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Abstract
The context in which service is delivered and experienced has, in many respects, fundamentally changed. For instance, advances in
technology, especially information technology, are leading to a proliferation of revolutionary services and changing how custom-
ers serve themselves before, during, and after purchase. To understand this changing landscape, the authors engaged in an inter-
national and interdisciplinary research effort to identify research priorities that have the potential to advance the service field and
benefit customers, organizations, and society. The priority-setting process was informed by roundtable discussions with research-
ers affiliated with service research centers and networks located around the world and resulted in the following 12 service
research priorities:

� stimulating service innovation,
� facilitating servitization, service infusion, and solutions,
� understanding organization and employee issues relevant

to successful service,
� developing service networks and systems,
� leveraging service design,
� using big data to advance service,

� understanding value creation,
� enhancing the service experience,
� improving well-being through transformative service,
� measuring and optimizing service performance and

impact,
� understanding service in a global context, and
� leveraging technology to advance service.

For each priority, the authors identified important specific service topics and related research questions. Then, through an online
survey, service researchers assessed the subtopics’ perceived importance and the service field’s extant knowledge about them.
Although all the priorities and related topics were deemed important, the results show that topics related to transformative ser-
vice and measuring and optimizing service performance are particularly important for advancing the service field along with big
data, which had the largest gap between importance and current knowledge of the field. The authors present key challenges that
should be addressed to move the field forward and conclude with a discussion of the need for additional interdisciplinary research.
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Introduction

The context in which service is delivered and experienced

has, in many respects, fundamentally changed. Advances

in technology, especially information technology, are lead-

ing to a proliferation of revolutionary services and changing

how customers serve themselves before, during, and after

purchase. As Rust and Huang (2014) discuss, rapidly evol-

ving information technologies (e.g., Internet of Things,

social network technology, mobile technology, and cloud

computing) enable ubiquitous customer communication and

the acquisition, storage, and analysis of big data, presenting

opportunities for more personalized, higher quality service,

and deeper customer relationships. Moreover, many compa-

nies, facing commoditization of offerings and intense

competition, are looking to service to help establish differ-

entiation and fuel growth. As a result, the importance of

service research and the need for new service-related knowl-

edge have never been greater.
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Accompanying the growing importance of service research

is an increasing global focus by a diverse set of academic fields.

According to Spohrer, Kwan, and Fisk (2014, p. 493), more

than 24 academic disciplines investigate service from their own

point of view, highlighting the need for a new transdiscipline—

service science (and arts)—‘‘with a unique focus on the evolu-

tion of service systems and value cocreation phenomena.’’ The

wide-ranging interest in service research has spawned new

service-systems-focused publications (e.g., Service Systems

and Innovations in Business and Society collection edited by

Spohrer and Demirkan [2012]). Moreover, interest in service

research is spreading globally, with a growing number of

university-affiliated service centers and academic-oriented net-

works being established around the world (e.g., California Cen-

ter for Service Science, Centre for Service Management at

Loughborough University, and the Latin American Service

Research Network). Increased attention is also coming from

practitioners. Recently, a professional association, the Inter-

national Society of Service Innovation Professionals,1 was

formed, with the goal of promoting education; professional

development; and practice, research, and policy centered on

service innovation. The complexity, scale, and rapidly chang-

ing nature of the service domain, coupled with an engaged glo-

bal service research community, suggests a substantial

opportunity and need to continue to identify and signal impor-

tant service topics worthy of research.

Given the significant changes and growing research interest

in the service domain since the previous research-priority-

setting work by Ostrom et al. (2010), it is useful to develop a

new iteration of priorities that leverages both global and

diverse discipline input. It is also worthwhile to uncover critical

research-related issues currently facing the service field and to

explore ways of addressing them to advance the field. Thus, the

goals of this research are:

� to identify a set of priority topics and subtopics worth

studying to advance theory and benefit consumers, prac-

titioners and their organizations, and society more

broadly,

� to assess service researchers’ perceptions of the impor-

tance of and the field’s current knowledge about these

priority topics and subtopics, and

� to leverage the global and interdisciplinary perspectives

of service researchers to identify critical research chal-

lenges and opportunities in an effort to strengthen the

field and its impact going forward.

Our research makes three important contributions. First,

by obtaining input on a global scale from service research-

ers across multiple disciplines, we develop research priori-

ties based on common interests around key topic areas

(rather than a single discipline). Second, while research

priorities are often established, researchers’ reactions to

those priorities—in terms of their perceived importance and

level of current knowledge—are seldom measured. Third,

the difficult but important research-oriented tasks that we

spotlight and advocate for can advance the field in meaning-

ful ways in the coming years.

The priorities and their related subtopics were identified

and assessed through a two-phase data collection process

(Appendix A provides more detail about the methodology). Phase

1 consisted primarily of roundtable discussions and/or interviews

with academics and practitioners conducted on behalf of the

research team by 19 service centers and networks located around

the world. More than 200 participants from a diverse set of

service-related disciplines provided input in Phase 1. Table 1 lists

the participating centers/networks and the service researchers

who took the lead in organizing the roundtables and summarizing

the results. Analysis of the Phase 1 data led to the identification of

12 broad research-priority topics and 80 related subtopics. Phase 2

involved an online survey in which participants ranked their top 3

of the 12 priorities in terms of importance and assessed the

importance and current knowledge level of the subtopics. The

survey participants also assessed the current state of the field and

provided their thoughts about the most dramatic change likely to

affect the service field in the future. More than 330 service

researchers from 37 countries, and representing 17 disciplines,

completed the survey. Table 2 contains a summary profile of the

survey respondents, and Table 3 lists their ratings of the 12 prio-

rities in terms of importance, knowledge level, and research gap.

Table 4 lists the subtopics evaluated as most and least impor-

tant, and Table 5 lists subtopics about which the field pos-

sesses the most and least knowledge. Table 6 provides the

means for respondents’ level of agreement with statements

regarding the state of the field. Appendix B provides the

means for importance and current knowledge level for each

of the 80 subtopics. An online appendix contains a list of the

participants in Phases 1 and 2, who agreed to be identified.

In the remainder of this article, we first introduce an orga-

nizing framework for the 12 research priorities. We then pro-

vide an overview of each priority topic, list the subtopics,

discuss some of the prominent subtopics, and offer related

research questions to illustrate the types of issues that need to

be studied to advance service theory and practice. We conclude

with a discussion of overarching challenges and opportunities

for moving the field forward.

Service Research Priorities

Figure 1 provides a pictorial representation of the 12 broad

research priorities and their interrelationships (depicted by

dotted arrows). Three of the priorities (stimulating service

innovation; facilitating servitization, service infusion, and solu-

tions; and understanding organization and employee issues rel-

evant to successful service) are categorized as strategic

priorities in that they help shape how service processes and sys-

tems are conceptualized. Three priorities (developing service

networks and systems, leveraging service design, and using big

data to advance service) are labeled as design/delivery priori-

ties. They encompass key drivers that influence how service

is configured and rendered. Two of the priorities (understand-

ing value creation and enhancing the service experience) are

128 Journal of Service Research 18(2)



value creation priorities, which focus on value as perceived by

customers and their service experience. The two outcome prio-

rities (improving well-being through transformative service

and measuring and optimizing service performance and

impact) emphasize the effect of service on people, firms, and

systems. We label the final two priorities (understanding ser-

vice in a global context and leveraging technology to advance

service) as cross-cutting priorities because they are interrelated

with each of the other priorities and have the potential to influ-

ence almost every aspect of service.

Although on the surface the service research priorities identi-

fied appear similar to several of those in Ostrom et al. (2010),

meaningful differences exist in terms of how the 12 priorities are

conceptualized and the subtopics under each.2 A substantial

change from 2010 was the compelling case for including big

data as a priority in 2015, given the focus on how data can be

used to design and enhance service. In addition, whereas improv-

ing well-being through transformative service was included in

2010 as a strategic priority with the observation that ‘‘there has

been little study of the transformative aspects of services’’

(Anderson 2010, p. 9), in 2015, the well-being-related aspects

and outcomes of service figured prominently in the roundtable

discussions, and thus it is depicted as an outcome priority in this

iteration, which is more consistent with its well-being focus.

Furthermore, this 2015 iteration witnessed something of a ‘‘glo-

bal’’ revolution, with increased mention of the global aspects of

service and much global flavor in the qualitative data, leading to

its addition as a cross-cutting priority.

Although the priorities and their subtopics are important in

and of themselves, we view the overall framework as a dynamic

constellation of interconnected areas that are fertile ground for

future research. The priorities, and their interactions, also fit well

with the domain of service science, which Maglio and Spohrer

(2008, p. 18) define as ‘‘the study of service systems, which are

dynamic value cocreation configurations of resources (people,

technology, organizations, and shared information).’’ We encour-

age readers to examine questions that lie at the intersection of

multiple priorities and that involve their interplay.

In the sections that follow, we describe each of the priorities

and present their related subtopics. We group the priority topics

according to the five broad categories shown in Figure 1. In the

section describing each priority, for completeness, we list all

the subtopics evaluated in the online survey and present them

in decreasing order of perceived importance. We then discuss

some especially noteworthy subtopics and offer specific

research-worthy issues related to each. We randomly label the

19 centers/networks that provided qualitative data through

the roundtable discussions as Center A through Center S so that

Figure 1. Service research priorities 2015: An organizing framework.

Ostrom et al. 129



T
a
b

le
1
.

P
h
as

e
1

R
o
u
n
d
ta

b
le

C
o
n
tr

ib
u
ti
n
g

C
en

te
rs

an
d

N
et

w
o
rk

s.

#
C

en
te

r
N

am
e

In
st

it
u
ti
o
n
al

A
ff
ili

at
io

n
C

o
u
n
tr

y
Fa

ci
lit

at
o
r(

s)

N
u
m

b
er

o
f

R
o
u
n
d
ta

b
le

s/
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
N

u
m

b
er

o
f

P
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
D

is
ci

p
lin

es
/I
n
d
u
st

ri
es

R
ep

re
se

n
te

d

1
A

al
to

Se
rv

ic
e

Fa
ct

o
ry

A
al

to
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
Fi

n
la

n
d

E
sk

o
P
en

tt
in

en
,

V
ir

p
i
K

ri
st

iin
a

T
u
u
n
ai

n
en

T
w

o
ro

u
n
d
ta

b
le

s
3
3

IS
,
B
u
si

n
es

s
M

an
ag

em
en

t,
R

es
ea

rc
h

an
d

D
ev

el
o
p
m

en
t,

Se
rv

ic
e

D
es

ig
n
,
C

o
m

p
u
te

r
Sc

ie
n
ce

2
A

u
st

ra
lia

n
C

en
te

r
fo

r
R

et
ai

lin
g

St
u
d
ie

s
M

o
n
as

h
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
A

u
st

ra
lia

T
ra

ce
y

D
an

ah
er

(p
re

vi
o
u
sl

y
D

ag
ge

r)

T
w

o
ro

u
n
d
ta

b
le

s
1
2

M
ar

ke
ti
n
g

3
C

en
te

r
fo

r
R

es
ea

rc
h

o
n

M
ar

ke
ti
n
g

an
d

Se
rv

ic
es

(C
E
R

M
E
S)

B
o
cc

o
n
i
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
It

al
y

A
n
d
re

a
O

rd
an

in
i,

E
n
ri

co
V

al
d
an

i
O

n
e

ro
u
n
d
ta

b
le

6
M

ar
ke

ti
n
g,

O
p
er

at
io

n
s,

IS

4
C

en
te

r
fo

r
Se

rv
ic

e
In

te
lli

ge
n
ce

G
h
en

t
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
B
el

gi
u
m

K
at

ri
en

V
er

le
ye

,
B
ar

t
La

ri
vi

èr
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the insights and quotes attributed to them in the following pri-

ority descriptions are anonymous.

Strategic Research Priorities

Three priorities influence how service processes and systems

are conceptualized: stimulating service innovation; facilitating

servitization, service infusion, and solutions; and understand-

ing organization and employee issues relevant to successful

service. Although many of the priorities have strategic charac-

teristics, these priorities are ‘‘strategic’’ in a broad sense of the

term, consistent with how strategy is defined in recent literature

on service-dominant logic (e.g., Karpen, Bove, and Lukas

2012). Thus, we categorize them here as strategic priorities.

Stimulating service innovation. ‘‘Competing based on service relies

on innovation and creativity’’ (Center A). The rapidly evolving

context of service presents a major challenge for service innova-

tion as it becomes increasingly complex. Our research identified

three critical contextual factors leading to the following five

important directions for future research in service innovation:

1. Innovating within complex service systems and value

networks;

2. Identifying drivers of sustained service innovation;

3. Managing customers’ and partners’ collaboration

throughout the service innovation process;

4. Innovating services through crowdsourcing and open

innovation; and

5. Understanding the interrelationships among service-

product, service-process, and business-model innovation.

The first contextual factor is that service innovation is

increasingly taking place within ecosystems (Lusch 2011).

There is much to learn about the complexity of innovation

in ecosystems as opposed to traditional research-and-

development settings (Center C). Especially important is

understanding how service innovation takes place in complex

service systems and networks (#1; Tax, McCutcheon, and

Wilkinson 2013), which was the fifth highest ranked among all

80 subtopics in terms of importance (Table 4).

The second contextual factor is the rapidly changing technolo-

gical context in which innovation now often takes place. The ubi-

quitous nature of technology and its implications for service

innovation call for new research approaches. The connection

between cutting-edge technology, networks, and innovation is

illustrated by their use in redesigning a U.K. organization’s head-

quarters. Body sensors were employed to track face-to-face inter-

action between individuals, and the data were used in designing

the building’s layout to foster encounters that could lead to inno-

vative ideas (Marks 2014). Many of the roundtables perceived

technology, particularly digital technology, as one of the key

opportunities and challenges related to service innovation.

The third rapidly changing contextual factor is that of involv-

ing external entities in the focal organization’s service innovation

process through open innovation and crowdsourcing (#4), which

several roundtables noted as a key area for future research (Cen-

ters C, I, F, G, and S). An example of the research questions this

raises is, how can companies effectively use the innovation capa-

bility of their user base through crowdsourcing? (Center C). The

customer’s role in innovation has long been recognized, but in

today’s context the research agenda needs to broaden to address

issues about how to manage customers’ and partners’ collabora-

tion throughout the service innovation process (#3). Research

should also address service innovation that involves new or chan-

ged roles of service firms, customers, and employees, such as

when conventional employee roles are delegated to customers

(Center N). Such a research agenda should also include

employee-customer coinnovation issues such as whether and how

the objectives might differ across stages of the innovation process

(e.g., idea generation vs. idea execution) and the consequent

implications for coinnovation performance (Center A).

