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Abstract 
 
 
Frontline employees play a key role in service innovation and value creation. However, 
a detailed and structured understanding of how frontline employees contribute, and 
what types of roles they enact when involved in service innovation, is lacking. Hence, 
this thesis aims to explore frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation. The 
thesis consists of five empirical papers. Data has been collected from both private and 
public organizations via interviews, observations, documents, and innovation groups.  
 
The three main contributions of this thesis are as follows: Firstly, an extended 
understanding of how frontline employees contribute to service innovation. It was 
found that they contribute knowledge generated in three resource integration processes; 
value facilitation, value co-creation, and by learning from users’ value creation processes. 
Frontline employees are well equipped to draw on their knowledge and to integrate 
resources into new or developed value propositions, both during specific service 
innovation projects and in their day-to-day work practices. Secondly, when involved in 
service innovation, frontline employees enact different types of roles, e.g. as deliverers, 
as co-creators, and as negotiators. The third contribution, suggests that front line 
employees’ contributions to service innovation, as well as service innovation and value 
creation more generally, can be understood from three perspectives; i) an intra-
organizational perspective following a goods-dominant logic, ii) an open-collective 
perspective, and iii) an open-conflictual perspective, where the latter two are informed 
by service-dominant logic. Thus, this thesis confirms, develops, and extends previous 
research by illuminating different ways of creating value and conducting service 
innovation, relating to frontline employees.   
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
According to previous research, frontline employees play a pivotal role in service 
innovation (Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011; Sundbo, 2008). In fact, it has even been 
argued that the involvement of frontline employees, that is, employees in regular contact 
with their customers (Åkesson et al., 2016), e.g. therapists, consultants, nurses and sales 
representatives, is key to successful service innovation (cf. Cadwallader et al., 2010; de 
Jong and Vermeulen, 2003; Sundbo et al., 2015). In the service sector, the significance 
of frontline employees has been acknowledged as a driver of business success (Ostrom 
et al., 2010). Service innovation processes without any frontline employee involvement 
can even result in unwanted services (Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011) that do not 
respond to customers’ needs for value creation. Therefore, this thesis sets out to 
contribute to our understanding of the frontline employee’s role in service innovation 
and value creation.  
 
The involvement of customers in service innovation has emerged as a key theme in 
previous research due to their important contributions of creative ideas (Alam, 2002; 
Matthing et al., 2004), Ideas that are often based on their needs regarding value creation. 
However, many customers’ ideas are hard to realize (Magnusson et al., 2003); their needs 
are often latent and tacit and can be hard to recognize and capture. In order to uncover 
and act upon customers’ needs, it is essential to enact various competencies and 
practices within organizations. Due to regular, or even daily, interactions with 
customers, frontline employees are well equipped to identify both customers’ needs and 
gaps between what customers want and the actual service provision (Lages and Piercy, 
2012). Based on these gaps, frontline employees often generate ideas for improvement 
and problem-solving, thus contributing positively to firms’ service innovation, (de Jong 
and Vermeulen, 2003; Lusch et al., 2007; Sundbo, 2008). For example, in public health 
care, medical staff frequently identify new methods for treating patients (Hartley et al., 
2013).  
 
The challenges facing companies and public organizations not only concern the 
identification of problems and ideas, or the design of innovative and customer-focused 
service in order to compete, grow and create value (Cadwallader et al., 2010), but also 
the implementation and translation of ideas regarding solutions into successful services. 
To meet these challenges, it has been argued that more research on the employee-level 
factors driving service innovation is needed (McKnight and Hawkrigg, 2005). 
Therefore, several scholars have recently advocated the importance of investigating and 
creating an understanding of the frontline employees’ role in service research in general 
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(Bowen, 2016; Rafaeli et al., 2017), and in service innovation research in particular 
(Melton and Hartline, 2013; Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011; Sundbo, 2008; Åkesson 
et al., 2016).  
 
The role of frontline employees, and the importance of their involvement in different 
service contexts, has been illuminated in early service research. For example, Bitner 
(1990) studied the service encounter, that is, where the direct interaction between 
frontline employees and customers takes place. Within the context of the service 
encounter, Bitner (1990) evaluated frontline employees in their role as contact 
personnel, suggesting that frontline employees play a marketing role and service 
operational functions for their customers at “the firm’s factory” (p. 70). In previous service 
research, it has also been suggested that customers’ evaluation of the service encounter, 
as well as their satisfaction with the service quality, including the behavior and reactions 
of the frontline employees, is crucial for the customer’s perception of the service 
(Edvarsson, 1997). Customers often consider frontline employees in terms of ‘being the 
service’ (Zeithaml et al., 2009, p. 352). As Shostack (1977, p. 79) argued: “services are often 
inextricably entwined with their human representatives. In many fields, a person is perceived to be the 
service”. Furthermore, in a service recovery setting, when a service failure has occurred, 
the frontline employee may act as a boundary-spanner (Bettencourt and Brown, 2003) 
between the customer and the service company. As frontline employees are located at 
the organization–customer interface, it is suggested that they are the ones who are 
directly responsible for the production and delivery of the service (Liao, 2007). These 
previous insights into the role of frontline employees in service research are also of key 
importance in understanding frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation.  
 
Even though the above description of service research, relevant to our understanding 
of frontline employees, highlights interactions with customers, this research 
conceptualizes value as embedded in products or services, as ‘produced’ within firms 
(Bitner, 1990), and distributed to customers (see also Liao, 2007). This view of value, 
which has been referred to as value-in-exchange (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), follows the 
so-called goods dominant logic (G-D logic). Organizations that act according to G-D 
logic innovate and produce value for their customers. They do not co-create value with 
them (Lusch et al., 2007). Thus, when innovating new ‘services’, the focus lies on 
integrating operand resources, e.g. raw materials and machinery (Vargo and Lusch, 
2004), into offerings that are treated in the same way as tangible products (Michel et al., 
2008). Hence, service innovation based on G-D logic mainly focuses on firm-internal 
processes without involving frontline employees and customers as active participants 
and the contributors of operant resources such as knowledge and skills (Ballantyne et 
al., 2011; Vargo and Lusch, 2004).  
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In a G-D logic perspective on service innovation, frontline employees are therefore 
primarily enacting the role as deliverers of services to the customers, while customers 
follow the role as consumers of the services, destroying value when using the services 
(Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). Even though frontline employees were encouraged to 
contribute ideas for development (Sundbo, 1997), it was primarily the organization that 
conducted that development, and service innovation was considered to be a structured 
and sequential process (Booz et al., 1982; Scheuing and Johnson, 1989). From a G-D 
logic perspective, service innovation processes merely focus on developing new 
services, or on adding value to existing services, in isolation from frontline employees, 
customers and other actors.  
 
Service dominant logic (S-D logic) has been articulated as an alternative to G-D logic. 
S-D logic suggests that value is co-created between frontline employees, customers and 
other actors through activities and interactions (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; 2008), thus 
indicating the importance of involving these actors in service innovation. More recent 
research dealing with frontline employee involvement in service innovation suggests 
that frontline employees are well equipped to integrate resources, combining and 
bundling them in new ways, into new value propositions that are offered to customers 
(Skålén et al., 2015b). Value propositions can be understood as value creation promises, 
which are configurations of resources and practices that aim to facilitate customers’ 
value co-creation (Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Skålén et al., 2015b). Value propositions 
are created either by the firm independently or together with the customers and other 
actors through resource integration based on knowledge and competence. Letting 
frontline employees participate in service innovation allows their experience-based 
knowledge and skills to be utilized (Engen, 2016; Høyrup, 2010). As service is rarely 
innovated in terms of internal R&D-based processes (Sundbo and Gallouj, 2000; 
Tether, 2005), such as from a G-D logic, a more practice-based (bottom-up) approach 
rests upon the assumption that employees contribute to service innovation by altering 
their practice, based on knowledge generated during their daily interactions with 
customers (Engen and Magnusson, 2015; Fuglsang, 2011). However, there is still a need 
to understand how frontline employees contribute to service innovation by combining 
and integrating resources into value propositions (Michel et al., 2008; Skålén et al., 
2015b), as well as how frontline employees renew and innovate value propositions by 
developing their work practices.  
 
Skålén et al. (2015b, p.137) suggest that service innovation, from a S-D logic perspective, 
can be “equated with the creation of new value propositions by means of developing existing or creating 
new practices and/or resources, or by means of integrating practices and resources in new ways”; a 
definition that inspires this thesis. S-D logic can be used as a general framework for 
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understanding value creation, whereby the term ‘service’ denotes the value or benefit 
that is created for the user. When rethinking service as a process, rather than an output, 
goods remain important, even though they primarily function as enablers of value 
creation. In S-D logic, the term resource integration refers to how actors combine, or 
integrate, immaterial and material resources (Vargo and Lusch, 2008; 2016) when 
innovating value propositions. Further, S-D logic holds that firms offer value 
propositions, that value is co-created during interactions, and that value is subjectively 
determined by customers in their own contexts (Edvardsson et al., 2011; Vargo and 
Lusch 2008). According to S-D logic, the value propositions support customers’ value 
creation.  
 
