Service Manager 
JK Loyal Distributor Business Manager Service 
IP Loyal Distributor Managing Director 
TG Rotating Systems Sales Director for Aftersales Market 
AF Rotating Systems Sales Director Sweden 
PO Sharp Machine Tools European Distribution Manager 
IG Smart Machines Innovation Manager India 
SA Smooth Units Reliability Systems Development Manager 
AN Smooth Units Managing Director 
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Additional participants in the study 
Name Firm Title 
KJ Property Management (Customer) Environmental Affairs 
TN Paper Packages (Customer) Mill Manager 
MA Gas Services Supply & Technical Service 
HL Gas Services Head of Technical Service 
NS Gas Services Head of Service Region South 
ES Gas Services Head of Process Excellence 
AO Gas Services Technical Service 
EE Time Machines Vice President Marketing & Export 
TF Gas Services Division Manager Industry Segments & Innova-

tion 
PL Smart Machines Manager – Robotics Field Service 
AK Conveyor Belts Global Product Manager – Service 

 
 

Appendix II: An overview of the empirical data 
 
The list of conducted interviews, workshops, seminars, and observations. 

    
Date Type Participants Firm 

 2010-09-08 –  

2010-09-09 

Project meeting and work-
shop 

Project Participants Rotating Systems (host) 

2010-10-11 Workshop MA Sharp Machine Tools 
  TH Rotating Systems 
  HL Rotating Systems 
  SA Smooth Units 
  MH Flexible Service 

2010-11-17 Interview (Telephone) MA Sharp Machine Tools 
2010-11-22 Interview (Group) MH Flexible Service 

  JS Flexible Service 
2010-11-25 Interview TH Rotating Systems 

 Interview TG Rotating Systems 
 Interview AF Rotating Systems 
 Interview (Group) TH Rotating Systems 
  HL Rotating Systems 
  JK Loyal Distributor 
  IP Loyal Distributor 

2010-11-27 Interview RN Smart Machines 
2010-11-30 Interview (Group; not 

present personally) 
RN Smart Machines 

  BT Smart Machines 
  IG Smart Machines 

2011-02-01 - 
2012-02-02 

Project meeting and work-
shop 

Project Participants Gas Services (host) 
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2011-03-02 Customer visit KJ (Customer) Property Management 
  HL Rotating Systems 
 Interview HL Rotating Systems 

2011-04-11 Customer visit AN Smooth Units 
  TN (Customer) Paper Packages 
  TT Flexible Service 
  PR  Flexible Service 
 Interview AN Rotating Systems 

2011-05-06 Interview (Guest visit) TH Rotating Systems 
2011-05-10 Interview (Telephone) TH Rotating Systems 
2011-05-27 Interview (Telephone) MA Sharp Machine Tools 
2011-06-08 Interview MA Sharp Machine Tools 

 Interview (Group) MA Sharp Machine Tools 
  NS Sharp Machine Tools 
  PO Sharp Machine Tools 

2011-06-17 Workshop TH Rotating Systems 
  HL Rotating Systems 
  SK Excavating Vehicles 

2011-09-20 - 
2011-09-21 

Project meeting and work-
shop 

Project Participants Excavating Vehicles (host) 

2011-11-30 Interview TH Rotating Systems 
2012-01-11 Interview (Guest visit) RN Smart Machines 
2012-02-01 Interview HL Rotating Systems 
2012-02-07 - 
2012-02-08 

Project meeting and work-
shops 

Project Participants Sharp Machine Tools (host) 

2012-05-30 Customer visit observation 
with an interview session 

MA Gas Services 

2012-05-30 Customer visit observation 
with an interview session 

MA Gas Services 

2012-05-30 Customer visit observation 
with an interview session 

MA Gas Services 

2012-10-10 - 
2012-10-11 

Project meeting and work-
shops 

Project Participants Smart Machines (host) 