Traditionally, service innovation has focused on either

the service itself or the service process. We need to have

a better understanding of innovation in the service, manu-

facturing, and digital domains and how various types of

innovation in these areas interact to inform value creation

and address new markets. In particular, it is important to

investigate the interrelationships among service-product,

service-process, and business-model innovation (#5) to capi-

talize on the potential for new value creation (Centers A, E,

Table 2. Phase 2 Online Survey Participant Characteristics.

N %

Discipline (approximately 17 in total)
Marketing 212 63.5%
Operations/supply chain management 31 9.3%
Service management 22 6.6%
Information systems 19 5.7%
Other service-related fields 50 15.0%
Total 334 100%

Gender
Male 154 46.1%
Female 75 22.5%
Unspecified 105 31.4%
Total 334 100%

Experience
1–5 years 33 9.9%
6–10 years 68 20.4%
11–20 years 132 39.5%
21–30 years 67 20.1%
31þ years 33 9.9%
Unspecified 1 0.3%
Total 334 100%

Regions
Europe 142 42.5%
United States and Canada 123 36.8%
Australia and New Zealand 26 7.8%
Asia 23 6.9%
Latin America 12 3.6%
Middle East and Africa 6 1.8%
Unspecified 2 0.6%
Total 334 100%
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and Q). For example, nearly half of the leading service

innovations at the world’s largest cellphone company used

more than one of these types of innovation and 17% used

all three.

Service innovation is intertwined with several other

research-priority areas. For example, what is the role of design

in driving and facilitating service innovation? How can big and

deep data be leveraged to generate more effective service inno-

vation? What should the role of technology be in service inno-

vation—for example, high-tech versus low-tech? How can the

potential of technology be harnessed to bring about meaningful

service innovation? Clearly effective service innovation

research and practice require expert inputs from multiple areas

and disciplines. The challenge for service researchers is to

move away from their traditional disciplinary silos and

design and conduct research involving multidisciplinary

partnerships.

Facilitating servitization, service infusion, and solutions. This priority

builds on two converging streams of research. The first is the

marketing-led work on ‘‘service infusion,’’ defined as ‘‘the pro-

cess of adding customer-centered services . . . to a product-

centric business model’’ (Zeithaml et al. 2014, xiv). This work has

focused on areas such as developing new value-led propositions

for goods-services offerings and the evolution of manufacturing

firms into service-led enterprises (Gebauer et al. 2010). The

Table 3. Importance and Knowledge Level of Priorities Based on Average Ratings across Subtopics (Ordered With Highest Research Gap First).

Priority

Importance Knowledge Level

Mean
(7-point scale) SD

Mean
(7-point scale) SD Research Gap

Using big data to advance service 5.56 1.17 3.08 1.15 2.48
Improving well-being through transformative service 5.70 1.02 3.42 1.03 2.28
Measuring and optimizing service performance and impact 5.71 1.09 3.62 1.21 2.09
Stimulating service innovation 5.67 1.00 3.62 1.12 2.05
Developing service networks and systems 5.43 1.09 3.39 1.16 2.04
Leveraging technology to advance service 5.57 1.13 3.69 1.10 1.88
Enhancing the service experience 5.62 1.03 3.77 1.08 1.85
Leveraging service design 5.42 1.03 3.62 1.05 1.80
Understanding service in a global context 5.29 1.25 3.52 1.23 1.77
Understanding value creation 5.66 1.01 3.90 1.14 1.76
Facilitating servitization, service infusion, and solutions 5.51 1.05 4.02 1.04 1.49
Understanding organization and employee issues relevant to successful service 5.46 0.98 4.25 0.97 1.21

Table 4. Highest- and Lowest-Rated Subtopics on Importance.

Highest Rated on Importance
Mean

(7-point scale) SD Lowest Rated on Importance
Mean

(7-point scale) SD

Measuring the value and return on
investment from service

6.03 1.16 Investigating service issues critical to
emerging economies

4.80 1.59

Integrating the roles of customers,
employees, and technology for value
creation

5.94 1.26 Evolving systems engineering
approaches for developing services

4.94 1.58

Managing the customer experience
across complex and diverse offerings,
touch points and channels

5.90 1.18 Identifying the organizational drivers of
effective collection and use of big data
in service contexts

5.15 1.53

Understanding and coordinating value
creation in multi-actor, network, and
collaborative contexts

5.86 1.24 Creating service-oriented architecture
to facilitate intra- and
interorganizational integration

5.20 1.54

Innovating within complex service
systems and value networks

5.86 1.25 Aligning service design approaches with
existing organizational structures

5.20 1.38

Creating service standards and metrics
that link to financial outcomes of the
firm

5.84 1.34 Developing organizational designs and
strategies for globalizing a firm’s
service offering

5.21 1.45

Designing and delivering services in a
sustainable manner

5.82 1.30 Identifying best practices for servitized
businesses

5.23 1.49

Developing technology-enabled
services to
improve well-being

5.81 1.26 Advancing service prototyping to
support rapid, customer-centric
service innovation

5.26 1.36
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Table 5. Highest- and Lowest-Rated Subtopics on Current Knowledge.

Highest Rated on Current Knowledge
Mean

(7-point scale) SD Lowest Rated on Current Knowledge
Mean

(7-point scale) SD

Generating employee engagement to
improve service outcomes

4.55 1.34 Investigating service innovation at the
base of the pyramid

2.91 1.38

Designing service-oriented HRM
practices that yield positive employee
and customer outcomes

4.50 1.31 Understanding the negative
consequences of value cocreation

2.97 1.47

Identifying customer attributes
associated with a positive service
experience

4.44 1.39 Identifying the organizational drivers of
effective collection and use of big data
in service contexts

3.00 1.28

Communicating value to customers and
throughout the firm

4.37 1.50 Exploring big data to uncover
opportunities for service innovation
and creating new service offerings

3.04 1.34

Understanding how consumer behavior
affects employee job performance,
satisfaction, and overall well-being

4.33 1.50 Capturing and analyzing service-
oriented information for real-time
decision making

3.04 1.38

Identifying the leadership competencies
that are critical for managing services

4.30 1.46 Developing analytic and
recommendation models for dynamic
and real-time service personalization

3.11 1.36

Further specifying the concept and
operationalization of value
cocreation

4.29 1.43 Using big data to improve the customer
experience and customer-firm
relationships

3.15 1.39

Evolving goods-based organizations into
service-oriented enterprises

4.18 1.25 Using big data and data analytics to
dynamically manage customer value
over time

3.15 1.41

Note. HRM ¼ human resource management.

Table 6. State-of-the-Field Perceptions.

Topic Meana SD N

I am optimistic about the future of service as a scholarly field 5.88 1.19 329
The field is stronger now in terms of overall knowledge creation, dissemination, and utilization than 5 years ago 5.42 1.13 330
Our research community is open and inclusive 4.98 1.45 330
Key constructs are well-defined and specified 4.12 1.47 329
Key constructs have been empirically validated 4.00 1.44 327
The boundaries of the domain of the field (i.e., what is in, what is out) are well-defined 3.61 1.51 328
The field effectively bridges the gap between research and practice 4.38 1.39 330
Service theory and research are sufficiently multidisciplinary (i.e., numerous disciplines are contributing) 4.34 1.72 330
Service theory and research are sufficiently interdisciplinary (i.e., numerous disciplines are well

integrated in the contributions)
3.65 1.62 330

The field needs to develop more ‘‘contingency theories,’’ reflecting contexts, individual differences, etc. 5.22 1.21 328
The field needs to study service contexts to refine foundational theories (e.g., commitment-trust theory)

in addition to using such theories to build service knowledge
4.76 1.33 327

The lack of a shared language in the field makes it more difficult to do interdisciplinary research 4.64 1.52 330
It is difficult to publish ‘‘service’’ articles in my discipline’s top-ranked journals 4.33 1.69 327
The field focuses too much on ‘‘high-tech’’ relative to ‘‘high touch’’ 4.03 1.32 329
Service research should incorporate more ‘‘real’’ business data (e.g., employee performance, customer equity, firm

profitability) than at present
5.55 1.16 328

The field needs new methods for exploring the potential of large and diverse sets of data (i.e., ‘‘big data’’) 5.37 1.36 329
The field is dominated by the Marketing discipline 5.02 1.32 329
The field needs greater use of qualitative methods 4.97 1.57 325
The emergence of service-dominant logic as a paradigm has been a positive force 4.71 1.53 330
The IHIP classification scheme can no longer add value to service theory and research 3.94 1.68 329

Note. IHIP ¼ intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, and perishability.
aStrongly disagree–strongly agree (7-point scale).
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second stream is the operations- and systems-led work on ‘‘servi-

tization’’ (Kastalli and Van Looy 2013), which focuses on the

development of new business models, the organizational and

structural transformation processes required, and the technologies

(e.g., sensors and digital interfaces) to support them. Five specific

topics pertaining to this broad priority emerged from our research:

1. Identifying business models for growth based on servi-

tization and solutions;

2. Designing integrated goods-services solutions;

3. Understanding the impact of servitization and solutions

on companies, industries, and service systems;

4. Evolving goods-based organizations into service-

oriented enterprises;

5. Identifying best practices for servitized businesses.

Companies, both service- and product-led, are increasingly

seeking service-led growth (Zeithaml et al. 2014) and ‘‘there

is the need for nontraditional service companies (product, dis-

tribution, etc.) to build a value-added services and solutions

business’’ (Center D). Faced with low-cost competition, many

companies are looking to services and solutions for survival to

compete both locally and globally, underscoring the need for

research. Many high-profile examples of companies transform-

ing themselves through servitization exist. For example, Rolls-

Royce has moved from the selling of aeroengines to a service-

led business that delivers power by the hour to many of its

customers. The customer buys the power delivered by the

engine, and Rolls-Royce provides all the required support. This

strategy has been mutually beneficial for Rolls-Royce and its

customers. However, despite such examples of success—and

promises of revenue growth, robust margins, and long-term

customer relationships—the transformation to a service-led,

solution-based business is challenging for many product com-

panies. For example, Neely (2008) observes that firms that had

servitized were less profitable than those that had not and con-

cludes that implementing servitization is problematic and has

hidden risks. A key challenge is successfully evolving from a

goods-based organization to a service-oriented enterprise (#4)

and doing so profitably. This calls for further research on multiple

issues covering different aspects of such a transformation, includ-

ing organizational adaptation, design of integrated goods-services

solutions, the nature of supplier-customer contracts, and the trans-

fer of mind-sets from manufacturing to service.

The second major challenge, and an area requiring much

additional research, is developing mutually beneficial business

models for growth based on servitization and solutions (Center

L; #1). Such business models are difficult to develop, and even

when there is a clear, win-win value model, convincing cus-

tomers to commit to the often necessary long-term contracts

may be a challenge. Questions such as what factors affect cus-

tomers’ willingness to pay for bundled products and services,

particularly in the context of rapidly changing technology,

require new research attention. Smart technologies are aiding

organizations in changing their business models from

product-centric to solution-based (Brax and Jonsson 2009).

Identifying the most effective ways to leverage such technolo-

gies to develop and refine new business models is a fertile area

for further research.

The development of manufacturing-services hybrids is still

at a nascent stage and holds promise for developing new busi-

ness models and services, such as genuine personalization and

incomplete product capability—in which products or services

evolve through their lifetime and customers self-create new

capabilities by, for example, downloading apps on a smart-

phone (Yoo et al. 2012; Center L). Areas such as the Internet

of Things are not yet fully understood in a service context, nor

are their implications for servitization and solutions-oriented

offerings. Overall, there is a need to move on from mere rheto-

ric that service infusion and servitization are the basis of

service-led growth and focus more on investigating how to

make this happen successfully.

Understanding organization and employee issues relevant to
successful service. The relevance of employees, particularly the

frontline, in successful service appears to be less compelling

as the context of how service is delivered and experienced has

evolved. In practice, for example, technology can increasingly

substitute for employees. Our open-ended survey responses

included the ‘‘dehumanization of services’’ as one of the most

dramatic changes that will continue in the next 5–10 years. In

theory, there has been a shift from a provider to a consumer

perspective on value creation (Lusch and Vargo 2014; Vargo

and Lusch 2004). Consistent with these trends, this priority

rated 9th of the 12 in importance (i.e., only three priorities were

rated lower), and it was rated the highest in terms of the field’s

knowledge level (i.e., the field has the most knowledge about

it) by a considerable margin. In short, organization and

employee issues relevant for successful service were scored

as relatively less important than other priorities and as already

well understood. Yet, within this changing context, we identi-

fied nine topics related to organization and employee issues for

successful service that are important to address:

1. Coordinating the interdependent roles of employees and

customers in cocreation;

2. Fitting together service strategies and organizational

designs and climates to drive positive customer

experiences;

3. Generating employee engagement to improve service

outcomes;

4. Identifying the effects of technology on service

employees;

5. Changing organizational cultures to support servitization;

6. Identifying the leadership competencies that are critical

for managing services;

7. Designing service-oriented human resource manage-

ment (HRM) practices that yield positive employee and

customer outcomes;

8. Understanding how consumer behavior affects

employee job performance, satisfaction, and overall

well-being; and
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9. Incorporating the ‘‘voice of the employee’’ in service

innovation.

Coordinating the interdependent roles of employees and

customers in cocreation (#1), which was mentioned in the

roundtables (e.g., Center J), was rated the most important sub-

topic for this priority and had the largest research gap. Cocrea-

tion of value has gained prominence over the years and has

made salient the need to determine how to coordinate the

embedded interdependencies between customers and employ-

ees. Health care and, especially, cases of chronic disease are

dramatic examples of where coordination of provider and

patient roles in treatment is essential (e.g., Holman and Lorig

2000). Thus, additional research on the coordination mechan-

isms (e.g., structures, scripts, and shared norms) appropriate for

managing different forms of interdependencies among employ-

ees and customers in cocreation is necessary.

Another important subtopic involved ‘‘fitting together ser-

vice strategies’’ with internal organization arrangements to

drive positive customer experiences (#2). Center G stressed the

‘‘interaction between strategy and service science’’ as one of

the most important topics for the next 5 years. The link between

climates and customer outcomes has been addressed consider-

ably (for reviews, see Bowen and Schneider 2014; Hong et al.