Grönroos and Voima (2013) argue, however, that the concept of the value proposition 
has not been explicitly defined in S-D logic, but that the value proposition must be 
considered as a promise to a customer to extract some value from an offering. Further, 
Grönroos and Voima suggest that resources are integrated during three different value 
creation processes, or spheres: 1) organizations’ value facilitation, 2) the co-creation of 
value during direct interaction between the organization and the customer, and 3) 
customers’ own value creation. The role of the organization is to support and assist its 
users’ value creation processes, which implies that the key role of the organization is to 
offer value propositions. The role of the customer, rather, is to co-create value during 
direct interaction with the organization or to create value in use. However, there has 
been relatively little focus on frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation, 
and how service innovation takes place in relation to the three processes.  
 
Even though previous research advocates the involvement of frontline employees in 
service innovation, surprisingly little research has focused on the frontline employee’s 
role (Sundbo et al., 2015) when integrating resources (Skålén et al., 2015b) during the 
service innovation process. The present thesis addresses this gap and contributes by 
illuminating frontline employees’ role in, and contributions to, service innovation as 
they integrate resources with their customers in direct co-creation, or by facilitating their 
customers’ own value creation. 
 
The perspectives of S-D logic, initially developed by Vargo and Lusch (2004, 2008, 
2016), and the Service Logic (SL), developed by Grönroos (2006, 2011; Grönroos and 
Voima, 2013), are two concepts within the research stream of service marketing. There 
are similarities and diversities between these concepts. However, as both concepts offer 
important insights into the notion of value creation, this thesis does not focus on 
making a distinction between them. This thesis leans mostly towards S-D logic to 
explore the frontline employees’ contribution to, and their role in, service innovation; 



	 5	

however, it is also inspired by some parts of the service logic, especially the value 
creation process model of Grönroos and Voima (2013), introduced in the section above.  
The frontline employee’s role in service innovation, from an S-D logic perspective, is 
closely related to the value co-creation process, and to the process of facilitating the 
customer’s own value creation (Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Skålén et al., 2015b).  
 
Although, S-D logic provides an interactive and dynamic approach to service innovation 
which includes frontline employees, customers and other actors (Lusch and Nambisan, 
2015), S-D logic assumes that service innovation is a collective and collaborative 
endeavor whereby value is harmoniously co-created (Laamanen and Skålén, 2015). 
Smith and Fischbacher (2005) advocate further research into how actors voice their 
specific interests when involved in service innovation, and how these interests influence 
future service. Due to the argument that service innovation is driven by actors in 
interaction, who collaborate in order to create value (Frow and Payne, 2011), and that 
the ‘resources that an actor obtains can never be used in isolation, but need to be combined bundled 
with other resources for usefulness or value’ (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015, p. 160), it is also likely 
that service innovation can be turbulent and characterized by the negotiating and 
bargaining of the actors involved in the process. This thesis responds by also exploring 
service innovation as a dynamic and turbulent process with many actors. Nevertheless, 
the role of the frontline employees in turbulent and conflictual service innovation 
processes has not been focused on in previous research, an omission that is addressed 
in the present thesis.  
 
Summing up, this introductory discussion has highlighted the need for a more detailed 
and structured understanding of frontline employees’ contributions to service 
innovation. This thesis responds to this need by adopting an S-D logic view of service 
innovation that has also been influenced by the research on value creation in the three 
resource integration processes introduced by Grönroos and Voima (2013).  The context 
of service and how value is viewed has changed over time, whereas the role of the 
frontline employee in service theory and practice has also changed (Bowen, 2016). 
However, in order to understand both the role of frontline employees and how, when, 
with what, and why they contribute to service innovation, this thesis also addresses the 
need to create an understanding of service innovation in general, how service innovation 
processes take place, and how value is created.  
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1.1. Aim  
	
Based on the problem discussion above, the overall aim of this thesis is to explore 
frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation. Against the backdrop of the 
discussion in the previous section, this aim is specified as follows:  
 

i) Extending our understanding of how frontline employees contribute to service 
innovation. 

ii) Exploring frontline employees’ role in service innovation and identifying what 
types of roles frontline employees enact when involved in service innovation 
processes.  

iii) By focusing on the role of the frontline employee in service innovation this 
thesis will also develop service innovation research in general, and to provide 
a deeper understanding of value creation.  

 
This thesis draws on empirical studies in two service innovation research projects in 
which frontline employees have been involved. In the first project, a multiple case study 
has been conducted at several private and public service organizations. The public sector 
is represented by cases within the contexts of health care and public transport, while the 
private sector is represented by the contexts of a hotel, a telecom service provider, and 
an IT consultancy agency. The empirical data was collected by conducting interviews 
and observations, as well as by collecting and analyzing key documents. In the second 
service innovation research project, innovation groups were conducted with frontline 
employees and patients in primary care. Data was also collected by follow-up interviews.  
 
 

 1.2 A short summary of the appended papers 
 
The aim of this thesis has been explored and responded to by conducting both the 
studies in the five appended papers and a conceptual examination of the summary 
chapter in relation to the appended papers. Papers I and II provide a comprehensive 
overview of frontline employees’ contributions when involved in service innovation 
processes reflecting on value co-creation, resource integration, and value propositions. 
Papers III and IV explore, in greater depth, how frontline employees, by developing 
their practices, contribute to innovate new value propositions. Paper V provides an 
understanding of how frontline employees and other actors drive the service innovation 
process by strategically integrating resources and negotiating future value when engaged 
in conflictual constellations involving many actors. Chapter 4 provides a more 
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comprehensive overview of the appended papers and the individual contributions I 
have made in writing the papers. The findings of the appended papers are summarized 
and further elaborated on in Table 2 in the discussion chapter, i.e. Chapter 5.  
 
 
 

I. Karlsson, J. and Skålén, P. (2015). “Exploring front-line employee contributions 
to service innovation”, European Journal of Marketing, Vol. 49 Iss 9/10, pp. 1346-
1365. 
 
The first paper aims to study frontline employees’ contribution to service 
innovation. By studying what and when they contribute, as well as how they are 
involved in service innovation. The paper provides an understanding of the role 
of the frontline employee in service innovation. It suggests that early and active 
involvement creates the prerequisites for frontline employees to integrate 
resources, e.g. knowledge and experiences, thus contributing to service 
innovation.  

 
 

II. Karlsson, J., Skålén, P. and Sundström, E. (2014). How front-line employees 
nurture service innovation through co-creation with their customers: a case study 
of public health care. Ed. Fuglsang, L., Rönning, R. and Enquist, B. Framing 
Innovation in Public Service Sectors, pp. 18-40; Routledge: London. 
 
The second paper aims to understand how frontline employees nurture service 
innovation through value co-creation with their customers. The paper 
illuminates the fact that service innovation is nurtured both via direct interaction 
with customers and detached from co-creation with customers, as an iterative 
and dynamic service innovation process.  
 

 
III. Karlsson, J., Engen, M., and Skålén, P. (Working paper). “Front-line employees 

role in practice based service innovation”. An earlier full version of the paper 
presented at the 21st International Product Development Management 
Conference, Limerick, Ireland, 2014.  
 
Paper III explores how frontline employees contribute to service innovation 
through transforming and re-creating their workplace practices. The results 
suggest that changes in frontline employees’ work practices imply new or 
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developed value propositions, which are offered to customers by the 
organization. The paper illuminates how frontline employees, by means of 
changing the procedures, understandings, and engagements, i.e. the elements 
that builds up their practices, contribute to service innovation.  
 

 
IV. Skålén, P., Karlsson, J., Engen, M. and Magnusson, P. (Forthcoming). 

“Understanding public service innovation as resource integration and creation 
of value propositions”. Accepted for publication in the Australian Journal of 
Public Administration.  

 
The fourth paper aims to advance a framework of public service innovation by 
incorporating the notions of resource integration and value propositions into 
research on Public Service Logic. The paper suggests that frontline employees 
contribute to service innovation as they create new, or develop existing, value 
propositions by detecting problems and identifying solutions during three 
different resource integration processes, i.e. value creation, value co-creation, 
and value facilitation. Both frontline employees and users contribute to public 
service innovation by drawing on their knowledge and experience of conducting 
resource integration.  

 
 

V. Sundström, E., Karlsson, J. and Camén, C.  (2017) Service innovation as a 
political process. The Service Industries Journal, 37 (5/6), pp. 341-362. 
 