2013-01-17 Project meeting Project Participants Rotating Systems (host) 
2013-01-18 Workshop A Project Participants  
2013-01-18 Workshop B Project Participants  
2013-04-10 Interview HL Gas Services 
2013-04-10 Interview ES Gas Services 
2013-04-16 Interview NS Gas Services 
2013-04-29 Interview AO Gas Services 
2013-04-30 Interview TH Rotating Systems 
2013-05-17 Project wrap-up meeting Project Participants 

and general business 
public 

Project Coordinator (host) 

2013-06-24 Interview JH Gas Services 
2014-10-23 Interview EE Time Machines 
2014-11-19 Interview (Group) JH & TF Gas Services 
2014-11-25 Interview PL Smart Machines 
2014-12-10 Interview (Group) BP & AK Conveyor Belts 
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Appendix III: Interview guide for Article I 
1. Introduction of the researcher and the Flexkraft project. 
2. Introduction of the respondent: name, background, experience, education, position in the 

firm, etc. 
3. What kind of products/service do you deliver or want to deliver and that we are discuss-

ing within Flexkraft (e.g., standardized, customized, bundled, unbundled)? 
4. Who are your customers (number, types, places, etc.)? 
5. What does your delivery channel / marketing channel / go-to-market model look like in 

this case? 
• Who are the intermediaries, customers, partners, competition, etc.? 
• Who develops the product / service? 
• Who handles the sales process? 
• Who is delivering? 

6. How did the channel develop over time? 
7. What are your current challenges in regards to the channel? 
8. What do you want to change / accomplish at the moment? 

• How is it going to change (organizationally, technologically, process-wise, cost-
wise, etc.)? 

9. What are the drivers for your goals (higher level of competition, margin declines, etc.)? 
10. What alternative solutions have you considered to accomplish this? 

• Partnerships? 
• Mergers and acquisitions? 
• Organic growth? 
• Incentives for intermediaries? 
• IS / IT / ICT? 
• Communication, training, and education? 

11. Why did you choose this one (or these) and not something else? 
12. What other solutions would have been possible? 
13. How did you look at the advantages and disadvantages of respective alternatives for you, 

the intermediary, the customer, and the other possible actors? 
14. What are / can be the difficulties with implementing the current / planned changes (inter-

nal, external, etc.)? 
15. Are there any characteristics in your actual / planned offering that would influence / in-

crease these difficulties? 
16. How do you manage / organize your relationship with your customers and partners 

(meetings, contracts, communication)? 
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Appendix IV: Interview guide for Article IV 
1. Short introduction of the researcher and the project. Explanation of the purpose of the 

study, including a possible short example of what is intended to be discussed. 
2. Introduction of the respondent: name, background, experience, education, position in the 

firm, etc. 
3. How do you describe your market(s) (turbulent, stable, dynamic, static) and why? Who 

are the main actors in the market (customers, suppliers, distributors, etc.)? Please de-
scribe your relationships with them. 

4. Based on your experience, describe one or several situations where a change in the busi-
ness environment (including customers, competition, regulations, etc.) initiated some 
kind of adaptation in your firm / service organization? Please describe what happened, 
how it happened, and why it happened? 

5. What did you do in this situation? What exactly have you done, and why? 
6. What were the positive and the negative consequences? How did you prevent the nega-

tive consequences? 
7. What could have been done differently? Please elaborate what (if yes), why yes, and why 

not? Did you miss something that you could have done differently? 
• What alternatives did you consider? 
• What was needed for you to respond in the way you did? 
• Please describe the support you received from the firm / the organization / the 

management / the co-workers. 
• How was the offering affected? 
• How were the customers affected? 

8. Do you have another example, perhaps a “worst case”? (If there is time left. If yes, go 
back to 5.) 

9. Explain your own view. Present the research framework and explain the connections. 
10. Ask the participant to assess the situation in terms of dimensions of changes and charac-

teristics of actions. 
11. Ask the participant to assess which organizational factors arose as crucial / more im-

portant for the change in question. 
 