2013), so the ‘‘research gap’’ is likely more about the much-

less-studied service strategy and how organizational and cus-

tomer elements must be fitted with it. Recently, marketing

strategy in service has been addressed, with Bettencourt,

Lusch, and Vargo (2014) detailing marketing’s role in achiev-

ing strategic advantage by helping customers accomplish their

goals and also with a special issue of Journal of Service Man-

agement (Klaus and Edvardsson 2014) on marketing as an

organization’s core strategy (e.g., getting marketing on senior

management’s agenda).

For business and corporate strategy, an interdisciplinary

(marketing and management) convergence of the focus of strat-

egy as customer value creation is emerging. In marketing, for

example, ‘‘From an S-D [service-dominant] logic perspective,

strategy is about making choices about how best to facilitate

and enhance value cocreation with network partners such as

customers for mutual and long-term betterment’’ (Karpen,

Bove, and Lukas 2012, p. 22). However, in the strategic man-

agement literature, consumers have historically received rela-

tively little attention (Priem 2007), owing to a greater focus

on the supply/provider side than on the demand/consumer side.

This reflects the dominant resource-based view of strategic

management (e.g., Barney 1991), in which the firm’s internal

resources drive competitive advantage (Priem and Butler

2001). However, Priem and his colleagues (2001, 2007,

2013), whose 2001 article won the Academy of Management

Review ‘‘Decade Award’’ in 2011, have advanced a

consumer-benefit-experienced perspective in strategy that

‘‘brings value creation for consumers to a more central position

in the field’’ (Priem, Butler, and Li 2013, p. 471). As to how to

frame research on ‘‘fit,’’ the concept of configurations, or a

coalescence of strategy, structure, and environment in a way

that these attributes are internally consistent and mutually rein-

forcing (Miller 1986), has been used to investigate strategy-

organizational arrangement matches in service infusion and

servitization (e.g., Bowen, Siehl, and Schneider 1989; Gebauer

et al. 2010; Raddats and Burton 2011) and could be applied to

service strategy more broadly.

An overarching research question is, ‘‘Where does the

employee fit in a service operation?’’ in contrast with ‘‘Where

does the customer fit in a service operation?’’ posed some 40

years ago by Chase (1978, p. 137; Bowen forthcoming). As the

context evolves from just dyadic, interpersonal service encoun-

ters between a service organization employee and a customer to

contexts of technology infusion (#4), customer empowerment

and customer-dominant value creation, and/or multi-actor ser-

vice systems, what roles do individual employees play in creat-

ing the customer service experience (Bowen forthcoming)?

What personal attributes and competencies must they possess

to add value? For example, one answer has been that technol-

ogy cannot substitute for human creativity (Byrnjolfsson and

McAfee 2011). Ironically, though, ‘‘Incorporating the voice

of the employee’’ in service innovation (#9) was rated the least

important subtopic. Finally, how do the employees’ service

experience (their well-being and value acquired) and the cus-

tomers’ service experience affect each other, a research ques-

tion suggested by subtopic #8?

A research recommendation from the Center Q roundtable

offers a summary perspective on these organization and

employee issues; there is a ‘‘need to rethink the way in which

companies are internally structured and align it with the way in

which companies show themselves to the outside world’’ and to

broaden ‘‘the service concept to include both outward-looking

phenomenon and inward-looking phenomenon’’ and ‘‘other

beneficiaries than [the] final customer.’’

Design/Delivery Research Priorities

The following three priorities encompass key drivers that influ-

ence how service is configured and rendered: developing ser-

vice networks and systems, leveraging service design, and

using big data to advance service. We label these as service

design/delivery priorities.

Developing service networks and systems. Services are increas-

ingly designed, produced, and consumed in networked constel-

lations involving actors others than just buyers and sellers

(Center C). These constellations are often enabled by net-

worked infrastructures, such as interlinked information systems

(IS), enabling new ways of collaborating, at times even with

direct competitors. Five important research areas related to ser-

vice networks and systems emerged from our research:

1. Fostering service network collaboration to enhance cus-

tomer experiences;

2. Building adaptive and flexible service systems to

respond to dynamic environments;
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3. Developing service platforms for value networks and

service ecosystems;

4. Creating service architecture and modularization in the

context of value networks; and

5. Evolving systems engineering approaches for develop-

ing services.

The roundtable discussions highlighted the need to consider

the network of service relationships at hand (Center S), includ-

ing the growing importance of social networks (Centers A, B,

C, J, N, Q, and S). An example is the emergence and impor-

tance of public-private collaboration in service development.

The rise of different social media services has enabled new

types of value cocreation between governments/companies and

citizens/consumers. Services are increasingly ‘‘prosumed’’

(produced and consumed) in settings that combine actors from

multiple sectors, creating a ‘‘demand for research that moves

from bilateral supplier–customer service–value cocreation to

a multi-actor perspective and [an] ecosystem service–value

cocreation’’ (Center C). In particular, research is necessary to

examine how fostering service network collaboration can

enhance customer experiences (#1).

Another major research imperative centers on service archi-

tecture in the context of networks and systems. For example,

modularization of services is underemphasized in existing

research (Center S). Developments in information technology

have enabled service processes to be modularized so that the

tasks can be divided among different actors within a value net-

work (e.g., in health care, medical practices in developed coun-

tries can now outsource the interpretation of X-ray images to

well-qualified, but considerably less-expensive, radiologists

in emerging countries). Such developments raise a host of

research questions related to service architecture and modular-

ization in the context of value networks (#4). For example, how

can service firms efficiently allocate resources and divide tasks

between different actors in a value network? What can be mod-

ularized effectively, and when and how does the interdepen-

dence of customers affect what can be modularized (Center

D)? Can we distinguish between types of modularity and inves-

tigate economic implications of modularity (Center S)? In addi-

tion, businesses are forming wider, connected ecosystems that

are enabled by platforms (Center F; Akaka, Vargo, and Lusch

2012; Eisenmann, Parker, and Van Alstyne 2011). For exam-

ple, Oxfam, whose mission is mobilizing the power of people

against poverty, delivers its transformative services in many

countries and locations through its network involving 17 inter-

national affiliates. It has developed a cloud-based collaboration

platform to link and support this network (Venkatraman 2014).

Such platforms, in which much of the control remains with

individuals (rather than organizations), require new under-

standing of and approaches for value creation (Center C). This

calls for research on how best to develop effective and efficient

service platforms for value networks and service ecosystems

(#3; Center I).

The complexity of service systems and networks requires

input from disciplines and expertise outside the traditional

service research arena—for example, drawing on theories from

design science and engineering (Center Q). This priority is

therefore tightly connected with the leveraging service design

priority and is illustrative of the rich research opportunities at

the intersection of priority topics. An example is systems engi-

neering, a well-established approach for production and IS

design, which holds promise for integrating IS expertise with

other aspects of service design. Systems engineers view service

systems as complex sociotechnical systems that enable value

cocreation (Böhmann, Leimeister, and Möslein 2014). This is

a novel and important perspective that calls for research

focused on evolving systems engineering approaches for devel-

oping services (#5). In addition, because services are complex,

adaptive systems (Choi, Dooley, and Rungtusanatham 2001),

research is also necessary on how to build flexible service sys-

tems that can effectively respond to dynamic environments (#2;

Centers D, F, I, H, and Q). In summary, shedding the historical

narrow view of services and instead considering services part

of ecosystems and complex networks opens up exciting new

avenues for further research.

Leveraging service design. Service design was frequently men-

tioned as a high research priority in both the roundtables and

the online survey. Service design has significantly expanded

in the recent past, as evidenced by the multiple articles on the

subject (e.g., Mager and Sung 2011; Patrı́cio et al. 2011;

Wetter-Edman et al. 2014; Zomerdijk and Voss 2009). Service

design represents a human-centered, creative, iterative

approach to the creation of new services (Blomkvist, Holmlid,

and Segelström 2010) that incorporates multiple contributions

from service marketing, operations, and information technol-

ogy, all integrated through design-based methods and tools

(Patrı́cio and Fisk 2013). Eight subtopics highlight the impor-

tant areas in need of further research.

1. Involving customers through participatory design and

codesign to enhance service experience;

2. Using service design to develop more autonomous and

dynamic customer experiences;

3. Using service design approaches to innovate complex

service systems and value networks;

4. Involving multidisciplinary teams in service design;

5. Leveraging service design to foster service innovation;

6. Fostering service design thinking throughout the

organization;

7. Advancing service prototyping to support rapid,

customer-centric service innovation; and

8. Aligning service design approaches with existing orga-

nizational structures.

Service design’s creative potential can play a key role in foster-

ing service innovation (Center H; #5) because it generates and

brings service ideas to life by understanding customerexperiences,

envisioning new service offerings, and prototyping them. How-

ever, to make this potential come true, research questions arise,

such as how should service design methods and tools evolve to
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play a broader role in new service development and service inno-

vation? How can service design broaden its scope to facilitate the

creation of entirely new business models? For example, the Marie

Curie European Training Network, recently established to stimu-

late research on Service Design for Innovation, has brought

together six universities and two large organizations to develop

a research training program in this domain, covering industries

such as utilities, health care, and information technology.

In the new technology-enabled service context, customers

increasingly create their own experiences in a more dynamic

and autonomous way (#2). To respond to these challenges, how

can services be designed with multiple channels, social media,

and smart services, while enabling smooth service experiences

for customers? How can services be designed for flexibility and

cocreation, instead of focusing on predefined service scripts

(Center R)? Services are increasingly provided through value

networks and, as such, a smooth customer experience requires

consistency and integration across the constellation of partners

(e.g., health care). Roundtable participants (Centers C, E, F, H,

and R) stressed the need to investigate research questions such

as the following: How can service design evolve to innovate

services at network and ecosystem levels (#3)? Subtopics 2 and

3 have the widest gap between importance and knowledge in

the service design priority as rated by survey respondents.

Roundtable participants also highlighted the need to

advance service design methods (Centers E, I, and K), espe-

cially in three areas. First, more active ways to engage custom-

ers in the service design process, such as participatory design

and codesign, should be explored (Centers C, E, F, and M;

#1). In these approaches, customers and other stakeholders

actively generate new ideas along the design process. Participa-

tory design has a long tradition in other fields (Halskov and

Hansen 2015), but service research should investigate ques-

tions such as the following: How can participatory approaches

be effectively used in service design? and how do different cus-

tomer engagement approaches affect service design processes

and outcomes?

Second, to reduce the chances of costly new service failures,

rapid and customer-centric service experimentation is neces-

sary (Center D; #7). Prototyping is well established in the prod-

uct development field, but prototyping services may require

different approaches (Center E). Some research centers and

organizations already combine virtual reality labs with service

theaters to simulate service environments (e.g., Fraunhofer’s

Servlab in Germany; Meiren and Burger 2010), while others

create service living labs in which customers, employees, and

other service actors are brought together to create and test new

services (e.g., Experio Lab created by the County Council of

Värmland in Sweden). However, there is a need to address

research questions such as the following: How can service pro-

totyping materialize an integrated set of service system compo-

nents, such as the people, the process, the technology, and the

physical evidence? and how can complex and networked ser-

vice systems be prototyped and tested?

Third, designing complex service systems involves multi-

disciplinary teams with different approaches. Service design

is one of the areas in which the support of interdisciplinary dia-

logues and integration of theories is crucial (Center I). There-

fore, key questions include the following: How can shared

methods, models, and language be established to aid multidis-

ciplinary teams in working together effectively (#4)? How can

bridges between service design and other organizational areas

such as IS and operations be created so that the transition

between design and implementation is more effective? and how

can service design methods evolve to support organizations in

using service design more widely? These are important

research directions to advance service design research and its

contribution to the service field.

Using big data to advance service. Technology has allowed for the

collection of large and diverse sets of data from sales records,

customer messages, social network posts, sensor signals, and so

forth. Big data can be characterized by huge volume (measured

in exabytes and petabytes), high velocity of real-time informa-

tion generation, and a wide variety of data sources and types

(McAfee and Brynjolfsson 2012). Many of the roundtables dis-

cussed the implications of big data (Centers A, C, D, E, F, G, H,

J, L, O, Q, and S), and the results from the subsequent online

survey also indicated that using big data is a priority, with the

widest gap between the importance and the knowledge ratings.

The following seven areas were identified as the subtopics in

most need of further research:

1. Using big data and data analytics to dynamically man-

age customer value over time;

2. Understanding conflicts between customers’ desire for

privacy and their desire for personalized service;

3. Using big data to improve the customer experience and

customer-firm relationships;

4. Developing analytic and recommendation models for

dynamic and real-time service personalization;

5. Exploring big data to uncover opportunities for service

innovation and creating new service offerings;

6. Capturing and analyzing service-oriented information

for real-time decision making; and

7. Identifying the organizational drivers of effective col-

lection and use of big data in service contexts.

Many organizations that have gained access to massive

amounts of data are faced with serious data overload (Center

Q). In this context, research should investigate questions such

as the following: What service system changes are needed to

prepare service organizations to effectively collect and use big

data (Center F; #7)? and how can organizations capture and

analyze the constant flow of service-oriented information to

support real-time decision making so that they can respond rap-

idly to market changes (#6)?

Through a constant flow of data from multiple sources (Cen-

ter A), organizations get to know their customers as never

before, not only from what they purchase but also from what

they search on the Internet, from their location through sensors,

and from their social network activity. In this context, data-
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driven services are becoming increasingly relevant (Center D).

For example, Wal-Mart’s text analysis, machine learning, and

synonym mining have been used to improve search results and

increase the percentage of online shoppers completing a pur-

chase (Laskowski 2013). Roundtables highlighted the potential

of sophisticated recommendation models to allow more ‘‘genu-

ine’’ personalization (Center L) and dynamic management of

value as perceived by the customer over time (#1), as described

by Rust and Huang (2014). However, further research is neces-

sary for a more systematic understanding of the potential of big

data and how to make it effective. Research questions arise, such

as how can companies most effectively develop analytic and rec-

ommendation models for dynamic and contextualized service

personalization (#4)? What new analytics (Centers D and G) are

needed to create value for the service organization and to develop

service offerings customers perceive as valuable? and how will

this more sophisticated personalization affect the relationship

between customers and service providers?