Paper V aims to explore service innovation as a political process in which actors 
negotiate to create and secure future value. The paper illuminates that actors 
value resources differently during the service innovation process, which alters 
dependencies and power relationships, in turn affecting the actors’ choice of 
strategy in order to secure a future service that promises them value. If future 
value propositions do not meet the actors’ requirements, they might change their 
strategy, e.g. allying with others or withdrawing their resources. The paper 
illuminates frontline employees as pivotal when it comes to integrating and 
negotiating value during the service innovation process.  
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1.3 Outline of the thesis 
 
Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the field of research and presents the aim of the 
thesis. In addition, the chapter also introduces the role of frontline employees’ in service 
innovation and how they contribute to service innovation, as well as the knowledge gap 
and aim guiding the research in this thesis. 
 
Chapter 2 provides a theoretical framework for frontline employees’ contributions to 
service innovation. The chapter also reviews research relating to service innovation, 
service innovation processes, and value creation from both a G-D logic perspective and 
an S-D logic perspective, in which the frontline employees’ role are addressed. The 
what, when, and how of frontline employee involvement in and contributions to service 
innovation, as well as their different roles in service innovation are discussed.  
 
Chapter 3 explains how the research has been conducted. It outlines the research 
approach, the empirical contexts, methods for collecting data and a presentation of how 
the data analysis was conducted. The chapter also reflects on the trustworthiness of the 
research.  
 
Chapter 4 summarizes the findings, contributions, and implications of the appended 
papers.   
 
Chapter 5 discussion made by this thesis based on the findings and conclusions of the 
appended papers, as described in Chapter 4, and in relation to the previous research 
reviewed in Chapter 2. An overall contribution is also outlined which revolves around 
the conceptualization of frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation and 
value creation. The conceptualization illustrates three perspectives of creating value and 
conducting service innovation, relating to frontline employees. Managerial implications 
are presented, as are suggestions for future research.  
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
This chapter reviews existing research in order to provide theoretical foundations and 
concepts relevant to understanding the aim of the thesis. In the first part of the chapter, 
the conceptualizations of frontline employees’ role in service innovation from previous 
research are reviewed. The first sub-section focuses on frontline employees in service 
innovation in general, and is followed by how their role in service innovation are 
perceived in relation to how conceptualizations of service innovation have been 
developed over time. In the second part of the chapter, I introduce service innovation 
processes in relation to the underlying logics of how value is created. Then, the chapter 
focuses on how previous research has explored what, when, and how frontline 
employees are involved in and contribute to service innovation as well as their different 
roles in service innovation. The chapter ends by discussing service innovation as a 
collaborative network of actors which introduces the role of the frontline employee in 
a wider context.  
 
 

2.1 Conceptualizing frontline employees’ role in service innovation 
 
As service innovation represents a key driver of economic growth, it is playing an 
increasingly vital role in developing and maintaining firms’ performance and 
competitiveness (Carlborg et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2016). Following that a considerable 
number of service innovations are initiated by frontline employees (Sundbo et al., 2015), 
and that frontline employees are key to successful service innovation (Cadwallader et 
al., 2010; de Jong and Vermeulen, 2003; Sundbo et al., 2015), previous research has 
argued for studies of different kinds of businesses and contexts in order to gain more 
knowledge of frontline employees’ role in service innovation (Engen and Magnusson, 
2015). However, in order to be able to understand frontline employees’ contributions 
to service innovation, there is also a need to create a general understanding of service 
innovation.  
 
Even though previous literature provides many different definitions, meanings and ways 
of understanding service innovation, some common traits can be found. One of the 
most common categorizations of service innovation concerns the degree of change 
(Snyder et al., 2016), which relates to the impact of the innovation in terms of being 
radical or incremental. Radical innovation means that a completely new offering is 
created, while incremental means improving an already existing service (cf. Gallouj and 
Weinstein, 1997; Sundbo, 1997).  Related to the degree of change is the newness of the 
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innovation, a criterion that is well used in service innovation research to distinguish 
innovation from other change processes. Is it new to the firm or to the market? Is it a 
completely new offering, or a combination or modification of existing ideas, capabilities, 
skills, and resources (Fagerberg, 2005)? Inspired by Schumpeter (1934), Drejer (2004) 
holds that an innovation is more than creativity or invention, and that an innovation 
does not exist until it has achieved some economic impact. However, Fuglsang (2010) 
suggests that service innovation is not just about creating something new, it should also 
be developed to work in a given context (Fuglsang, 2010) and to involve elements that 
can be repeated in new situations (Toivonen et al., 2007).  
 
If following the argument that innovation only takes place if it has to represent 
significant or radical change, the small and day-to-day adjustments that might be 
retrospectively recognized as innovation might be overlooked (Fuglsang and Sørensen, 
2011), referred to as ad hoc (Gallouj and Weinstein, 1997) or bricolage innovation 
(Fuglsang, 2010; Fuglsang and Sørensen, 2011). Bricolage innovation entails “a change of 
structure and adjustment of protocol which is created from resources at hand” (Fuglsang and 
Sørensen, 2011, p. 584). From a bricolage perspective, innovation does not need to be 
based on an original invention; it can also be an adoption or adaption of already existing 
innovations (Damanpour and Schneider, 2008).  
 
Service innovations often start out from a need or a problem to be solved. Due to 
regular interactions with the customers, and the frontline employees’ ability to connect 
these customers with the organization, frontline employees play a particular role in both 
identifying customers’ needs and in translating these needs into ideas for service 
innovation (Sundbo et al., 2015; Åkesson et al., 2016). Frontline employees’ 
unsystematic idea creation, as represented by bricolage innovation, can be fruitful for 
finding problems that can be developed into new solutions represented by the 
organization’s value propositions (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008). Thus, frontline 
employees may not just be engaged in day-to-day work situations with customers and 
other actors, but also in innovating activities within their work practices (see, for 
instance, Price, et al., 2012). 
 
Following the above description, it can be suggested that service innovation can take 
place in different ways. Previous research identifies two research streams regarding how 
service innovation processes are conducted; service innovation processes can be 
planned, intentional or unintentional (Gallouj and Savona, 2009), structured and 
sequential (Booz et al., 1982; Sundbo, 2008), or integrative and dynamic (Toivonen, 
2010). New services can be developed internally by specific R&D departments with few 
actors, or emerge through interactive learning that involves many and diverse actors. In 
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this thesis, these two types of service innovation processes are referred to as closed and 
sequential, and as open, interactive, and iterative, something which will be further 
discussed in Sections 2.2 and 2.3 below.  
 
Service innovation has also commonly been described from the assimilation, 
demarcation and synthesis approach (Coombs and Miles, 2000; Djellal and Gallouj, 
2000; Gallouj and Weinstein, 1997), reflecting the development of the concept of 
service innovation over time. The role of the frontline employee in service innovation 
can be perceived differently in relation to how service innovation is conceptualized. 
Therefore, frontline employees’ contributions to, and role in, service innovation are 
explained and reflected upon in relation to the above mentioned three approaches in 
the next two sections of the thesis; first from the assimilation and demarcation 
approaches, followed by the synthesis approach.  
 
 

2.1.1 Frontline employees’ role in the assimilation and demarcation approaches  
 
Traditionally, the innovation literature has primarily focused on the product-centric and 
technological breakthroughs of manufacturing firms (Drejer, 2004; Toivonen and 
Tuominen, 2009). In the assimilation approach, services and innovation in services are 
considered to be fundamentally similar to both manufacturing and innovation in 
manufacturing (Tether, 2005). Therefore, the principles and activities of research on 
innovation in a manufacturing context were directly adopted to conceptualizations of 
service innovation (Coombs and Miles, 2000; Rubalcaba et al., 2012). Hence, it was 
argued that the concepts and tools developed by this research could be used to develop 
both products and services (Gallouj and Savona, 2009). According to the assimilation 
approach, firms were largely dependent on externally developed technologies that 
facilitated service provision and productivity, e.g. developing equipment or raw 
materials (Pavitt, 1984). The emphasis on operand resources, that is tangible resources 
such as natural resources or machinery (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), functioned as the 
primary source of innovation. Operant resources (ibid.), e.g. frontline employees’ 
knowledge and skills, were primary related to R&D departments or to particular 
professions, such as engineers entailing that they were not reported as active participants 
in innovation processes (Engen, 2016).    
 
With an assimilation approach to service innovation, the unique characteristics of 
services were argued to be ‘forgotten’ (Bitner, 1990). The assimilation approach did 
highlight the importance of service organizations innovating; however, with the 



	 13	

demarcation approach, services and service innovation activities started to be 
considered as highly distinctive, following dynamics and features that required new 
theories and approaches (Drejer, 2004). Researchers identified the need to develop an 
approach that recognized services and service contexts as something different from 
products and manufacturing principles, which therefore should also be reflected upon 
in service innovation research (Tether, 2005). In service innovation research that follows 
a demarcation approach, specifically developed models and theories of innovation were 
established taking into account the factors that distinguish service from physical 
products: i.e. inseparability, heterogeneity, intangibility, and perishability (IHIP) (de 
Bretani, 1991; Zeithaml et al., 1985). The IHIP factors entailed services being produced 
and delivered at the same time by individuals at the moment of consumption; due to 
services being intangible, that they cannot be stored or standardized, as each moment 
of consumption may differ. Although, the relevance of IHIP was later called into 
question, these factors offered service firms a novel perspective on service innovation 
and how service innovation can be organized.  
 