 

Appendix V: Interview guide for Article V 
1. Short introduction of the researcher. Explanation of the purpose of the study.  
2. Introduction of the respondent: name, background, experience, education, position in the 

firm, etc. 
• What kinds of products / services do you offer or want to offer (e.g., standardized, 

customized, bundled, unbundled)? 
• Who are your customers (number, types, places, etc.)? 

3. Who are your partners, distributors, competition, etc.? 
4. How are your products and services developed? 
5. How is your sales process handled? 
6. How is the delivery performed? 
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7. The honeybee model is introduced and described: 
• Pollination: a set of competences that, in combination with their responsibility, 

authority to act in situ, knowledge, and experience, enable employees to address 
various types of situations, including routine and problematic issues. 

• Fertilization: if the employee is equipped not only with competences in the form 
of technical skills—they are the necessary foundation—but also with credibility, 
experience, a genuine interest in the customer, and the ability to understand and 
listen to the customer and learn about customers’ processes. 

• The bees return to the hive with business intelligence: system for registering / re-
porting the information about the customer, the solution applied in a particular 
context, along with other business intelligence. 

• Translation and transformation of the applied solutions within the company. 
• Customer specific—if the solution applied is deemed to relate to a specific cus-

tomer only. 
• Market specific—if the solution is deemed as interesting on the level of the whole 

company. 
• Basis for innovation and new product and service development—the company 

learns from the customers. 
8. How much does the model correspond to your firm’s everyday activities? Describe your 

activities with regards to the model? 
9. What can you say about the particular points below from the outlook of your firm? Please 

bear in mind opportunities and challenges:  
• Pollination 
• Fertilization 
• Information: business intelligence 
• Waggle dancing: transformation / translation of the data 
• Co-evolution: relationships 
• Evolution: development of new products and services, update of competences 

10. How does this occur in your firm? What are the similarities and differences from the de-
scription? What challenges do you meet? 

11. Why do the similarities and differences occur? 

 

 

Appendix VI: Observation study and interview guide 
1. Short introduction of the researcher and the project. 
2. Introduction of the service technician: name, background, experience, work tasks.  
3. Please describe what your regular working day (and / or working week) looks like. What 

are the factors that influence your daily work (routines, knowledge, experience, etc.)? 
4. Please describe the customer we are visiting: e.g., what kind of tasks are to be performed 

there, what the customer relationship looks like, etc. 
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5. A set of questions related to the customers: 
• What does the division (segmentation) look like? What are the specific work tasks 

for the separate groups? Similarities, differences, difficulties? 
• Can you describe how you adapt to customer specific characteristics, wishes, etc.? 
• Do you have a system for registering customer visits? What does this system look 

like and what exactly do you register?  
• What if you have to duplicate a customer-specific solution? 
• How often do you visit your customers (regularly, when the need arises, etc.)? 

6. What does your offering look like? How much free space do you have to combine, struc-
ture, and re-structure your offering / customer-specific solution? How flexible are you re-
ally? 

• Explain more about your flexibility in the process of service delivery? 
• To what extent do you customize? How much space is there left for the customer? 
• How do you combine different services? 
• How do you discover new needs? How do you report them back to the firm? 

7. A set of questions about the relationship and interaction with the manager / management: 
• With whom in the firm do you have contact with most frequently? 
• Describe the support you and the other technicians receive from the firm, and vice 

versa? 
• Are the technicians involved in service development? What is the easiest way for 

you to propose changes in the offering? 
• Do you meet with other domestic or international service technicians? 
• How much do you, as a service technician, know about the strategy of the firm? 

How important is it to you and your daily work? 
8. How does interaction with the salespeople work? How do you approach what the sales-

people have sold? Are you sometimes in the position to do the sales? If yes, how do you 
deal with the practicalities, e.g., commissions, sales bonuses? 

9. What does cooperation with other service technicians look like? What does the team look 
like? 
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