Another emergent area is the exploration of big data to cap-

ture customer insights, discover opportunities for service inno-

vation, and develop new service offerings (#5; Centers C and

E). For example, Zynga, the game maker of FarmVille, ana-

lyzes 25 terabytes a day from its games to devise new features

for the next generation of games. Then, instead of traditional

test marketing, game designers test different versions of new

features by putting them in the game to judge which is more

popular (Rosenbush and Totty 2013). Big data provides fertile

ground for discovering innovative service ideas (Center E), but

service research needs to explore questions such as the follow-

ing: How can methods such as text mining uncover customers’

service-related needs and preferences that traditional methods

cannot reveal (Center Q)? and how can these new methods

be integrated with existing service innovation approaches?

Finally, while acknowledging the importance and potential

benefits of big data, roundtable participants also noted its draw-

backs and the need to better understand and address them. In par-

ticular, it is important to understand the following: What are the

conflicts between customers’ desire for privacy (Center Q) and

their desire for personalized service (#2)? and what strategies

can be devised by service organizations for establishing the right

balance between the two so privacy concerns do not hamper big

data’s potential for value cocreation? Interdisciplinary

approaches integrating information technology and service per-

spectives can provide valuable help to leverage the potential of

big data for creating value in this new service context.

Value Creation Research Priorities

Two of the priorities focus on value as perceived by customers

and their service experience, namely, understanding value cre-

ation and enhancing the service experience. We categorize

them as value creation priorities.

Understanding value creation. The reigning view is that the value

of service is perceived by customers but often created from

input from many actors. Although value creation is a

fundamental goal of service, it is characterized by substantial

complexity involving integration of roles and resources. As

such, enhancing knowledge of value creation continues to be

a critical research area, with the following six specific issues

worthy of further investigation:

1. Integrating the roles of customers, employees, and tech-

nology for value creation;

2. Understanding and coordinating value creation in

multi-actor, network, and collaborative contexts;

3. Understanding the negative consequences of value

cocreation;

4. Understanding the customer as a resource integrator;

5. Further specifying the concept and operationalization of

value cocreation; and

6. Communicating value to customers and throughout the

firm.

Although extensive discussion on value creation appears in

the extant literature, there is more to learn ‘‘about the process of

value creation, when it starts, what it includes, [and] when it

ends’’ (Grönroos 2011, p. 282). Of particular interest is how

to successfully integrate the roles of customers, employees, and

technology to create value (#1), rated as the second most

important research-worthy subtopic across all 80 our research

identified. Illustrative of specific issues that deserve research

attention are the following: How should the roles of employees

and technology be designed in relation to the roles customers

are willing and able to undertake in the value-cocreation pro-

cess? What factors are critical in determining the nature and

extent of each of the entities’ roles? and how do variations in

the size and scope of roles lead to different value outcomes?

Companies are increasingly facing decisions about the nature

and effective integration of these roles. For example, to help

customers take more control over and better care of their

health, Walgreen has explored changing the role of its pharma-

cists, giving them iPads and altering how they interact with

customers, thereby creating a new type of community phar-

macy that ‘‘seamlessly integrates new roles, digital tools, and

spaces to help people live healthier everyday lives’’ (IDEO

2010).

The complexity of value cocreation stems not only from the

need to integrate employee, technology, and customer roles but

also from the significant coordination effort necessitated by the

nature of the cocreation context, which is increasingly charac-

terized by multi-actors, networks, and/or settings, with exten-

sive collaboration among the various parties (#2). For

example, the Center P roundtable stressed the importance of

‘‘understanding the everyday reality of the customer’’ and how

‘‘customers manage . . . resources and actors in . . . context,’’

while the Center R roundtable noted that ‘‘it is unclear what

individuals in the network actually do and how they interact

to cocreate a service experience.’’ This subtopic also rated in

the top 5 (out of 80) in terms of importance, highlighting the

need to investigate questions such as the following: Who

should oversee the coordination in these multi-actor, network

138 Journal of Service Research 18(2)



settings? How should coordination take place? and how does

the nature of the coordination impact the cocreated value?

Also of research interest are potential drawbacks of cocreat-

ing value with customers. Although previous work has identi-

fied some negative employee outcomes in this regard (e.g.,

elevated job stress; Chan, Yim, and Lam 2010), additional

research is necessary to better understand key issues such as

what happens when customers resist performing their copro-

duction roles or find it mentally challenging and stressful to

integrate resources to obtain the value they desire. The Center

D roundtable noted that customers now have more to do and

thus play a greater role in service development and delivery and

that, even when technology assists them in such roles, more is

expected of them. A better understanding of when value

cocreation might lead not to positive outcomes but to value

codestruction is necessary (#3; Center L; Echeverri and Skålén

2011; Plé and Chumpitaz Cáceres 2010). In terms of the current

level of knowledge, this subtopic was rated as second to last out

of 80, highlighting the opportunity for further research. There is

the need to address questions such as the following: What hap-

pens to customers when they refuse to participate? What neg-

ative outcomes and value reduction occur for customers

themselves and other network members, including other cus-

tomers who may be affected? and what are the financial conse-

quences to companies of customer nonparticipation? Answers

to such questions can move researchers beyond just consider-

ing service failures to a more complete and nuanced under-

standing of value cocreation.

Enhancing the service experience. Both practitioners and

researchers continue to be interested in ways to improve the

service experience for customers. The changing service context

in which customers are playing greater roles and having more

control in creating their experience has significant implications

for what research is needed to improve the service experience.

Our investigation led to the following seven issues that are

important to address:

1. Managing the customer experience across complex and

diverse offerings, touch points, and channels;

2. Understanding the implications of the increasing auton-

omy of customers in creating their own experience;

3. Enhancing the customer experience in increasingly

open contexts (e.g., networks of actors, technology-

enabled search, and information sharing);

4. Creating a positive customer experience in the context

of dynamic expectations;

5. Creating, managing, and measuring the impact and

returns of customer communities;

6. Generating customer engagement especially when there

is a greater demand for increased participation; and

7. Identifying customer attributes associated with a posi-

tive service experience.

Although considerable attention has been devoted to better

understanding the ingredients of superior service experiences,

given the extensive popular-press coverage on the importance

of creating effective omnichannel experiences for customers

(e.g., Carroll and Guzmán 2013; Renfrow 2014; Rossi 2014),

there still remains a need to investigate how to manage the ser-

vice experience across the entire customer journey, including

different offerings, touch points, and channels (#1). Rated as

the third most important subtopic of the 80, this issue is espe-

cially critical given the myriad ways that customers interact

with companies online and off-line and the consequent chal-

lenge of delivering a seamless experience for customers. Cur-

rently, many companies fall short in this regard. For

example, Forrester (2014) found that while 71% of consumers

expect to be able to see in-store inventory on a retailer’s web-

site and 50% expect to be able to pick up online purchases in-

store, only one third of retailers have these capabilities. Given

the complexity and pace of change of service contexts, a key

question is where and how companies should invest resources

to create a more seamless experience.

The challenge of creating a seamless experience is heigh-

tened by the idea that service customers’ experience is being

affected by their growing autonomy (#2) and the increasingly

open nature of service cocreation involving networks of actors,

information sharing, and technology-enabled search (#3).

These developments, in turn, can result in customers having

dynamic expectations (#4). Discussing the issue of customer

autonomy, the Center C roundtable noted, ‘‘In the services of

the future, new kinds of freedom can be provided to the users,

allowing them to control and self-service [an] increasingly

large part of the service process. This has great implications for

service research.’’ Customers also have the opportunity to

quickly and easily obtain information from others, for example,

through social media and Internet searches at any time, often on

mobile devices that can affect how they navigate and perceive a

service experience. Technology is removing barriers between

online and off-line, affecting consumer knowledge and beha-

vior and retailer actions and reactions (e.g., ski resorts are now

less likely to exaggerate snowfall amounts because skiers have

access to third-party apps with real-time snow condition

information; Brynjolfsson, Hu, and Rahman 2013). Research

can address questions such as the following: How are new

technologies, mobile devices, location-based apps, and in-

store tracking of customers influencing transparency for both

customers and retailers? How are they influencing the nature

of the service experience? How does customer heterogeneity

involving, for example, different levels of expertise, desire for

involvement, and norms and values of Generation Y (gener-

ally defined as those born in the 1980s and 1990s; discussed

as an important group to understand by Centers D and Q)

influence customers’ perceptions of and behavioral responses

to their increasing autonomy? and how does customer hetero-

geneity influence customers’ use of social media and

technology-enabled search and their impact on the service

experience?

In addition to examining the service experience of individ-

ual consumers, research should investigate the role of customer

communities and how best to develop and maintain such
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communities that have positive outcomes for both customers

and firms (#5). Recent research examining online customer-

support communities has shown that certain types of customer

participation in communities can decrease the use of traditional

customer support, thereby lowering the firm’s costs (e.g., Bone

et al. 2015). However, there is more to learn about the nature of

these communities and how they affect both firms and mem-

bers. Research should investigate potential positive and nega-

tive outcomes for customers from participating in these types

of communities and how the nature of their participation affects

those outcomes (Bone et al. 2015). Also needed is research on

returns to the firm from investments in customer communities,

including how to measure those returns accurately.

Outcome Research Priorities

Two priorities focus on outcomes and emphasize the effect of

service on people, firms, and systems: improving well-being

through transformative service and measuring and optimizing

service performance and impact.

Improving well-being through transformative service. ‘‘The service

area has been very good at delivering company value but we

need to be more relevant to society’’ (Center J). Interest has

substantially increased in examining the relationship between

service and well-being, as evidenced by this priority being

ranked as the most important (18.6% of survey respondents)

and being discussed during 15 of the 19 centers’/networks’

roundtables. The label ‘‘transformative service research’’ is the

overarching term for all service research, regardless of disci-

pline, that has a central goal of investigating the well-being

implications of service. It has been more formally defined as

service research that aims to ‘‘create uplifting changes and

improvements’’ in the well-being of individuals (as consumers

and as employees), collectives (e.g., families and commu-

nities), and ecosystems (Anderson 2010, p. 9; see also Ander-

son et al. 2013). Although any service area could be

investigated in relation to its impact on well-being-related

metrics (e.g., quality of life, discrimination, and security), the

subtopic areas highlight eight of the most pressing issues

requiring research attention.

1. Designing and delivering services in a sustainable

manner;

2. Developing technology-enabled services to improve

well-being;

3. Exploring services as a driver of societal change to

advance well-being for both individuals and collectives

(e.g., families and communities);

4. Designing services for vulnerable consumers (e.g., poor

and aging);

5. Investigating service innovation at the base of the pyr-

amid (largest but poorest segment of the world’s

population);

6. Enhancing access to critical services (e.g., health care

and education);

7. Improving government/public services to improve well-

being; and

8. Investigating how service systems affect societal well-

being.

Enhancing well-being through service research will require,

in many cases, shifting efforts to focus on different segments of

society. One of the most important is investigating service

issues relevant to the base of the pyramid, which has been

defined as ‘‘the low-income socio-economic segment that lives

primarily in the informal sector’’ (London, Anupindi, and

Sheth 2010, p. 583). Although many well-being-related ques-

tions could be addressed in this context (for a research agenda

focused specifically on the base of the pyramid, see Gebauer

and Reynoso 2013), highlighted here is the importance of

understanding service innovation that occurs among this seg-

ment and its relationship to well-being and the alleviation of

poverty (#5). This subtopic was rated as the one that the service

field knows the least about among all 80 subtopics evaluated.

Understanding the creativity harnessed by those possessing few

financial resources and determining what it means for service

theory and practice are key issues to explore.

Relatedly, in line with the roundtable discussions emphasiz-

ing the importance of examining service needs of the elderly or

those facing health problems (Centers C, D, and P), a key area

for research centers on the effective design of services that can

improve the well-being of the poor but also other potentially

vulnerable consumers, such as those who are ill (#4). Vulnera-

ble consumers are a central focus of transformative consumer

research (see Mick et al. 2012). However, inadequate attention

has been given to investigating how service, in particular, can

reduce or enhance vulnerability, though some work focuses

on the role of health care (e.g., Berry and Bendapudi 2007;

Rosenbaum and Smallwood 2013). One example of a new

health-related service that can improve well-being especially

for vulnerable consumers is PillPack, a home-delivery service

that provides presorts of prescription and over-the-counter

medications and vitamins into individual packets with the day

and time they should be taken, helping patients take the right

pills at the right time (IDEO 2014). Research can tackle ques-

tions such as the following: What characteristics of service and

cocreation activities enhance well-being, especially for vulner-

able consumers? and which ones reduce health and other dispa-

rities that exist across consumer groups?

It is not just the design of services but also the issue of ser-

vice availability that remains a challenge and deserves research

attention, as billions of people around the world lack access to

needed medical care, financial services, and other relevant

well-being services (#6). As the Center K roundtable noted,

‘‘Increasing productivity of services is fundamental to ensure

that the one billion people becoming middle class in the next

20 years have adequate provision of services, including health,

education, transportation, and government.’’ Issues of service

access are complex and require research that examines the

nature of service systems that may limit access or lead to

restricted choice (e.g., Bone, Christensen, and Williams
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[2014] investigate systemic restricted choice experienced by

minority consumers) as well as community, family, and individ-

ual characteristics and resources that may affect service access.

Given the significance of technology in the lives of consumers,

several roundtables also mentioned the role of technology-

enabled services in affecting well-being (#2). As the Center C

roundtable discussed, ‘‘Aging society creates pressures for wel-

fare services. On one hand, ICT [information and communica-

tions technology] can be used to enhance the efficiency of

current services provided. On the other hand, ICT offers possibi-

lities for totally new types of services.’’ Important questions for

research in this area include the following: How can ICT and tech-

nology advances in e-medicine, remote health monitoring, and

smart devices that track and analyze health information positively

affect well-being? and under what conditions might use of these

technology-based services reduce well-being? In line with

Gebauer and Reynoso (2013), research can also explore how tech-

nology advances related to water, sanitation, and energy services

can positively benefit the base of the pyramid.

Service contexts not often examined in traditional service

research but ones that have a profound impact on the well-

being of individuals, communities, and societies globally are

government and publicly provided services. Understanding how

these services are delivered, cocreated, and experienced by con-

sumers in both developed and emerging economies is a key area

for service research (#7). Consistent with Anderson et al. (2013),

how do social services, such as welfare and other government

assistance, affect the lives of consumers and the employees who

help deliver these services in both positive and negative ways?