With the demarcation approach, services started to be described as dynamic and 
constantly changing in order to meet customers’ requirements, by combining the ‘hard’ 
with the ‘soft’ (Tether, 2005), what Vargo and Lusch (2004, 2008) might relate to the 
integration of operand and operant resources. Because new services differ from 
products as regards their innovation modes (Gallouj and Weinstein, 1997), the 
formalization of New Service Development (NSD) processes was a vital element of 
service innovation (Cooper and de Bretani, 1991; de Bretani, 2001; Storey and 
Easingwood, 1998) Formalized NSD processes could be used to improve both the 
effectiveness and the efficiency of development (Storey et al., 2016). Although the role 
of the frontline employee was not explicitly discussed in early (NSD) research, de 
Bretani (1991) suggested that, in order to succeed with the NSD process, different types 
of expertise should be exploited within the firm. Employees with different specialties 
could contribute to the development and launch phases of formalized NSD processes. 
Furthermore, to be able to avoid unsuccessful NSD, and to enhance the delivery of a 
superior service experience, the frontline employees should also receive comprehensive 
information and training regarding the new service (Bitner, 1990), as a way of managing 
the service encounter (Bitner, 1990; Lewis and Entwistle, 1990). Thus, frontline 
employees’ contributions of knowledge and skills in service innovation activities started 
to be acknowledged in the demarcation approach, although their role in developing new 
services, from this perspective, were also described as the testing of already developed 
ideas.   
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However, personal interactions and relationships between service providers (as 
represented by frontline employees) and customers, function as key elements of most 
service operations (Lewin and Entwistle, 1990), e.g. in the service encounter. The service 
encounter can be described as “the period of time when the customer interacts directly with the 
firm” (Bitner, 1990, p. 69, see also Schostack, 1985). The customer’s satisfaction with, as 
well as the customer’s perceived quality of, the service was argued to be primarily based 
on interaction with the staff of “the firm’s factory” (Bitner, 1990, p. 70). This entails the 
employees becoming an important asset in creating organizational success, based on 
their different types of knowledge and skills, in addition to flexibility, adaptability, and 
empathy. Furthermore, Grönroos (1990; see also Bowen and Lawler, 1995) has 
suggested that the frontline employees who are involved in ‘the moment of truth’ 
(Normann, 1984) should be empowered in their role of interacting with the customers.  
 
When given the authority to correct mistakes, recover critical situations, and use their 
judgment, frontline employees were also suggested to play a pivotal role in service 
recovery due to their ability to respond to actual situations, solve problems, and find 
moments of opportunity (Grönroos, 1990). Satisfying actors’ needs and meeting realistic 
expectations is, according to Edvardsson (1997), a matter of quality. Frontline 
employees’ behavior, strategic awareness, willingness, commitment, and actions 
whenever critical incidents occur can directly affect how customers perceive the service 
(Edvardsson, 1997). As customers’ needs are sometimes latent and tacit, they might 
need assistance in making these explicit, something which frontline employees are well 
suited to contributing towards. Nevertheless, the employees should also be given the 
opportunity to adapt and customize the service experience (Bettencourt and Gwinner, 
1996).  
 
When internal sources, frontline employees and managers (working in day-to-day 
operations along with customers), are to be involved in service innovation, new forms 
of innovations that are more closely related to incremental innovation, e.g. ad hoc 
innovations (Gallouj and Weinstein, 1997) can be realized. Service innovation can thus 
be regarded as something more than just ‘service products’ adopted from external 
sources, developed by specific R&D departments, or as the outcomes of NSD 
processes. Rather, customer interactions are crucial to both the customer’s perceived 
service quality and the service firm’s user-based innovation (Sundbo et al., 2015).  
 
However, previous research has also suggested that frontline employees should not get 
too involved in service innovation. For example, Chebat and Kollias (2000) have even 
suggested that, if frontline employees become ‘too empowered’ in responding to the 
customers’ needs, their behavior and responses can be counterproductive since the 
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increased level of flexibility will disrupt the standardized service delivery options. There 
has also been research suggesting that the assimilation and demarcation approaches 
were inspired by G-D logic, resulting in incomplete knowledge of the true nature and 
impact of service innovation (Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011). Organizations with a 
G-D logic perspective on service innovation tend to focus on internal processes without 
extent involvement of customers (and other actors) as active participants in creating 
value (see, for example, Ballantyne et al., 2011). Toivonen and Tuominen (2009) suggest 
that service innovation not only involves the development process regarding new 
services (referred to above as NSD processes), but also the changes in practice and the 
value offered by the provider.  

 

2.1.2 Frontline employees’ role in the synthesis approach  
 

Shortcomings in both the assimilation and demarcation approaches have emphasized 
the need for another perspective that represents an integrated approach, i.e. an approach 
that considers both the product- and service-oriented innovation perspectives (Carlborg 
et al., 2014; Coombs and Miles, 2000; Gallouj and Savona, 2010). As it is broad enough 
to explain innovation in both the service and the manufacturing sectors (Ordanini and 
Parasuraman, 2011), a synthesis approach is fruitful when exploring service innovation 
(Drejer, 2004). In this approach, it is not only a matter of focusing on either product or 
service development; rather, the synthesis approach contributes a focus on the 
phenomenon itself, service innovation. One stream of research that relates to a synthesis 
approach is servitization (Gebauer et al., 2010; Gustafsson et al., 2010), which focuses 
on service orientation at manufacturing firms (Gremyr et al., 2010). Another example is 
the previously introduced S-D logic, a perspective which is drawn on in the present 
thesis and which the studies in the appended papers depart from. S-D logic articulates 
a perspective on innovation that transcends the dichotomy between goods and services 
(Vargo and Lusch, 2004). S-D logic includes all types of innovation, tangible and 
intangible, entailing that the distinction between service innovation and product 
innovation is no longer relevant. In this logic, products are a mechanism, or a vehicle, 
for offering service (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). S-D logic changed the focus from 
developing and selling units of output to regard the process of doing something for, 
and with, another party (Maglio et al., 2009). This means that the focus is on being 
service-centric and not firm-centric, allowing different actors to integrate resources, 
capabilities, and skills with others when innovating services.  
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A primary focus in the synthesis approach has been to conduct research on customer 
involvement in service innovation processes (e.g. Magnusson et al., 2003), not only by 
conducting market research and surveys, but also by actively involving them in the 
process. Von Hippel (2001), a pioneer in the user innovation field, has suggested that, 
if a new service is to succeed, the organization will have to be responsive to its users, 
the underlying premise being that customer input (e.g. resources, knowledge and ideas) 
could influence the service so as to better fit customer needs. Other researchers have 
advocated the importance of learning from and with customers (Matthing et al., 2004), 
and of firms co-creating value with their customers (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). At this 
time, that implied a novel way of both thinking about and defining service innovation, 
whereby customers’ value creation is emphasized rather than the output of produced 
entities.  
 
The change in perspective from a goods- to a service-dominant logic entails a paradigm 
shift as regards how value is viewed. The service-dominant logic perspective on service 
innovation nests both services and tangible goods into an integrated and overarching 
service view (Vargo and Lusch, 2008; Michel et al., 2008). Furthermore, in the synthesis 
approach to service innovation that S-D logic relates to, the appliance of the 
competencies and skills of several actors became essential, entailing that the role of the 
frontline employee has also changed, from primarily being a facilitator of customers’ 
value creation (Grönroos and Voima, 2013) into being an active co-creator of value 
(Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008, 2016). In my understanding, frontline employees were 
already being illuminated as an important resource in the demarcation approach. For 
example, the importance of involving both frontline employees and customers was 
argued for in the research of Edvardsson (1997) and Sundbo (1997). However, with S-
D logic, these arguments have further been developed and elaborated upon.  
 
S-D logic suggests that service innovation processes are dynamic and collaborative in 
which the actors’ knowledge and skills are integrated (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). S-D logic 
thus extends previous research on frontline employees towards suggesting that they play 
a pivotal role in integrating resources into new or developed value propositions 
(Åkesson et al., 2016), not only during specific stages of the service innovation process. 
Nevertheless, there is still a need for further research of their role as active participants 
in service innovation (Rubalcaba et al., 2012; Skålén et al., 2015b; Sundbo and Toivonen, 
2011), and when it comes to exploring how frontline employees contribute towards 
integrating resources into value propositions. To be able to create an understanding of 
how frontline employees contribute to service innovation, and the roles that they may 
enact when involved in service innovation, the need also exists to understand how 
service innovation processes takes place, something which is discussed in the next two 
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paragraphs. First, service innovation is explored from a closed and sequential 
perspective.  
 
 

2.2 Service innovation as a closed and sequential process 
 
The first stream of research relates to the more traditional service innovation research 
on new product development, stemming from a G-D logic view of service innovation 
(Michel et al., 2008). In this stream of research, service innovation processes are seen as 
closed, instead of being open and collaborative. Research on closed service innovation 
holds that successful innovation requires control over both the ideas and the 
development process (Chesborough, 2003). Following the assimilation approach, 
service innovation often takes place at internal R&D departments according to the 
principle of developing new products or services that will get to market first and to 
create a competitive advantage. Within this stream of research, the service innovation 
processes are often conceptualized as structured and sequential, inspired by the stage-
gate model introduced by Booz et al. (1982). The innovation processes can also be 
explained in terms of a “staircase of innovation” since refinement occurs through a series 
of discrete, step-wise jumps (Tether, 2005, p.156) representing stages or phases. Even 
though the number of stages differs between researchers (see e.g. Alam, 2002; Scheuing 
and Johnson, 1989; Sundbo, 2008; Toivonen 2010), the stages of idea generation, 
development/design, and implementation are often included in descriptions.  
 
The first phase is often described as the idea phase, featuring idea generation activities 
and dealing with ‘the fuzzy front end’ (Alam, 2006; Bitner et al., 2008; Toivonen, 2010). 
This phase may also concern project formation, whereby the main purpose is 
assembling a project group possessing the specific knowledge and competence to realize 
the service. Main tasks here include developing an appropriate strategy and 
methodology. The second phase is referred to as the design phase. The design phase 
includes the identification of the specific skills necessary to provide the service (Barcet, 
2010), as well as the design of the service concept, the service process, and the service 
system. During this phase, the service concept is also tested (Sheuing and Jonson, 1989). 
The third phase, the implementation phase, is suggested to start when the service is both 
launched internally and externally (Sundbo, 2008). Often, an internal launch concerns 
information and the training of employees, while an external launch entails a market 
entrance, marketing the service to the customers and the other stakeholders.  
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In the closed and sequential perspective on service innovation, the outcome of the 
processes is often treated as a ‘good’. During the service innovation processes, value is 
added during the ‘production’ of the new service being delivered by the frontline 
employees to the customers. Frontline employees’ roles focus on providing the service 
to the customers, thus primarily delivering value as value-in-exchange. Within the 
stream of research, addressing service innovation as closed, the frontline employees are 
not greatly involved in service innovation activities that utilize the knowledge generated 
at the service encounter. In order to understand frontline employees’ contributions to 
service innovation, as well as service innovation as a concept, with its nature and 
dynamics, the need exists for a more comprehensive approach. Next, the frontline 
employee’s role in and contributions to service innovation are explored from an open 
and interactive perspective on service innovation processes.  
 
 

2.3 Service innovation as an open, interactive, and iterative process 
 
The second stream of research entails a shift in perspectives on service innovation, 
holding that innovations are not just closed internal processes with few actors from 
within the organization, e.g. conventional R&D departments and project teams (Hipp 
and Grupp, 2005; Sundbo and Gallouj, 2000; Sundbo, 2008; Toivonen, 2010). Rather, 
service innovation is seen as an open process in which multiple actors are involved and 
contribute towards innovating service. For example, service innovation has been 
described as an interactive enterprise that involves many and varying actors in different 
networks and partnerships (Fuglsang, 2008), with empowered employees (Bessant and 
Maher, 2009; Fuglsang, 2008; Hipp and Grupp, 2005; Toivonen, 2010; Sundbo, 2008) 
and customers (Matthing et al., 2004). Chesborough (2003) has introduced the notion 
of open innovation, suggesting that firms can and should use both internal and external 
ideas. Gallouj and Savona (2009) acknowledge that service innovation process can be 
initiated by any of the actors involved.  
 
In this stream of research, the service innovation processes are described as relatively 
unsystematic and characterized by lower levels of formalization (Toivonen and 
Tuominen, 2009). Rather than taking place as a linear and sequential process, service 
innovation tends to be iterative, with activities often taking place simultaneously 
(Toivonen, 2010). For example, the literature on bricolage innovation (Fuglsang 2011; 
Fuglsang and Sørensen, 2011; Witell et al., 2017) suggests that innovation takes place in 
small micro steps intertwined with the ordinary work practices of the employees, 
particularly with frontline employees who interact with customers on a regular basis. 
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Service innovation can be conducted as ad hoc solutions to perceived problems that 
emerge during day-to-day interactions with customers, referred to as a practice-based 
perspective on service innovation (Skålén et al., 2015b). For example, frontline 
employees are often the first to identify and repair service failures, something that can 
constitute the cornerstone of future required service innovations (Santos-Vijande et al., 
2016). The practice-based perspective offers a novel approach to understanding service 
innovation as dynamic and iterative. It can also be fruitful to create an understanding of 
frontline employees’ role in developing value propositions, e.g. by generating ideas 
based on collaborations with customers or other employees, or as a response to 
managers’ ideas.  
 
Within Employee-Driven-Innovation (EDI) research, it is argued that the involvement 
of front-line employees in service innovation is associated with a decreased level of 
incorrect innovation decisions (Høyrup, 2010; Kesting and Ulhøi, 2010). As frontline 
employees gain knowledge and skills regarding the customers’ value creation practices 
(Echeverri and Skålén, 2011; Kesting and Ulhøi, 2010), customers’ needs can be 
identified and incorporated into new or developed value propositions.  
 
Recent S-D logic-informed research has drawn on practice theory in order to 
conceptualize service innovation. In S-D logic, service innovation can be equated with 
the creation of new value propositions by means of developing existing, or by means of 
creating new, practices and/or resources, or by means of integrating practices and 
resources in new ways (Skålén et al., 2015b), suggesting that the integration of resources 
can lead to the formation of new value propositions (Michel et. al., 2008; Skålén et al., 
2015b). However, exactly how practice innovation evolves has been posited as an 
avenue for further research (Price et al., 2012). Specifically, Price et al. (2012, p.77) argue 
that innovation “arises from the everyday cultural practices of workers – the ways in which workers 
enact their jobs and interact with each other”. According to Reckwitz (2002, p. 250), practices 
can be “routinized ways in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, subjects are treated, things 
are described, and the world is understood”. Hence, practices are routinized and reoccurring 
activities which constitute the building blocks of the social. Practices are enacted by 
people in order to act and make sense of other people’s actions (Reckwitz, 2002; 
Schatzki, 1996).  
 
Høyrup (2012) suggests that employees engage in innovation activities as they work, not 
necessarily as an intended act, but as a consequence of continuously learning and 
adjusting (improving) their workplace. Previous research has suggested that practices 
consist of three elements: procedures, understandings, and engagements (Schau et al., 
1996). “Procedures refers to explicit rules, principles, precepts, and instructions, understandings refer 
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to knowledge of what to say and do, skills and projects, or know-how; and engagement implies ends and 
purposes that are emotionally charged insofar as people are committed to them” (Schau et al., 2009, 
p. 31). Studying how frontline employees develop the elements of practice will enable 
the creation of an understanding of how frontline employees contribute to service 
innovation. Echeverri and Skålén (2011) suggest that, when integrating the elements of 
social structures with elements of individual experiences, practices can be developed. 
Thus, based on these two scholars’ argument, frontline employees can contribute to the 
development of their day-to-day work practices by integrating resources in new ways. 
However, exactly how this takes place has not been focused on in previous service 
innovation research.  
 
The next section further discusses frontline employees’ role in service innovation 
processes from an S-D logic perspective drawing on the notions of resource integration 
and value propositions.  
 