Finally, the roundtables specified service sustainability as

of upmost importance, and it was rated as the most important

well-being-related subtopic. For example, Center H empha-

sized the need to ‘‘incorporate sustainability into services’’

and ‘‘go beyond environment to [achieve] a more holistic

view of sustainability, including triple bottom line.’’ Deter-

mining how to design and deliver service in ways that reduce

its negative impact on the environment and that are finan-

cially viable for businesses is an area worthy of continued

attention (#1). This includes a focus on issues such as how ser-

vices can be designed so that they protect the environment and

how customers and employees can be influenced and/or

incentivized to take on roles that reduce a service’s negative

environmental impact.

Measuring and optimizing service performance and impact. The

inadequacy of extant approaches for assessing service perfor-

mance and its downstream effects was a recurring theme in the

roundtable discussions. For example, Center J stressed that ‘‘the

tools we use today are simply too blunt,’’ and Center C indicated

that there is a need for metrics that ‘‘go beyond conventional satis-

faction measures.’’ The implied imperative for developing better

measures of service performance and its impact was rated highly

in the online survey as well (highest importance mean averaged

across subtopics among the 12 priorities and third highest in terms

of the importance-knowledge gap). Key issues within this priority

warranting further research include the following:

1. Measuring the value and return on investment from

service;

2. Creating service standards and metrics that link to

financial outcomes of the firm;

3. Developing metrics to assess service productivity

from the customer, organization, and service network

perspective;

4. Understanding the appropriate time horizons and finan-

cial and nonfinancial metrics for assessing service

investments;

5. Integrating service value and the costs of service deliv-

ery into joint optimization models; and

6. Optimizing trade-offs between the different perspec-

tives on service productivity.

Although approaches for determining the return on service

investments (#1) have long been proposed (e.g., Rust, Zahorik,

and Keiningham 1995), this subtopic emerged as the most

important among all 80 research subtopics rated by our online

survey respondents. A need and an opportunity still exist for

developing finer-grained metrics and methodologies for asses-

sing the impact of service investments, not only in terms of the

traditional financial returns to the firm (#2) but also in terms of

their broader and nonfinancial consequences from the perspec-

tives of multiple stakeholders (#3).

Regarding the types of research questions pertaining to this

priority that call for further investigation, consider the service

philosophy and investments of Zappos, arguably one of the

most successful U.S.-based online retailers. Tony Hsieh, CEO

of Zappos, firmly believes that the fundamental driver of the

company’s success, despite its being an online business, is its

call center, and so the firm invests heavily in recruiting, train-

ing, and supporting its call-center employees (Hsieh 2010).

Hsieh eschews conventional metrics in assessing and reward-

ing call-center employees: ‘‘At Zappos we don’t hold reps

accountable for call times. And we don’t upsell—a practice that

usually just annoys customers. We care only whether the rep

goes above and beyond for every customer. We don’t have

scripts, because we want our reps to let their true personalities

shine during every phone call.’’ And apparently he is not enam-

ored by modern-day, high-tech approaches to interacting with

customers: ‘‘There is a lot of buzz these days about social

media and ‘integration marketing.’ Our belief is that as unsexy

and low-tech as it may sound, the telephone is one of the best

branding devices out there’’ (Hsieh 2010, p. 3).

While Zappos’s overall financial performance attests to the

soundness of its CEO’s beliefs—and the service-related invest-

ments stemming from such beliefs—are they likely to be appli-

cable and beneficial in other contexts? In particular, will such

beliefs hold and be as effective in other types of firms (e.g.,

‘‘legacy’’ firms with ingrained cultures, technology systems,

managerial styles, and employee and customer expectations)?

For example, as widely discussed in the popular press, J. C.

Penney, a longtime high-performing retailer, has recently been

struggling for survival, largely due to drastic, expensive in-

store changes that the former CEO instituted—including
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ripping out traditional fixed-location cash registers and repla-

cing them with roving sales associates equipped with special

iPads to facilitate on-the-spot checkout anywhere in the

store—from his strong belief that the changes would enhance

the company’s image and the customer’s shopping experience

(Nash 2014). Important research questions worth addressing

include the following: What are appropriate approaches for

ascertaining a priori the potential effectiveness of major service

investments that are based primarily on senior management’s

beliefs? Which contextual factors at the industry, firm,

employee, and customer level are likely to moderate the nature

and extent of the link between service investments and out-

comes relevant for different stakeholders in a service system

or network? and can a conceptual model incorporating such

moderating factors and their effects be developed to serve as

a comprehensive contingency framework for guiding service

investments?

Some progress has been made in developing service-

productivity frameworks that incorporate the perspectives of

both the firm and the customer (e.g., Grönroos and Ojasalo

2004; Parasuraman 2010). However, much work still remains

to be done in terms of developing metrics and measures to oper-

ationalize the extant productivity frameworks. Research is also

needed to extend those frameworks by incorporating additional

stakeholders (e.g., employees and business partners in the ser-

vice network) and service outcomes (e.g., employee well-being).

Finally, several issues related to the time horizons used in

assessing the impact of service investments (#4) are worthy

of further investigation. In this regard, Zappos’s CEO states,

‘‘Usually when marketing departments do their [return on

investment] calculations, they assume that the lifetime value

of a customer is fixed. We view it as something that can grow

if we create positive emotional associations with our brand . . . .

Our warehouse is open around the clock every day, which is

costly. The most efficient way to run a warehouse is to let

orders pile up, so that when a worker walks around picking

up orders, the picking density is higher . . . . But we are not try-

ing to maximize picking efficiency. We are trying to maximize

the customer experience’’ (Hsieh 2010, p. 3). Specific research

questions that arise include the following: Should the time hor-

izon for assessing service investments be treated as dynamic

rather than fixed? If so, what is the best way to model the result-

ing endogeneity due to the time horizon influencing, and being

influenced by, the brand-enhancing effects of the service

investments? Regardless of how the time horizon is viewed,

(1) which types of metrics for evaluating service investments

are most appropriate (e.g., efficiency or effectiveness metrics

or a combination of the two) and (2) what factors might influ-

ence this determination?

Cross-Cutting Priorities

The final two priorities, understanding service in a global con-

text and leveraging technology to advance service, are interre-

lated with each of the other priorities and have the potential to

influence almost every aspect of service. Thus, we categorize

them as cross-cutting priorities.

Understanding service in a global context. ‘‘We live in a global

world and we need to start to realize the implications of this;

after all there are multiple ways to live lives, run businesses, and

govern countries. We need more global studies that try to under-

stand and explain differences’’ (Center J). Global issues are

diverse, and our research identified six research-worthy areas:

1. Customizing service offerings for different cultural

contexts;

2. Understanding the drivers of insourcing and onshoring;

3. Understanding how differences in service ecosystems

across countries affect the design and delivery of services;

4. Understanding the consequences of outsourcing ser-

vices to other cultures;

5. Developing organizational designs and strategies for

globalizing a firm’s service offering; and

6. Investigating service issues critical to emerging

economies.

The first challenge for service in a global context is designing

services for global delivery. Services are typically developed for

domestic consumption, raising the question, ‘‘Do we design dif-

ferently for global services?’’ (Center E). Culture is one context

that has an impact not just on customers but on employees and

partners as well. For example, guanxi, the importance of busi-

ness relationships in China (Xin and Pearce 1996), may well

affect all aspects of service design and delivery within a network

context in China. However, cultural differences are not confined

to the obvious contexts; even within clusters of similar cultures,

substantial differences can exist. For example, in complaining

styles and behavior, Harris and Russell-Bennett (2014) found

differences between U.K. and Australian consumers and Voss

et al. (2004) between U.K. and U.S. consumers.

Designing a service for global delivery goes well beyond

culture. A service is designed to be delivered in a particular ser-

vice ecosystem, but the ecosystems in other countries or

regions may be very different—for example, differences in the

availability of trained staff, the financial and regulatory con-

text, the technological infrastructure, the business models, and

the culture associated with the service. Many choices are asso-

ciated with modes of market entry and whether and how to

work with local partners. Thus, it is important to understand

how differences in service ecosystems across countries affect

the design and delivery of services (#3). An especially critical

issue is whether services need to be customized for different

national contexts (#1). Take, for example, Western organiza-

tions attempting to deliver service in China. On one hand,

Western hotel chains modify significant aspects such as layout

and services to match local preferences. On the other hand, for

Mamma Mia, the first Western musical to be successfully pro-

duced in China in Mandarin, the producers chose to make no

changes except language.
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The second challenge is managing a global network of ser-

vices; there is currently limited guidance for management on

how to create and improve distributed service networks glob-

ally (Center R). For example, in addition to physically deliver-

ing services in multiple countries, the digital economy enables

an organization from the United States to deliver its service

from Ireland to customers in Japan. This path can create chal-

lenges related to online communication between the service

provider and the customers across cultures (Center B). Globa-

lization of and focus on emerging markets, such as Asia, high-

lights research questions such as the following: ‘‘How [can

firms] enable different levels of service for different segments

and appropriate provisioning to ensure different costs to serve

and hence profitability?’’ (Center D). Thus, it is important to

understand how to successfully develop organizational designs

and strategies for globalizing a firm’s service offering (#5).

As service becomes global, research and theory need to reflect

this. An underlying challenge is that though service researchers

tend to research locally, they need to consider the context-

dependent nature of their findings and theory. Many of the princi-

ples of service management are generally regarded as applicable

across different countries and regions. However, this should be

questioned. For example, most of these principles originate from

developed countries, so there needs to be a broadening of per-

spectives to more developing countries (Centers K, Q, and

S). Considering the exponential growth of service sectors

in emerging markets, increased service outsourcing from

these markets, and the often people-intensive service deliv-

ery in them, the cross-cultural aspects of service provision

require greater attention (Center R); extant understanding

of this area is limited, and there is a strong need for inves-

tigating service issues critical to emerging economies (#6).

Leveraging technology to advance service. Given the proliferation of

a variety of rapidly advancing technologies (e.g., smartphones,

cloud computing, and wearable health-tracking devices) that can

potentially affect virtually all aspects of service provision and

consumption, we labeled this topic as a cross-cutting research pri-

ority (Figure 1). Providing research-based guidance for effec-

tively employing service-related technologies for the mutual

benefit of both customers and organizations surfaced as a critical

issue in most of the roundtables. Moreover, when online survey

respondents were asked to pick the 3 most important (out of 12)

research-priority topics and to rank order them, ‘‘Leveraging

Technology to Advance Service’’ was in the top three for approx-

imately 30% of the respondents, with more than one third of those

ranking it first. This broad priority topic comprises the following

more-specific issues worth exploring:

1. Exploring how social media enables new forms of value

creation for customers and service providers;

2. Examining how the Internet of Things and smart services

can enhance the customer experience and influence rela-

tionships between customers and service providers;

3. Building business models for new service technologies

(e.g., smart services and cloud computing);

4. Examining how mobile technologies, context-aware

technologies, and cloud-based systems can enable the

creation of new ubiquitous services to enhance the cus-

tomer experience;

5. Understanding the impact of high-tech versus high-

touch service delivery on customers and employees;

6. Enhancing firm-customer relationships in technology-

enabled service;

7. Accelerating adoption and usage of emergent technology-

enabled services by customers and employees; and

8. Creating service-oriented architecture to facilitate intra-

and interorganization integration.

Articles in the popular press cover social media frequently and

extensively and from a wide variety of perspectives—case studies

of how specific companies are using (or misusing) social media,

‘‘dos and don’ts’’ for individuals and organizations, privacy con-

cerns, and so on. In contrast, scholarly literature on the topic is rel-

atively sparse, especially in terms of providing research-based

practical guidance for effectively harnessing social media to cre-

ate added value for customers and doing so profitably (#1). As one

participant in the Center G roundtable observed, ‘‘[Managers]

don’t have much science behind [their tech-related investments]

. . . . They spend a lot of money . . . but they don’t know why they

are doing that. Especially the social media stuff. They are just

doing it because everyone else is doing it.’’

In the domain of service recovery, which is just one service

facet for which social media are potentially relevant, the fol-

lowing are the types of research questions worthy of scholarly

investigation: How effective are social media–based self-help

groups—compared with company-based customer-contact

employees—in addressing and resolving service issues experi-

enced by customers? In what types of service contexts and for

what types of service issues are social media–based recovery

efforts more (or less) effective than company-based recovery

efforts? What are the critical drivers of social media members’

motivation to form and actively participate in self-help groups?

and what are the most effective ways for companies to monitor

customers’ social media postings/conversations and generate

appropriate responses when warranted?

The ubiquity of the Internet and the increasing number of

technology-enabled devices and services connected with it

call for systematic research on a host of issues pertaining to

service provision/consumption and customer-company rela-

tionships (#2). For example, ‘‘wearable technologies’’ (e.g.,

a technology-enabled wristband capable of continuously

monitoring the wearer’s health-related metrics and transmit-

ting that data via the Internet in real time) are now being

explored by insurance companies as a means for fine-tuning

insurance premiums by more accurately assessing the health risk

of each customer and adjusting their insurance premiums

accordingly (Olson 2014). The wearable-technology context is

virtually uncharted territory from a scholarly research standpoint

and raises several questions worth investigating: What are the

key contributors to and inhibitors of customer adoption of poten-

tially intrusive technologies such as wearable devices? Although
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extant research has examined factors influencing readiness to

adopt technologies in general (e.g., Meuter et al. 2005; Parasura-

man and Colby 2015), the revolutionary nature of some of the lat-

est service-related technologies calls for a more nuanced

understanding of their adoption. In particular, research is needed

on the privacy and public-policy implications of such technolo-

gies. Yet another research-worthy issue is whether and how the

use of wearable technologies and the information they feed back

to wearers might lead to more healthful lifestyles. Alternatively,

are adopters of wearable technologies predominantly ‘‘self-

selected’’ in that they already have healthful lifestyles and are

merely seeking confirmatory feedback?

The rapid emergence of cutting-edge technologies is creating

exciting opportunities for companies to enhance their service

offerings. However, trying to make money from those offerings

is a challenge that seems to rely more on trial-and-error experi-

mentation than on sound planning informed by research-based

insights, highlighting the need for more scholarly work in this

area (#3). A case in point is mobile payments. Services such

as Google Wallet ‘‘have struggled to take off after launching

with a limited number of compatible banks, credit-card issuers

and retailers. And customers have been wary of trusting their

banking information to the omnipresent cloud in an era of end-

less data breaches, especially when credit cards work just fine’’

(Luckerson 2014, p. 14). As in the context of wearable technol-

ogies, basic consumer research geared toward gaining an in-

depth understanding of inhibitors and motivators pertaining to

adoption and usage of mobile-payment systems is necessary for

determining appropriate target markets, pricing schemes, and

‘‘business models’’ for launching such services. Moreover, the

successful introduction and eventual profitability of mobile pay-

ments (and other similar technology-based services) requires the

creation and smooth operation of a network of business partners

(e.g., banks, merchants, and phone companies). As such,

research is also needed to develop alternative approaches for

structuring such networks (e.g., how should revenue be shared

among partners?) and to identify the conditions that could make

one approach more appropriate than others in a given context.