2.3.1 Service innovation as a resource integration process 
 

The term resource integration refers to how actors combine, or integrate, operand 
(tangible) and operant (intangible) resources (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008, 2016). In S-
D logic, it is the user who defines and perceives value, implying that value is realized in 
use, that is, when customers use the service. Accordingly, firms cannot produce and 
deliver value, they can only offer value propositions. Value propositions can also be 
defined as configurations of resources aimed at supporting customers’ value creation in 
use, described to customers as value creation promises (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). 
Hence, from this perspective, value propositions are the outcome of a firm’s internal 
resource integration process; however, it is up to the user to create value on the basis of 
the organization’s value proposition or propositions (Helkkula et al., 2012; Strandvik et 
al., 2012). How customers create value in their own context has been focused on in the 
perspective on the Customer Dominant Logic (C-D logic) (Heinonen et al., 2010). The 
C-D logic perspective on business and marketing focuses on how customers involve 
service providers in the customers’ own ecosystems of activities, actors and experiences, 
rather than how service providers involve customers in their processes. C-D logic 
research focuses more explicitly on the third type of research integration process, 
introduced by Grönroos and Voima (2013), i.e. the customer’s own value creation. In 
the present thesis, all three types of resource integration process are focused on.  
 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, Grönroos and Voima (2013) distinguish between three 
different types of resource integration processes in which value is created: 1) service 
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providers’ value facilitation, 2) service providers’ and users’ collaborative value co-
creation, and 3) users’ own value creation. The first process (value facilitation) takes 
place via the internal processes in which organizations indirectly facilitate their users’ 
value creation. For instance, treatment at a Spa is dependent on the massage room, 
relaxing music, and trained massage professionals. The second process (value co-
creation) refers to the collaborative integration of resources in direct interaction 
between the users and the organization. For instance, during a treatment at the spa, the 
massage professional interacts with the customer to identify any specific problems or if 
the customer would prefer, for example, a sports massage, an anti-cellulite massage, or 
a relaxing massage etc. The third type of process (value creation) refers to the user’s 
own integration of resources, during the usage process, without the involvement of the 
organization. An example of this is when customers at the spa receive instructions from 
the massage professional, e.g. a work-out or stretch program, which has specifically been 
developed to solve those customers’ problems. These examples illuminate that the value 
propositions offered to the users consist of configurations of resources that enable these 
users’ value creation. During the service innovation process, frontline employees (and 
users) are able to integrate resources into new or developed value propositions. 
However, it is up to the user to draw on the value propositions and to realize value in 
use in his/her own context.  
 
Grounded in the three resource integration processes discussed above, the role of the 
organization in service innovation has been explained in terms of being twofold: i.e. the 
first role is engaging in the customer’s value creation process as a co-creator via direct 
interaction (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). The co-creation of value is a prerequisite, both 
for generating and using the knowledge that can be integrated into the process of 
creating or developing value propositions. The second role is integrating resources 
internally into value propositions that will facilitate and assist the customer’s value 
creation processes, making them better off. Also, the customer’s role in service 
innovation can be described as two-fold. First, as customers co-create value during 
direct interaction with the service provider, they can contribute resources such as 
knowledge, experience and descriptions of their wants and needs, resources that can be 
drawn on when developing value propositions, e.g. during day-to-day work practices 
where bricolage innovation (Fuglsang, 2010; Fuglsang and Sørensen, 2011) can take 
place. The second role implies that the customer is also an independent value creator 
outside of direct interaction, whereby the organization’s value proposition can be turned 
into real value by the customer as value-in-use (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008). Based 
on this second role, customers can inform organizations about how they realize value 
propositions in their own sphere, thus contributing input regarding experience of their 
own value creation.  
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The roles of the service provider and the customer are identified and well described (cf. 
Grönroos and Voima, 2013); however, an understanding of the role of the frontline 
employee in the resource integration process is still in need of further investigation. In 
recent service research, it has been suggested that managers’ (value facilitators’) ability 
to understand how customers view the offerings of the focal firm, and the drivers of 
those customer perceptions, is fundamental when it comes to determining the success 
of the firm’s marketing efforts (Hult et al., 2017). However, customers’ perceived 
satisfaction, expectations, and perceived value tend to be overestimated and there is 
often failure when it comes to understanding customers’ needs (ibid.). Thus, there is a 
need to gain access to the customer’s sphere in order to identify and explore how firms 
can innovate service that is in line with that customer’s wants and needs, in relation to 
what is organizationally possible. The involvement of frontline employees can enable 
firms to gain access to the customer’s sphere, thereby creating an understanding of how 
that customer perceives the firm’s offering and why he/she perceives the service in a 
specific way.  
 
Given the centrality of knowledge, skills and experiences (operant resources) and the 
co-creation of value when firms and customers collaborate, the role of the frontline 
employee has emerged as a key research endeavor in service innovation research. 
Previous research has suggested that frontline employees can contribute knowledge to 
the service innovation process. However, the type of knowledge frontline employees 
contributes, when they are involved and contribute, and how they are involved in the 
service innovation process, have all been subject to mixed results in previous research. 
These three issues are discussed in the next section of the thesis. 
 
 

2.4 The what, when, and how of frontline employees’ contributions to 
service innovation 
 
Regarding what frontline employees contribute to service innovation can be related to 
several areas. During co-creation activities with customers (Lusch et al., 2007; Vargo 
and Lusch, 2004), customer-based knowledge can be generated and carried into the 
service innovation process by frontline employees (Engen, 2016). At the same time, 
frontline employees generate knowledge from their relationships with their colleagues, 
and from internal processes (Skålén et al., 2015b; Åkesson et al., 2016) taking place in 
the value facilitation sphere (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). This makes frontline 
employees well equipped to contribute knowledge that also relates to the firm’s focus, 
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to the business concept, and to what resources need to be integrated in order to create 
successful service innovation (Lusch et al., 2007, Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011). 
 
In research on employee driven innovation (EDI), it is argued that ordinary employees 
have the capability to see things that management does not, due to their in-depth 
context-dependent operational knowledge, and their relevant network contacts (Kesting 
and Ulhøi, 2010). During interaction with different actors, pieces of information are 
collected and compared with the actual situation (Toivonen and Tuominen, 2009), 
which can serve as a prime source of idea generation (Lages and Piercy, 2012). Based 
on this reasoning, it can be suggested that frontline employees may contribute ideas for 
realizable and customer-centric value propositions (Lusch et al., 2007). The research 
conducted by Ordanini and Parasuraman (2011) also points to that argument, as these 
scholars suggest that, by involving frontline employees in service innovation, the 
volume and radicalness of the innovation will be enhanced. However, Melton and 
Hartline (2010) did not find any support for frontline employees as the contributors of 
innovative ideas; rather, they suggested that frontline employees could contribute to 
implement service innovation. Thus, it is not clear what frontline employees contribute 
to service innovation when integrating resources into new or developed value 
propositions, nor has it been sufficiently studied in previous research (Gounaris, 2006), 
whereas it remains to be further explored (Engen, 2016).  
 
When to involve frontline employees and when they contribute to service innovation 
has been studied with mixed results in previous research. Following a sequential 
perspective on the service innovation process, which includes the stages of idea 
generation, development/design, and implementation, Scheuing and Johnson (1989) 
have suggested that the involvement of frontline employees should occur during the 
early stages of the process. They argue that early involvement is associated with positive 
outcomes. They have also suggested that involvement in service testing and personnel 
training will reduce the risk of service delivery process failures, as the frontline 
employees become familiar with content and activities prior to the launch of the new 
service. Sundbo (2008) supports this suggestion and argues that frontline employees 
should be involved during all stages, but mostly during idea generation and 
implementation. Ordanini and Parasuraman (2011) agree that frontline employees can 
contribute positively to idea generation and implementation, while Cadwallader et al. 
(2010) have focused on the importance of involving frontline employees in the 
implementation phase. Melton and Hartline (2010) support the previous suggestion that 
frontline employees can contribute positively during the implementation phase, but 
contradict previous research when concluding that including frontline employees in idea 
generation has no effect. Neither did Melton and Hartline find any significant impact 
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on the outcome of the service innovation process when frontline employees were 
involved in planning and development activities.  
 
How frontline employees are involved in service innovations processes has been given 
scant attention in previous research, as has how these contribute towards integrating 
resources into value propositions (Michel et al., 2008; Skålén et al., 2015b). The question 
of how frontline employees contribute towards service innovation is closely related to 
the question of how their involvement is organized and managed. Creating work 
conditions that encourage and reward frontline employees’ idea generation for 
improved service is an important aspect of managing innovation (Bowen, 2016). The 
empowerment of frontline employees (Bowen and Lawler, 1995) and teamwork 
activities have been suggested as important techniques of involvement (Daily and 
Bishop, 2003; Zeithaml et al., 2009). However, depending on the intensity and level of 
involvement (Ang, 2002), if, for example, they are actively or passively involved, 
frontline employees will contribute in different ways. Due to the limited amount of 
research on how frontline employees are involved, and how their contribution is made 
in service innovation, these areas are in need of further exploration, an area of research 
being responded to in this thesis.  
 
To sum up, previous research introduces an understanding of when, how, and with what 
frontline employees contribute during the service innovation process. When involved 
in service innovation, frontline employees may also take on different roles. Generating 
knowledge of these roles is central to both understanding service innovation and how 
it can be nurtured and managed. Frontline employees’ roles suggested in previous 
service innovation research will be discussed next.   
 
 

2.5 Defining frontline employees’ different roles in service innovation  
 
In relation to frontline employee involvement in, as well as their contributions to, 
service innovation, as discussed above, previous research has also illuminated the fact 
that frontline employees may enact different roles when doing so (Bowen, 2016; Engen 
and Magnusson, 2015; Sundbo et al., 2015; Åkesson et al., 2016). In the service 
marketing literature, as described earlier on in this thesis, frontline employees are 
explained in terms of ‘being the service’ (Schostack, 1977; Zeithaml et al., 2009) due to 
customers directly relating the service to the employees they meet in the service 
encounter. Therefore, frontline employees may take on important roles, e.g. marketers 
and servants of operational functions towards customers (Bitner, 1990). Cadwallader et 
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al. (2010) suggest that, by giving the employee the role of marketer, service innovation 
implementation will be facilitated since the employee introduces the customer to new 
service innovation. Thus, frontline employees are able to act not only in their role of 
service marketer, but also as instructors of the value propositions when co-creating 
service with customers. In doing so, this may also enhance customers’ perceptions of 
quality (Rubalcaba et al., 2012).  
 
As previously mentioned, Toivonen and Touminen (2009) argue that frontline 
employees collect pieces of information from different sources, among them customers, 
and compare these with the actual situation, which can result in new ideas for value 
propositions. Thus, performing the role of idea generator. Service innovation can thus 
be facilitated by the frontline employees’ input and commitment to innovation (Sundbo, 
2008; Sundbo et al., 2015). Specifically, Ordanini and Parasuraman (2011, p. 16) argue 
that frontline employees contribute to the service innovation process via “their proximity 
to and frequent interactions with service customers, coupled with their latent knowledge (gained through 
experience) about how things could be done differently to improve customer service.” In research on 
employee-driven innovation, the capability of the ordinary employee has been 
highlighted. Borins (2001) advocates that, in the context of public service innovation, 
frontline employees and middle managers constitute the expertise and it is they rather 
than the politicians, or the management, who see problems and opportunities first; thus, 
they may also enact the role of expert.  
 
Bettencourt and Brown (2003) highlight the fact that frontline employees function as 
boundary spanners between the focal firm and the customer. From an S-D logic 
perspective on service innovation, frontline employees may enact roles as resource 
integrators and co-creators of value. Recently, Åkesson et al. (2016) have suggested that, 
when frontline employees are involved in the service innovation process, they can also 
act as test drivers of new value propositions. In the role of test-driver, “employees visualize, 
test-drive, and assess ideas, plans, and various development suggestions, more or less regularly as part of 
their day-to-day work. Some of these development efforts result in service innovations based on ideas 
created, developed, nurtured, and tested in close collaboration with customers and partners, and together 
with internal actors engaged in the service eco-system” (Åkesson et al., 2016, p.356). With this 
definition, the role of the frontline employee as an actor in service eco-systems (Vargo 
et al., 2008, 2015) is introduced.  
 
Some research has also revealed tensions relating to the involvement of frontline 
employees in service innovation. For example, Johne and Storey (1998) have pointed 
out that service employees are often reluctant to collaborate in new service development 
since this increases their workload. Therefore, frontline employees may also act as 
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barriers to service innovation. If employees have to perform their normal duties while 
also participating in innovation activities, conflicts, resistance, and the inability to 
perform multiple tasks can slow down or stop the innovation process, especially if 
management fails to make decisions at the right time (Rubalcaba et al., 2012; Sundbo, 
2010). Cadwallader et al. (2010, p.220) suggest that “employees’ motivation to participate in 
implementing a service innovation may help determine whether they serve as facilitators or barriers in its 
success”. Frontline employees’ satisfaction, empowerment, and commitment are crucial 
as regards whether or not they will enact an innovative role (Lages and Piercy, 2012; 
Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011).  
 
Bowen (2016) has recognized that some research (e.g. Rust and Huang, 2014) has argued 
for a diminished role for the employees in service, due to the revolution of IT and big 
data as drivers of more personalization and customer relationships. However, in relation 
to recent research suggesting that customers’ perceived satisfaction, expectations and 
value tend to be over-estimated by management (Hult et al., 2017), and that the 
involvement of frontline employees in service innovation enable firms to gain access to, 
and create an understanding of, the customer’s sphere (see paragraph on service 
innovation as a resource integration process above), there is a need for further research 
on frontline employees’ role in service innovation and value creation.  
 
Summing up, frontline employees may enact various roles during the process of 
innovating service. Frontline employees can both hinder (Sundbo, 2010) and facilitate 
service innovation when contributing the knowledge and experiences (e.g. Ordanini and 
Parasuraman, 2011) they have gained from co-creating value with customers, as well as 
from internal value facilitation processes (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). Nevertheless, 
Åkesson et al., (2016) advocate more extensive qualitative research to determine the 
importance of frontline employees and their roles in relation to other actors during the 
service innovation process. This is further addressed in the next section.  
 
 

2.6 Service innovation as a collaborative network of actors  
 
In relation to the shift in the nature of service innovations, previously described in this 
chapter, Lusch and Nambisan (2015) suggest that service innovation evolves from the 
joint actions of the actors in service system. Consequently, they advocate a 
comprehensive approach whereby all actors can be seen as potential innovators or co-
creators of value. In this thesis, a systems perspective can be used to understand 
frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation when they are involved in 
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collaborative networks of actors. In the co-creating practices, service employees are 
increasingly being required to understand complex ideas, to process large volumes of 
information, and to generate novel solutions in relation to customers’ (and other actors’) 
priorities (Randhawa and Scerri, 2015). However, frontline employees’ role in such 
systems of actors, from a service innovation perspective, have only received scant 
attention in previous research (Åkesson et al., 2016). Neither has the frontline 
employees’ role in service innovation been explored when actors’ diverse needs lead to 
conflicts and power struggles. 
 
From a service systems perspective, service innovation focuses on the configuration of 
new, and the reconfiguration of existing, service systems, including the value 
propositions of these systems (Vargo et al., 2015). In such ‘service ecosystems’ (Vargo 
and Lusch, 2011), actors are linked and connected by institutions, e.g. shared rules, 
norms, and meanings (Koskela-Huotari et al., 2016; Vargo and Lusch, 2011, 2016; 
Wieland et al., 2016). Edvardsson et al. (2011) suggest that, through the structures, 
norms, and rules of the social macro context, actors enact resource integration and value 
co-creation roles. For example, norms and practices can be enacted by frontline 
employees when co-creating service and when contributing to service innovation. A 
service ecosystems approach to innovation refocuses the study of innovation on 
understanding how institutions are formed and reformed (Vargo et al., 2015), and on 
how value creation practices are guided by institutions (Wieland et al., 2016). This view 
explicates the complex and dynamic nature of the social systems in which the actors 
integrate resources and co-create value. By looking into the social interplay between 
actors during the service innovation process, it may be possible to describe and 
understand how different actors, e.g. frontline employees, interact and influence the 
future value proposition (Edvardsson and Tronvoll, 2013). The social context, e.g. 
norms and practices, thus guides the actions and interactions of the actors (Edvardsson 
et al., 2011; Skålén et al., 2015a; Vargo et al., 2014).  
 
A shift towards dynamic relationships between actors will also increase the possibility 
of iterations and turbulence (Chandler and Lusch, 2015). The actors’ understanding of 
what value means for them is changing, together with their knowledge, goals, and 
context (Frow and Payne, 2011). Therefore, when different actors are involved in 
service innovation activities, they seek to influence the future value propositions on the 
basis of their own understanding of value, implying that value is subjectively determined 
(Laamanen and Skålén, 2015; Skålén et al., 2015a). Laamanen and Skålén (2015, p. 383) 
suggest that “in collective contexts of social interaction, multiple beneficiaries may want or determine 
different subjective value leading to conflict”. The conflicts and challenges of value co-creating 
practices function as a prerequisite for the actors’ ability to be creative (Koskela-Huotari 
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and Vargo, 2016). At the same time, different expectations and conflicts might lead to 
co-destructive practices (Echeverri and Skålén, 2011). Therefore, to develop an 
understanding of how service innovation processes take place, the need also exists to 
explore the question of who, or which of the actors in the service system, is driving the 
process, and why. 
 
By having a telescopic lens, that is provided by having an S-D logic perspective on 
service innovation, all actors in the network are resource integrators, and can thus be 
seen as possible innovators or co-creators of value (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). 
However, due to that value is subjective, resources can be valued differently by the 
actors, and the social systems can affect these valuations. This may lead to diverse 
valuations of the resources and expectations regarding the future service, which might 
even lead to conflict. Therefore, this thesis focuses on both collaborative and conflictual 
perspectives on value creation (Laamanen and Skålén, 2015). As frontline employees 
interact with customers, management, and other actors when innovating service, they 
can play a pivotal role in balancing the actors’ diverse requirements regarding the future 
value proposition. However, the role of the frontline employee in such service 
innovation contexts needs to be further explored. By exploring frontline employees’ 
role in service innovation with multiple actors, this thesis paves the way for a novel 
understanding of the frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation.  
 