Summary Remarks

The 12 broad priorities and 80 subtopics collectively constitute

a rich research agenda for advancing service theory and making

significant contributions to business practice as well as individ-

ual and societal well-being. Although the priorities are pre-

sented as distinct, with each giving rise to specific research-

worthy issues, important research questions also lie at the

intersection of the priorities. This is implied by the two cross-

cutting priorities (related to technology and the global context)

highlighted in Figure 1, as well as by the intertwining of some

subtopics across priorities. For example, ‘‘Using service design

approaches to innovate complex service systems and value net-

works’’ in the service design priority and ‘‘Integrating the roles

of customers, employees, and technology for value creation’’ in

the value creation priority do overlap, leading to questions such

as how to use service design principles to integrate different

entities in a service network so as to maximize value creation.

As one survey respondent mentioned, ‘‘The topics are not inde-

pendent. Service innovation, for instance, requires consider-

ation of understanding value creation, role of service

employees and leveraging technology, and designing service

systems that are self-directed and self-learning.’’

The research priorities also overlap at a higher level, in that

technology and the interconnected global world can be viewed

as overarching service contexts that are dynamic and will con-

tinue to reshape the service landscape, thereby triggering new

challenges and opportunities for service researchers in relation

to the other priorities and the interlinkages shown in Figure 1.

Investigating these macro-level interconnections and how they

are likely to change over time, as well as the implications of those

changes, has potential for advancing service theory and practice.

Another noteworthy overall finding is that the two outcome

priorities—measuring and optimizing service performance and

impact and improving well-being through transformative ser-

vice—and some of their related subtopics, stood out as particu-

larly important in the online survey. Thus, there is a strong need

for service work that not only is relevant to and positively affects

business but also is socially relevant and contributes to overall

well-being. Informed by insights from our priority-setting

efforts, in the next section, we discuss challenges and opportu-

nities associated with doing such service work and, more gener-

ally, with strengthening the service field going forward.

Advancing the Service Field: Challenges and
Opportunities

Our analysis of the roundtable discussions and the online sur-

vey data, including comments received in response to open-

ended questions, as well as our own experience as service

researchers, led us to identify six key challenges, with com-

mensurate opportunities, that service scholars should tackle

to move the field forward. The first three deal specifically with

the rapidly changing context in which service is taking place:

researching issues related to technology, which is driving much

of the change; investigating the implications this new context

has for the role of employees in service delivery; and addres-

sing the desire by companies and service networks to achieve

service seamlessness. The next two challenges pertain to two

broad areas that heretofore have received relatively sparse

scholarly attention: examining the implications of global con-

texts for service delivery and studying socially relevant service

issues that aim to improve well-being. The final challenge—

fostering more effective interdisciplinary service research—is

one that pervades the preceding five challenges. Successfully

tackling this final challenge is a prerequisite for making prog-

ress on addressing the first five challenges.

Technology Is a Game Changer: How Does the Service
Field Keep Up and Contribute?

Technology emerged in roundtables and survey comments as a

service game changer. When asked about the most dramatic
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change likely to occur in the service field, 126 of the 190 sur-

vey respondents referred to technology issues. Figure 2, con-

taining a word cloud of those survey comments, reiterates the

emergence of a new technology-dominated service context: a

ubiquitous, always on, always connected, smart, and global

world, as depicted in Figure 3. This new world is leading to

profound changes in customer experience and value cocrea-

tion; front-stage and backstage service provision; and service

organizations, networks, and service ecosystems.

As the dashed arrows in Figure 3 show, technology-

enabled wearable devices, home appliances, cars, and so

forth, can now sense their own condition and surroundings,

facilitating real-time data collection, continuous communica-

tion, and interactive feedback that enable the provision of

smart services (Wünderlich, Wangenheim, and Bitner 2013;

Wünderlich et al. forthcoming). In addition, customers them-

selves are connected with service providers and other custom-

ers in real time through instant messaging, commenting, or

posting on social media, such as Facebook, iMessage, and

Twitter. This environment represents a radically new context

for providing and experiencing service. Service experienced

through traditional face-to-face, dyadic provider-customer

interactions is increasingly being replaced by a more high-

tech and networked service experience. Greater access to

information and technology, as well as increasing capability

to connect in real time with service providers and fellow cus-

tomers, is also giving customers more autonomy in cocreating

and personalizing their service experiences.

With multiple technology channels such as the Internet,

mobile phones, and wearable devices, person-to-person interac-

tions may become less frequent, but no less important, being

reserved, if not required, for providing high-value service to select

customers. As such, understanding the interplay between

personal and information technology-supported service and find-

ing the right blend of the two for different customer segments and

situations are emerging challenges for both researchers and prac-

titioners. A related critical challenge is ensuring that customers

have a seamless service experience as they interact with multiple

entities in the service network (firms, employees, and other cus-

tomers) through multiple modes (personal/face-to-face, self-

service, automated, and social media).

The rapidly evolving technology context also has signifi-

cant implications for HRM (discussed in detail in the next sec-

tion). Front-stage service employees need to be well-informed

about new interactive technologies and able to provide value-

added information and personal service that sets the firm apart

in the new technology-enabled and increasingly competitive ser-

vice environment. At the same time, backstage service employees

need to acquire new competences that combine data analytics and

IS knowledge with customer- and service-orientation skills.

Backstage service operations need to be redesigned as well to bet-

ter support service provision in this new environment.

The fundamental role of service organizations themselves

needs to be reexamined in light of the aforementioned distinct

characteristics of the current service environment. Organizations

need to evolve from focusing on dyadic management of their

relationships with customers to understanding and managing

their role and contributions in many-to-many contexts involving

value networks and service ecosystems, in which service

provider-customer boundaries are blurring and multiple forms

of service provision, by multiple network players, are possible.

The way to go about accomplishing this is a challenge for service

organizations and an opportunity for service scholars to generate

new knowledge.

The accelerated pace of technology growth and the conse-

quent continuous evolution of service networks and ecosystems

Figure 2. Most dramatic change in the future of the field: Word cloud based on survey comments.
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raise the critical issue of how service researchers can keep

up and contribute. They need ready access to relevant data,

which in turn calls for building more and stronger partner-

ships with companies that possess the data and can serve

as settings for conducting research. Moreover, the research,

apart from being theoretically relevant and rigorous, needs

to be conducted quickly enough for the findings to be timely

and have practical value. Although this may be happening

within IS and other fields focused on technology, it may need

to occur more broadly across disciplines. Yet another impor-

tant issue to be addressed is that though rapid technology evo-

lution opens up new opportunities, technology experts often

struggle to make the transition from technology breakthroughs

to new services that have practical appeal. Bringing a service

perspective to technology innovation can help with this transi-

tion. For this to happen, however, there needs to be greater

collaboration between the service research and the technology

research communities.

What Is the Role of Employees in a Changing Service
Context?

As implied by the discussion in the preceding section, the ser-

vice context has become much more diverse and complex than

when the traditional ‘‘service encounter,’’ representing human,

dyadic customer-employee interactions, was the primary mode

of service provision. In addition, as technology has grown, it

has replaced employees in some service settings (e.g., online

banking), and one perspective in service theory argues that

value is created by customers for customers (Heinonen et al.

2010). The notion that employees may be viewed as less rele-

vant in this context is also indicated in the WordCloud of sur-

vey comments on the most dramatic changes in the future of the

service field (Figure 2), that is, ‘‘employees’’ appears in very

small print. In summary, whereas long ago the question to be

answered was, ‘‘Where does the customer fit in a service oper-

ation? (Chase 1978, p. 137),’’ as noted previously, the question

Figure 3. The changing context of service.
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now could be, ‘‘Where does the employee fit in a service oper-

ation?’’ (Bowen forthcoming).

The management literature, particularly organizational beha-

vior and HRM, with its focus on employees, would seemingly

offer insights into the role of employees in differing service con-

texts. Yet, in their review of the services management literature,

Subramony and Pugh (2015) conclude that it had paid little

attention to differences in context and their implications for

employee behaviors in serving customers. Indeed, a significant

portion of studies reviewed focus on short-term service encoun-

ters between employees and customers. Partly in response to the

lack of work on this issue, Bowen (forthcoming) explicitly

addresses the evolving role of employees, suggesting four roles

that service employees will increasingly play: ‘‘Innovators’’

(technology cannot substitute for human creativity as the source

of new ideas for services and their delivery), ‘‘Differentiators’’

(the nonsubstitutable personal touch avoids the commoditization

of services), ‘‘Enablers’’ (employees, including the understudied

back office, ensuring that both customers and technology

are able to perform their given roles in coproduction and

value creation, overall), and ‘‘Coordinators’’ (integration of

resources and collaboration across multiple actors in the service

system). Directions for researching the competencies necessary

for these roles and the HRM practices needed to build them is just

one perspective. Service researchers need to do more work to fur-

ther evaluate this perspective and explore other possible perspec-

tives to augment knowledge about ‘‘Where does the employee fit

in a service operation?’’ amid the complexity of current service

contexts. Doing so effectively might require multidisciplinary

and even interdisciplinary contributions from different fields such

as operations management, marketing, IS, and OB/HRM.

How Do Companies Achieve ‘‘Seamlessness?’’: Actor
Interdependencies in Value Cocreation

The data on several priorities, taken together, suggest an overarch-

ing need for research on how to achieve effective coordination

among interdependent actors in value cocreation. To illustrate,

consider the following four research priorities and the subtopic

within each that received the highest mean importance rating:

Priority—understanding organization and employee issues

relevant to successful service; Subtopic—‘‘Coordinating the

interdependent roles of employees and customers in cocrea-

tion.’’ Priority—developing service networks and systems;

Subtopic—‘‘Fostering service network collaboration to enhance

customer experiences.’’ Priority—understanding value creation;

Subtopic—‘‘Integrating the roles of customers, employees, and

technology for value creation.’’ Priority—enhancing the service

experience; Subtopic—‘‘Managing the customer experience

across complex and diverse offerings, touch points and

channels.’’

The most highly rated subtopics reveal a consistent underlying

theme that amounts to a call for research on coordination mechan-

isms for tackling interdependencies among actors, including vir-

tual (technology), and across touch points in value cocreation.

This can also be viewed as a return to an emphasis on deli-

vering ‘‘seamless’’ service, an expression used frequently in the

service field’s past, but one that now entails a higher level of

complexity. In the past, the term ‘‘seamlessness’’ was used

somewhat narrowly to connote coordination across organiza-

tional functions before, during, and after service delivery, often

in the narrow context of a service encounter. The complex chal-

lenge now is to achieve seamlessness in the extended context of

multiple individuals, organizations, networks, and technolo-

gies, with customers being viewed as far more active partici-

pants in coproduction and value cocreation. Needed are the

‘‘portfolios of coordination mechanisms’’ (Larsson and Bowen

1989, p. 213) for differing patterns of interdependence. Exam-

ples of extant work that can serve as a starting point for more

extensive future research on seamlessness include Moeller

et al. (2013) on collaborative value creation patterns,

McColl-Kennedy et al. (2012) on customer value cocreation

practice styles, Gittell and Weiss (2004) on integrating the

intraorganizational coordination of patient care with external

partners, Van Bruggen et al. (2010) on creating a seamless

experience in channel multiplicity, and Patrı́cio et al. (2011)

on designing a smooth customer experience across channels.

How Does the Service Field Better Incorporate Global
Contexts in What It Studies?

Our first round of data collection involved feedback from ser-

vice groups and centers in five of the seven continents, provid-

ing a window into possible differences in service approaches

and perspectives. Global issues tended to be rated as of lower

importance than other priorities (Tables 3 and 4 and Appendix

B). However, we argue that this may be due to a lack of knowl-

edge of service issues outside our own countries or regions.

Take, for example, the 2014 launch of Apple Pay, a system allow-

ing payment by smartphone. The Wall Street Journal (Fowler

2014) stated that ‘‘Apple Pay changes the way we look at our

phones, not to mention wallets full of credit cards and bits of

paper.’’ This seems revolutionary, but a similar cellphonepayment

system, M-Pesa, was launched in Africa by Safaricom in 2007. By

2013, it had 14.2 million users in Kenya alone and millions more in

other developing countries (Cisco 2013). What are the implica-

tions for service research? First, we are probably not aware as

much as we think we are of what is happening in service man-

agement across the globe. Second, some of our assumptions—

for example, that compared with the West, services in less

developed nations are unsophisticated—need questioning.

Finally, and most important, M-Pesa emphasizes the impor-

tance of global context for service development and research.

It is a service developed to meet the local context characterized

by a lack of landline telecommunications and poor financial

infrastructure, which are not typically issues in the West.

Global contextual issues relate to every aspect of service.

Many of the roundtables argued that all the topics are both

regional and global (Center N) and all the issues are global in

application (Center B). The roundtables also highlighted the

need to understand local contexts. Systems of service may differ
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greatly between individual advanced economies and among

developing economies; for example, Center F noted that much

could be gained from international comparison of complex sys-

tems such as health care. Overall, there is a substantial need to be

sensitive to—and to capitalize on—different contexts as well as

perspectives/paradigms from different parts of the world.

The desire to advance service theory and practice by focusing

on local contexts globally calls for more ‘‘intellectual’’ colla-

boration on a global scale. Several new initiatives are underway

that may help facilitate this, including the efforts to develop a

global consortium of service research centers spearheaded by

Parsu Parasuraman and the Base of the Pyramid Service

Research Network being created by Javier Reynoso. If our field

is to advance understanding of service beyond developed

countries, we need to do a better job of working together globally

to truly understand service and the variety of different settings in

which it takes place. This is difficult but worthwhile.

Doing Well (as a Field) by Doing Good

The priority ranked as most important was improving well-being

through transformative service, highlighting service researchers’

high regard for socially relevant work. First, if the field is to truly

enhance well-being, we need to investigate important well-being-

oriented service contexts that are rarely examined, collaborate

more often and more effectively, and make a greater effort to

study well-being-related issues over time. Although some

researchers are already working in important novel contexts

(e.g., social services by Steven Rayburn forthcoming, prisons

by Ronald Hill and colleagues [2015], a homeless shelter for preg-

nant women by Elise Riker [2014]), as service researchers, we

need to venture out from traditional contexts and gain a greater

understanding of service and its relation to well-being by investi-

gating other understudied contexts. Relatedly, we need to exam-

ine consumers for whom well-being issues are paramount, with

none more pressing than those at the base of the pyramid. Much

service research focuses on consumers in developed countries

who are middle to upper class. We need a more concerted effort

to galvanize service research that addresses well-being issues

involving the billions of people globally who have low income

and live in the informal economy (for specific recommendations

to help advance service research at the base of the pyramid, see

Fisk et al. forthcoming). As a field, we need to investigate what

is important and understudied versus what is convenient. This also

includes focusing on the well-being of collectives rather than just

individuals. Consumers live their lives as part of collectives, yet

scant service research has focused on the role of service in affect-

ing the well-being of families, communities, and society at large

(Anderson et al. 2013). Of particular importance is the impact of

service on families. For example, how do families cocreate ser-

vices in ways that enhance or reduce well-being? How does

access to and the quality of education, health care, food retailers,

and financial services affect families over time?

Second, to advance well-being, we need to enhance our efforts

as a field by collaborating with a variety of different stakeholders.

Consistent with Fisk et al.’s (forthcoming) recommendations, we

need to collaborate with consumers themselves using methods

such as community action research and service design to better

understand their lived experience, to ensure that what we are

studying is relevant and that we are helping to innovate and create

change that will truly improve well-being. We also need to colla-

borate with nonprofits, nongovernmental organizations, govern-

ment agencies, and other firms that will not only play a critical

role in helping us study well-being issues in relevant service con-

texts but also implement changes that will positively enhance the

lives of individuals and families in developing and developed

countries. Although efforts are being made at conferences to bring

service researchers into contact with practitioners, we need a

more concerted effort to bring about more long-term partnerships

that lead to sustained well-being improvements (e.g., University

of Porto’s collaboration with the Portuguese Ministry of Health

to develop citizen-centered electronic health care records; Ari-

zona State University and ASU’s Center for Services Leader-

ship’s partnership with Mayo Clinic on multiple projects that

have well-being implications). As with many service topics, addi-

tional progress to advance well-being can be made if service

researchers in different disciplines with interest in well-being and

access to and knowledge about relevant consumer groups band

together on research collaborations. We encourage service

researchers interested in issues related to well-being and service

to seek out opportunities for collaboration, such as joining the

Base of the Pyramid Service Research Network (tinyurl.com/

BoPServiceResearchNetwork) and discussing well-being topics

as members of the Transformative Service Research Facebook

page and LinkedIn group.

Finally, similar to many service research topics, well-being

could benefit from longitudinal investigations. Because well-

being is dynamic, complex, and affected by many factors,

viewing it as a snapshot at one point in time does not provide

a full picture in terms of its change, the speed and trajectory

of the change, and how such change might ebb and flow over

weeks, months, and years. Consistent with Bolton’s (2014) dis-

cussion of the importance of thinking of service in relation to

time (e.g., to better understand issues such as cohort and

maturation effects, service encounter sequences, relationships

over time, and extended consumption experiences), we need

to examine the relationship between service and well-being

over time, which in turn will have implications for the choice

of research design and data to be collected.

Moving the Field Forward Requires Succeeding at
Interdisciplinary Research

For a long time, there has been a call in service research for more

cross-disciplinary research, and maybe it is time for us to finally

achieve this. (Center J)

As implied in previous sections and supported by our findings,

collaboration across disciplines is essential for advancing the

service field. However, with regard to the questions about the

state of the field presented in Table 6, there was no clear
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agreement that ‘‘The boundaries of the domain of the field (i.e.,

what is in, what is out) are well-defined’’ (M¼ 3.61). Informed

by and building on our findings, we offer perspectives on clar-

ifying the goal of interdisciplinarity, the challenges in reaching

the goal, and how it can be achieved.

The imprecise use of the term ‘‘interdisciplinary,’’ relative

to related terms such as ‘‘multidisciplinary’’ and ‘‘transdisci-

plinary,’’ can hinder progress toward achieving interdiscipli-

narity (Siedlok and Hibbert 2013). Multidisciplinary research

involves two or more disciplines approaching a research topic

by each using its own framings and methods; there is coopera-

tion but no integrative collaboration. Survey respondents mod-

estly agreed that the field is sufficiently multidisciplinary (M¼
4.34), though there was fairly strong agreement that it is still

dominated by marketing (M¼ 5.02). In contrast, interdisciplin-

ary research combines disciplinary perspectives to yield a

synthesized and collective outcome, but the original disciplines

continue to exist independently. Survey respondents modestly

disagreed that the field is sufficiently interdisciplinary (M ¼
3.65). Transdisciplinary research is a fusion of disciplines that

focuses on developing coherent, unified knowledge in which

disciplinary boundaries are reshaped and may even become

irrelevant. This highest level of disciplinary integration was not

assessed per se in our survey, though such integration might

well be the underlying objective of calls for more interdisci-

plinary research in the service field. For example, as noted pre-

viously, the definition of service science includes a goal of

evolving into a ‘‘transdisciplinary’’ field (Spohrer, Kwan, and

Fisk 2014). Furthermore, a team of service scholars recently

opined that transdisciplinarity should be the goal for service

scholarship, with advances in interdisciplinarity paving the

way toward that goal (Gustafsson et al. forthcoming).

Achieving interdisciplinarity in service research has several

challenges. First, what exactly constitutes the service field’s

domain is unclear, complicating the issue of what disciplines are

needed to study it. For example, service-dominant logic (Lusch

and Vargo 2014; Vargo and Lusch 2004) defines service as the

application of competencies for the benefit of others, adding that

all exchange is service. Ironically, the ‘‘Intangibility, Heterogene-

ity, Inseparability, Perishability’’ (IHIP) paradigm, largely dis-

missed by the service-dominant logic perspective, was an

attempt to draw a boundary between goods and services, and the

service field was bounded by a study of offerings possessing the

IHIP characteristics, which also then had limitations. There is sup-

port in our findings for the theoretical value of both perspectives.

For example, our survey respondents mildly agreed (M ¼ 4.71)

that ‘‘The emergence of service-dominant logic as a paradigm has

been a positive force.’’ At the same time, they slightly disagreed

(M ¼ 3.94) that ‘‘The IHIP (intangibility, heterogeneity, insepar-

ability, and perishability) classification scheme can no longer add

value to service theory and research.’’ Perhaps future work

anchored in service-dominant logic could still benefit by incorpor-

ating insights from IHIP and other earlier concepts in advancing

the service field and even attracting other disciplines to the field.

A second challenge is the lack of a shared language, which

makes it difficult to collaborate on interdisciplinary research

(M¼ 4.64). This issue is likely an impediment to interdisciplin-

ary research in many other fields as well. However, our find-

ings suggest a third challenge to integrating disciplines that

may be unique to the service field. This pertains to how specia-

lization and competence within a discipline are often a prere-

quisite for ‘‘interdisciplinarity’’ across disciplines (Siedlok

and Hibbert 2013). As Gustafsson et al. (forthcoming) note,

intradisciplinarity is actually the starting point for multi-,

inter-, and transdisciplinary research. In this general vein, the

relatively low mean scores on ‘‘Key constructs are well-

defined and specified’’ (M ¼ 4.12) and ‘‘Key constructs have

been empirically validated’’ (M ¼ 4.00) suggest a lack of

shared understanding and acceptance of some of the core con-

ceptual content of the service field, which can hamper attempts

at achieving interdisciplinarity. The field needs theory refine-

ment and research to address this.

A fourth challenge is that disciplines do not integrate; rather,

researchers motivated to collaborate and network do. For exam-

ple, services management, which ideally should be a significant

contributor to multi-, inter-, or transdisciplinary development, is

‘‘still in its infancy in contrast to the field of services marketing’’

(Subramony and Pugh 2015, p. 350). Relatively few management

scholars are frequent contributors to service research, and their

contributions are focused on applying that discipline’s constructs

to service as a context (e.g., climate for service) more so than

developing service constructs and theories in the manner of

service-dominant logic (Bowen forthcoming).

Despite these challenges, there are reassuring signs of the

potential for researchers from different disciplines to colla-

borate even further on service. For example, a social network

analysis study of service’s scientific community examined the

coauthorship relationships among researchers who have pub-

lished in the top journals of operations, marketing, human

resources, and services management from 1995 to 2010 (Mar-

tins et al. 2012). The results showed that though the social

structure of the researchers’ collaborative network was highly

fragmented, overall the researchers were ‘‘connected to others

outside their group through a small number of intermediaries.

This type of structure is favourable both to knowledge flow and

development’’ (Martins et al. 2012, p. 455).

Several initiatives are underway in the service field that lever-

age the relative ease in connecting intermediaries. Indeed, the

coauthorship structure of the current article on service research

is a case in point. In addition, novel efforts by journals are playing

a role in fostering collaboration among scholars from different

disciplines. For example, IEEE Transactions on Services Com-

puting and INFORMS Service Science are publishing a dual spe-

cial issue focusing on New Alignment on Service Research to

‘‘reconcile business service systems and systems of systems

ideals with services computing’s formal methods, standards, best

practices, and repeatable processes’’ and to ‘‘catalyse transdisci-

plinary and risk-taking research’’ that will lead to service research

being viewed from ‘‘a common, global, societal lens’’ (Goul,

Hung, and Maglio 2014, p. 1). The efforts to build a global con-

sortium of service research centers mentioned previously and the

various center-based faculty networks that exist can also aid in
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developing needed collaborations, including those that help facil-

itate the integration of research methods across service-relevant

disciplines. For example, methods traditionally used in informa-

tion technology can be valuable for designing and innovating

technology-enabled services, such as design science research

(Hevner et al. 2004; Peffers et al. 2007). However, more efforts

are necessary to help both doctoral students and established ser-

vice researchers become more ‘‘T-shaped,’’ by gaining a deep

understanding of more than one discipline and enhancing their

ability to communicate across disciplines. Rather than thinking

about whether the field is sufficiently interdisciplinary, perhaps

the more appropriate question is, ‘‘Am I as a service researcher

sufficiently interdisciplinary?’’

Finally, regarding how to become more interdisciplinary

and where to set boundaries, perhaps the best approach is to

appreciate the evolution toward interdisciplinarity already

underway in the service field and even accept that a revolution

in this direction is neither possible nor necessary, at least right

now. Given that the service field is relatively young, attempting

to move too quickly beyond ‘‘multidisciplinary’’ might run the

risk of losing the identity and contributions of truly new and

diverse disciplines seeking a voice in the field. Alternatively,

perhaps the goal should be the pursuit of interdisciplinary

research as ‘‘paving the way to transdisciplinary research’’

(Gustafsson et al. forthcoming). Thus, there is a need for ser-

vice scholars to continue addressing the challenges to interdis-

ciplinary research we have identified. We hope that the service

field will continue attracting new disciplines and pushing the

field’s boundaries as we encounter compelling new research

questions that require it.

Limitations and Conclusion

As with any extensive, global-scope investigation, our research

is not without limitations. Although we made considerable

efforts to engage academics in a variety of disciplines through-

out the world, we still received more responses to the online

survey from marketing academics than from other disciplines,

and few academics in engineering, computer science, and more

context-specific service areas (e.g., nonprofit, education) are

represented. Seeking input from across disciplines also

involved potential concerns with terminology and its interpre-

tation. We strived to use terms that would be understandable

across disciplines, but it is quite likely that some concepts and

topics resonated more with researchers in some disciplines than

in others.

In addition, the majority of the respondents were from Eur-

ope and the United States. Our ability to attain participation in

some regions may have been low because the survey was only

made available in English. However, given the complexity and

challenges in conducting global research, we are heartened by

the participation that did occur and hope that academics inter-

ested in service research, regardless of discipline or region/cul-

ture, can react to, build on, and pursue important service

research highlighted by the priorities.

Although the emphasis of this research was on the percep-

tions of academics, it would be useful to assess how service

practitioners view these priorities. Given that their buy-in and

collaboration are critical for effectively investigating many of

the service issues highlighted as being research worthy, it is

important to understand what they consider pressing problems

in comparison with the research priorities identified here.

As a concluding observation, our findings suggest an overall

positive outlook for the service field (e.g., the state-of-the-field

item with the highest level of agreement was ‘‘I am optimistic

about the future of service as a scholarly field’’). We hope that

service scholars, encouraged by and building on this positive

outlook, will advance the field’s frontiers by making novel con-

tributions to theory, practice, and societal well-being, espe-

cially within the new technology-enabled, interconnected,

global context in which we live.

Appendix A

Description of Methodology

The development of the priorities and the assessment of them and

the state of the field occurred in two phases. The first phase

sought qualitative input from service researchers about what they

viewed as the most important topics to be studied. The second

phase involved a quantitative study designed to assess service

researchers’ perceptions of the importance of the priorities and

subtopics, the level of knowledge that exists about them, and the

state of the field. Figure A1 provides an overview of Phases 1 and 2.

Phase 1

In the spring and summer of 2013, 19 service research centers/

networks agreed to participate in the research-priority-setting

process by conducting one or more roundtables with academics

(and practitioners when feasible). Roundtables were moderated

by a member of our research team or an academic affiliated with

the center who agreed to write a summary capturing the key

points in the discussion. Participants were asked to fill out a

questionnaire before the roundtable discussion. This question-

naire was either a paper version that was completed right before

the start of the discussion, collected by the moderator and

returned to the research team, or an online version completed

and collected electronically, for the facilitators conducting a vir-

tual roundtable. The questionnaire contained five questions:

1. Overall, what do you think are the most important

service-related research topics to address in the next 5

years to advance service scholarship and practice?

2. Why are these topics particularly important?

3. What service research is needed to address these topics?

4. What are the theoretical frameworks, research methods,

types of collaboration, and so on, that have been used in

the service field that have the most promise for addressing

these topics? What new theoretical frameworks, research

methods, types of collaboration, and so on, are needed?
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5. What do you think are the two strengths of the field of

service research that may influence progress, in scholar-

ship and/or practice, on these topics? Two weaknesses?

Roundtable facilitators were provided with a moderator’s

guide and instructions for summarizing the discussion. The mod-

erator’s guide outlined the goal of the roundtables (i.e., to identify

new priorities and topic areas critical for enhancing knowledge in

the service field) and stipulated that those invited to participate

should have expertise in service research but could be from any

discipline. Including academics from multiple disciplines was

encouraged. The questions included in the pre-roundtable survey

also served as the basis for the discussion.

Overall, in Phase 1, 19 university-based service centers and

professional/academic network groups held 23 roundtables. In

a few instances when a roundtable was not feasible, the facil-

itator based the summary on the individual questionnaires

submitted and, at times, one-on-one interviews with the parti-

cipants. These facilitators were better able to interpret the

responses, taking into account their cultural context. In total,

there were 197 participants. Table 1 lists the participating

centers/networks and the facilitators. To capture additional

qualitative input from service researchers who might not be

affiliated with a service center or not be able to participate

in a roundtable discussion, a link to the online survey was

made available at several conferences focused on different

service-relevant disciplines during the summer and fall of

2013. The online survey yielded 31 additional respondents.

Overall, the qualitative study involved 228 participants from

around the world (56% from Europe, 13% from Asia, 13%
from the United States, 12% from Australia and New Zealand,

and 7% from Latin America). The qualitative study also cov-

ered a diverse set of disciplines, as shown in Table 1.

The survey responses and roundtable summaries served as

the basis for developing the priorities. We used an iterative pro-

cess to identify broad themes emerging from the data. Three

members of the research team identified initial themes and

coded the comments from the summaries that fit those themes.

All members of the team then engaged in an iterative process of

comparing, discussing, consolidating, and refining the themes.

This process culminated with the identification of 12 broad

priority topics. For each priority topic, the research team then

developed a list of subtopics based on (1) the roundtable summa-

ries and the questionnaires filled out by roundtable participants,

(2) data from the online survey completed by conference atten-

dees, and (3) a discussion of related subtopics presented in

Figure A1. Summary of process used in developing service research priorities 2015.
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Ostrom et al. (2010). Ultimately, this process led to the identifi-

cation of 80 subtopics across the 12 priorities.

Phase 2

In spring of 2014, an online survey was distributed to service

academics globally to assess the priorities, the subtopics, and

the service field. Respondents were asked to rate each of the

priority subtopics in terms of importance for advancing the

field (1 ¼ Very Low, 7 ¼ Very High) and the current state of

knowledge about the subtopic (1 ¼ Very Low, 7 ¼ Very High).

They were also asked to rank the three priorities they believed

were most in need of additional research attention. In addition,

respondents were presented open-ended questions asking them

to share any comments they had about (1) the priority subto-

pics, (2) any other critical issues future service research should

address, and (3) the most dramatic change likely to occur in the

service field in the next 5–10 years. These three questions gen-

erated 77, 110, and 190 comments, respectively. We used these

comments to enrich and refine the description and discussion of

the priorities and the key insights and implications emerging

from this research effort.

The service field’s strengths and weaknesses in theory build-

ing and research will influence its future progress in advancing

knowledge on the identified priorities. We assessed the per-

ceived state of the field with 20 items we developed, based

in part on related qualitative data collected in Phase 1. The

items (listed in Table 6) were intended to explore perceptions

of the field’s identity, its relationship to other fields, existing

theoretical frameworks, the need for new theory and methods,

impediments, and the overall health and outlook of the field.

An open-ended question asked respondents to indicate any crit-

ical issues affecting the state of the field that had not been men-

tioned and whether those issues helped or hindered it. This

question generated 56 comments.

Before launching the online survey, we pretested it with five

experienced service researchers from multiple disciplines (IS,

marketing, service operations, and service design) and countries

(Portugal, United Kingdom, and United States). From their feed-

back, we made minor changes to enhance clarity and added a

question that asked respondents to rank order the three priorities

they believed were the most important. The survey link was then

widely distributed to service-focused academics (Figure A1 pro-

vides more detail about the sampling frame). Ultimately, 334 ser-

vice researchers completed the survey. They represented 17

disciplines, worked at universities in 37 different countries, and

had, on average, 17.5 years of experience in academia. Table 2

provides a descriptive profile of the respondents.

A comparison of participant profiles in Phases 1 and 2

reveals that Phase 1, which relied almost exclusively on ser-

vice research center/network collaboration, facilitated diverse

input from a variety of service-focused specialists around the

world (e.g., the Service Design Network). Given the greater

number of service-oriented research centers in Europe, more

than half (56%) of the participants were associated with Eur-

opean universities, while a much smaller percentage were

from North America (less than 20%). In contrast, in Phase

2, representation from European and North American respon-

dents was almost equal (42.5% vs. 36.8%); however, there

was greater representation from marketing (63.5%) than from

other disciplines.

Appendix B

Table B1. Priority Subtopics’ Importance and Knowledge Means.

Importance Knowledge

Mean SD n Mean SD n

Stimulating service innovation
1. Innovating within complex service systems and value networks 5.86 1.25 306 3.59 1.34 297
2. Identifying drivers of sustained service innovation 5.78 1.23 316 3.88 1.26 303
3. Managing customers’ and partners’ collaboration throughout the service innovation process 5.60 1.23 317 3.83 1.36 304
4. Innovating services through crowdsourcing and open innovation 5.56 1.34 309 3.39 1.44 298
5. Understanding the interrelationships among service-product, service-process, and business-
model innovation

5.53 1.32 302 3.54 1.36 293

Facilitating servitization, service infusion, and solutions
1. Identifying business models for growth based on servitization and solutions 5.64 1.35 305 3.75 1.22 289
2. Designing integrated goods-services solutions 5.61 1.28 314 4.13 1.30 302
3. Understanding the impact of servitization and solutions on companies, industries, and service

systems
5.56 1.34 308 3.96 1.33 294

4. Evolving goods-based organizations into service-oriented enterprises 5.54 1.35 318 4.18 1.25 307
5. Identifying best practices for servitized businesses 5.23 1.49 310 4.00 1.32 300

Understanding organization and employee issues relevant to successful service
1. Coordinating the interdependent roles of employees and customers in cocreation 5.77 1.29 320 4.14 1.27 317

(continued)
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Table B1. (continued)

Importance Knowledge

Mean SD n Mean SD n

2. Fitting together service strategies and organizational designs and climates to drive positive
customer experiences

5.58 1.30 317 4.17 1.29 303

3. Generating employee engagement to improve service outcomes 5.54 1.24 316 4.55 1.34 308
4. Identifying the effects of technology on service employees 5.42 1.22 316 4.13 1.28 307
5. Changing organizational cultures to support servitization 5.38 1.4 313 4.16 1.32 298
6. Identifying the leadership competencies that are critical for managing services 5.37 1.42 310 4.30 1.46 295
7. Designing service-oriented human resource management (HRM) practices that yield positive

employee and customer outcomes
5.36 1.31 312 4.50 1.31 300

8. Understanding how consumer behavior affects employee job performance, satisfaction, and
overall well-being

5.33 1.39 318 4.33 1.50 312

9. Incorporating the ‘‘voice of the employee’’ in service innovation 5.32 1.39 317 4.16 1.39 308

Developing service networks and systems
1. Fostering service network collaboration to enhance customer experiences 5.66 1.18 295 3.54 1.31 272
2. Building adaptive and flexible service systems to respond to dynamic environments 5.63 1.32 291 3.29 1.37 266
3. Developing service platforms for value networks and service ecosystems 5.51 1.32 275 3.36 1.30 258
4. Creating service architecture and modularization in the context of value networks 5.36 1.34 281 3.38 1.36 260
5. Evolving systems engineering approaches for developing services 4.94 1.58 268 3.55 1.37 247

Leveraging service design
1. Involving customers through participatory design and codesign to enhance service experience 5.72 1.20 308 3.89 1.32 287
2. Using service design to develop more autonomous and dynamic customer experiences 5.54 1.31 296 3.53 1.24 278
3. Using service design approaches to innovate complex service systems and value networks 5.54 1.32 286 3.39 1.30 266
4. Involving multidisciplinary teams in service design 5.42 1.33 303 3.80 1.42 284
5. Leveraging service design to foster service innovation 5.37 1.36 290 3.72 1.29 268
6. Fostering service design thinking throughout the organization 5.34 1.30 303 3.64 1.26 284
7. Advancing service prototyping to support rapid, customer-centric service innovation 5.26 1.36 288 3.44 1.36 263
8. Aligning service design approaches with existing organizational structures 5.20 1.38 295 3.63 1.28 270

Using big data to advance service
1. Using big data and data analytics to dynamically manage customer value over time 5.71 1.36 284 3.15 1.41 270
2. Understanding conflicts between customers’ desire for privacy and their desire for personalized

service
5.67 1.44 300 3.14 1.43 283

3. Using big data to improve the customer experience and customer-firm relationships 5.66 1.43 299 3.15 1.39 280
4. Developing analytic and recommendation models for dynamic and real-time service

personalization
5.59 1.41 290 3.11 1.36 270

5. Exploring big data to uncover opportunities for service innovation and creating new service
offerings

5.58 1.46 298 3.04 1.34 280

6. Capturing and analyzing service-oriented information for real-time decision making 5.53 1.44 291 3.04 1.38 270
7. Identifying the organizational drivers of effective collection and use of big data in service

contexts
5.15 1.53 292 3.00 1.28 268

Understanding value creation
1. Integrating the roles of customers, employees, and technology for value creation 5.94 1.26 319 4.15 1.39 308
2. Understanding and coordinating value creation in multi-actor, network, and collaborative

contexts
5.86 1.24 300 3.62 1.47 293

3. Understanding the negative consequences of value cocreation 5.78 1.25 309 2.97 1.47 296
4. Understanding the customer as a resource integrator 5.48 1.38 303 3.96 1.42 293
5. Further specifying the concept and operationalization of value cocreation 5.47 1.50 312 4.29 1.43 305
6. Communicating value to customers and throughout the firm 5.35 1.48 304 4.37 1.50 295

Enhancing the service experience
1. Managing the customer experience across complex and diverse offerings, touch points, and

channels
5.90 1.18 309 4.01 1.33 302

2. Understanding the implications of the increasing autonomy of customers in creating their own
experience

5.71 1.33 304 3.48 1.36 291

3. Enhancing the customer experience in increasingly open contexts (e.g., networks of actors,
technology-enabled search, and information sharing)

5.65 1.33 303 3.41 1.30 287

4. Creating a positive customer experience in the context of dynamic expectations 5.61 1.26 298 3.85 1.42 285

(continued)
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Importance Knowledge

Mean SD n Mean SD n

5. Creating, managing, and measuring the impact and returns of customer communities 5.56 1.27 292 3.65 1.34 281
6. Generating customer engagement especially when there is a greater demand for increased

participation
5.55 1.39 297 3.66 1.38 284

7. Identifying customer attributes associated with a positive service experience 5.34 1.49 303 4.44 1.39 289

Improving well-being through transformative service
1. Designing and delivering services in a sustainable manner 5.82 1.30 325 3.44 1.32 304
2. Developing technology-enabled services to improve well-being 5.81 1.26 323 3.91 1.39 311
3. Exploring services as a driver of societal change to advance well-being for both individuals and

collectives (e.g., families and communities)
5.75 1.39 320 3.31 1.30 301

4. Designing services for vulnerable consumers (e.g., poor and aging) 5.73 1.35 321 3.22 1.40 301
5. Investigating service innovation at the base of the pyramid (largest but poorest segment of the

world’s population)
5.69 1.36 316 2.91 1.38 298

6. Enhancing access to critical services (e.g., health care and education) 5.65 1.48 321 3.82 1.31 296
7. Improving government/public services to improve well-being 5.65 1.37 320 3.57 1.35 302
8. Investigating how service systems affect societal well-being 5.57 1.39 320 3.24 1.25 305

Measuring and optimizing service performance and impact
1. Measuring the value and return on investment from service 6.03 1.16 312 3.92 1.41 297
2. Creating service standards and metrics that link to financial outcomes of the firm 5.84 1.34 308 3.67 1.36 288
3. Developing metrics to assess service productivity from the customer, organization, and service

network perspective
5.80 1.28 300 3.55 1.47 284

4. Understanding the appropriate time horizons and financial and nonfinancial metrics for
assessing service investments

5.61 1.32 295 3.50 1.45 272

5. Integrating service value and the costs of service delivery into joint optimization
models

5.47 1.37 279 3.58 1.36 262

6. Optimizing trade-offs between the different perspectives on service
productivity

5.42 1.47 277 3.50 1.42 255

Understanding service in a global context
1. Customizing service offerings for different cultural contexts 5.46 1.45 306 3.21 1.44 285
2. Understanding the drivers of insourcing and onshoring 5.41 1.51 304 3.74 1.49 284
3. Understanding how differences in service ecosystems across countries affect the design and

delivery of services
5.39 1.46 300 3.38 1.39 277

4. Understanding the consequences of outsourcing services to other cultures 5.30 1.45 303 3.53 1.44 287
5. Developing organizational designs and strategies for globalizing a firm’s service offering 5.21 1.45 302 3.64 1.41 276
6. Investigating service issues critical to emerging economies 4.80 1.59 269 3.90 1.49 249

Leveraging technology to advance service
1. Exploring how social media enables new forms of value creation for customers and service

providers
5.78 1.32 306 3.68 1.41 290

2. Examining how the Internet of Things and smart services can enhance the customer experience
and influence relationships between customers and service providers

5.77 1.36 292 3.43 1.36 275

3. Building business models for new service technologies (e.g., smart services and cloud
computing)

5.72 1.43 298 3.53 1.34 281

4. Examining how mobile technologies, context-aware technologies, and cloud-based systems can
enable the creation of new ubiquitous services to enhance the customer experience

5.70 1.40 291 3.47 1.40 264

5. Understanding the impact of high-tech versus high-touch service delivery on customers and
employees

5.59 1.41 293 3.92 1.41 273

6. Enhancing firm-customer relationships in technology-enabled service 5.45 1.36 294 3.97 1.31 275
7. Accelerating adoption and usage of emergent technology-enabled services by customers and

employees
5.35 1.45 292 3.84 1.38 273

8. Creating service-oriented architecture to facilitate intra- and interorganizational integration 5.20 1.54 273 3.68 1.30 247
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Notes

1. See www.issip.org for more about ISSIP.

2. In Phase 1 of our research, the extensive inputs from the roundtable

discussions, coupled with the Ostrom et al. (2010) service research

priorities, served as the basis for identifying the 2015 priorities and

subtopics under each (see Figure A1). In some instances in which

the roundtable comments converged with the 2010 priorities and

subtopics, we tried to retain the same terminology for the sake of

consistency.
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The online appendix is available at http://jsr.sagepub.com/supplemental.
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