 

2.7 Summarizing the theoretical framing and positioning  
 
To fulfill the aim of this thesis, i.e. ‘to explore frontline employees’ contributions to service 
innovation’, I have presented, in this chapter, some relevant theoretical points of 
departure. My starting point was to shed light on frontline employees’ role in, and their 
contributions to, service innovation, relating to how service innovation research has 
been conceptualized over time from the assimilation, demarcation, and synthesis 
approaches. Frontline employees have been described as being passive deliverers of 
value when service innovation was primarily taking place at specific R&D departments, 
but also as being active participants in service innovation processes.   
 
By following an S-D logic perspective on service innovation that is consistent with the 
synthesis approach, the knowledge and skills of frontline employees and other actors 
are emphasized. The theoretical conceptualization of service innovation in this thesis 
suggests that all actors can contribute towards integrating resources into new or 
developed value propositions. Influenced by the S-D logic position, this thesis 
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conceptualizes service innovation as an organization’s process of developing new, or 
modifying existing, value propositions through resource integration (Skålén et al., 
2015b) with multiple actors. The theoretical framing of frontline employees and service 
innovation in this thesis highlights frontline employees’ role in service innovation, as 
well as their contributions to service innovation. It also introduces roles that frontline 
employees may enact when involved in service innovation. Following S-D logic, 
frontline employees may contribute as co-creators and resource integrators. However, 
the literature review has identified that more research is needed in order to understand 
how frontline employees co-create and integrate resources into new or developed value 
propositions (Michel et al., 2008; Skålén et al., 2015b; Åkesson et al., 2016). There is 
also a need to bring some clarity to what, when, and how frontline employees become 
involved in and contribute to service innovation.  
 
Furthermore, Rubalcaba et al. (2012, p. 705) encourage research to “move toward a more 
comprehensive, systemic, and social approach to service innovation, such that research covers more social 
areas, different actors, and the public sectors”. As actors’ actions are framed by the social rules, 
norms, and collective meanings that form part of the structure in which they exist, it 
can be argued that these structures also influence the actors when they are creating the 
environment for future actions (Lusch and Vargo, 2014), which in this thesis concerns 
service innovation in respect of the creation of new, or the development of existing, 
value propositions (see Skålén et al., 2015b). Further, in networks containing many 
actors, the relationships and structures between these actors can be argued to influence 
the innovation of value propositions.  
 
Primarily, this thesis relates to the stream of research that perceives service innovation 
to be dynamic and iterative, S-D logic research. However, I find that service innovation 
research in which the process is described as linear and sequential can be useful when it 
comes to illustrating when frontline employees are involved and contribute. Even 
though the process can be described in terms of phases, I still regard the process to be 
interactive, iterative, and dynamic. Laamanen and Skålén (2015) and Skålén et al. (2015a) 
suggest that resource integration processes may not be as harmonious as has been 
supposed in previous research. However, the role of the frontline employee in 
collective-conflictual service innovation has not been studied systematically, which this 
thesis contributes to do. Hence, the ambition is also to extend previous research by 
exploring service innovation and the role of the frontline employee from a political and 
conflictual perspective.  
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3 EMPIRICAL CONTEXT AND METHOD 
 
This chapter explains how the research has been conducted. First, a discussion of the 
research approach is presented. Second, the research projects are described. This 
is followed by a description of the methods used for collecting data and a presentation 
of how the data analysis was conducted. The chapter ends with a reflection of the 
trustworthiness of the research. 
 

 

3.1 The research approach  
 
The aim of this thesis is ‘to explore frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation’. When 
having an exploratory aim, as in this thesis, qualitative studies are useful as they are able 
to provide a ‘deeper understanding of social phenomena’ (Denzin and Lincoln 2011; 
Silverman, 2000). Qualitative studies start out from the perspective and actions of the 
subjects explored, focusing on why and how the phenomena take place (Alvesson and 
Sköldberg, 2009). When I first set about writing this thesis, I found it a bit surprising 
that, even though many previous studies of frontline employees advocated the 
importance of involving them in service innovation processes, few studies had focused 
on how this takes place in practice, and what role frontline employees play when 
integrating resources into new value propositions. Qualitative studies can be used to 
explore issues and situations that are complex and dynamic (cf. Denzin and Lincoln, 
2011), as these include behavioral patterns of activities, interactions, experiences, 
processes and relationships (Tronvoll et. al., 2011). Therefore, I suggest that qualitative 
studies can provide insights into the situation regarding where frontline employees 
contribute to service innovation and value creation, as well as why and how they do so.  
 
With a qualitative approach, meanings are not experimentally measured in terms of 
quality, amount, intensity or frequency, rather this stresses the socially-constructed 
nature of reality (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). This implies a standpoint of the social 
world as created by individuals through a continuous process, but also that individuals 
use the social world they have constructed to create meaning of it (Morgan and 
Smircich, 1980). Both the construction and the creation of meaning is done through the 
medium of language, actions, and practices. Edvardsson et al. (2011, influenced by 
Giddens, 1984) informs S-D logic with social construction theory and suggest that 
resources are becoming, not being (see also Edvardsson et al., 2012 and Zimmerman, 
1951). The conceptualization offered by Edvardsson et al. (2011) implies that the social 
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setting, in which value creation takes place, plays part in service innovation and value 
creation. Frontline employees and other actors are influenced by, and themselves 
influence, the social context as resource integrators and intersubjective actors.  
 
When searching for a deeper understanding of the studied phenomenon, Alvesson and 
Sköldberg (2009) recommends an interpretative and reflexive approach, as this can take 
complex social processes and interactions into consideration. As I followed their 
recommendation when writing this thesis, I reflected upon and interpreted the data 
several times in order to generate a deeper understanding of frontline employees’ 
contributions to service innovation. In all five appended papers, the frontline 
employees’ activities and interactions which constitute service innovation have been 
followed for several years. During the research process, I have reflected on and 
interpreted the empirical material in relation to theories used in the appended papers. 
Further, I have once again, when writing the kappa, reflected on the appended papers 
and asked new questions, thus forming a new understanding that reflects both the aim 
and the contributions of this thesis. Tronvoll et al. (2011) emphasize such dynamic and 
longitudinal approaches to enabling the researcher to generate understandings of 
processes over time. Next, the projects that the study took place within are presented.  
 
 

3.2 Research projects 
 
This thesis is based on my involvement in two research projects, i.e. Employee-driven 
and Customer-oriented Service Innovation (ECSI) and User-driven Innovation in 
Primary Care through Innovation Groups (UDIP). Both projects focused on frontline 
employees’ involvement and role in service innovation and were financed by 
VINNOVA, Sweden’s Innovation Agency. In addition, another case that was not 
included in the ECSI or the UDIP projects has been described under ‘other empirical 
material’.  
 
 

3.2.1 Employee-driven and Customer-oriented Service Innovation 
 
The first research project, ESCI, was conducted between 2009 and 2013. This research 
project aimed to identify the mechanisms of, and to develop a model featuring 
associated techniques and ways of working for, managing and organizing employee-
driven customer-oriented service innovation. By ‘mechanisms’, the research project 
referred to the resources and critical activities associated with employee-driven and 
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customer-oriented service innovation, which can also explain why service innovation 
succeeds or fails. The research project focused on how frontline employees integrate 
resources to develop and create conditions for customer-oriented services and work 
processes. During the ECSI research project, I conducted case studies in which six cases 
were chosen. When studying a field that is relatively unexplored, case studies provide 
strength as they allow the researcher to more closely follow the subject of research 
(Perry, 1998; Yin, 2009). A multiple case study design includes two or more observations 
of the same phenomenon. The cases were chosen on the basis of several criteria. First, 
the cases were characterized by a high level of involvement of frontline employees in 
the service innovation process. Second, the service innovation process had to be 
ongoing during the study so that the whole process could be focused upon. Third, the 
service innovation had to be based on ideas that were generated by actors within the 
organization, e.g. frontline employees or managers, and thus not merely the adoption 
of an existing external innovation. Fourth, to achieve variation, the cases represented 
both the private and the public sectors. The appended papers, I, II, II and V, are based 
on data from this research project, although the number of cases represented in each 
appended paper may differ, see Table 1. In the following sections, the cases included in 
the ESCI project are described.  
 
 
Adult Habilitation: Care Supply Re-engineering 
 
The adult habilitation department of the Health Habilitation and Rehabilitation Division 
of a Swedish County Council, at which the study took place, handles almost 900 adult 
clients with physical and mental disabilities. Based on a growing demand for the adult 
habilitation services and a parliamentary decision regarding clients’ priority lists, all 
frontline employees were involved in a management-initiated service innovation project 
aimed at developing the habilitation value propositions by re-engineering the complete 
range of services in the supply of care. The service innovation project was based on the 
active contributions of all 40 employees (doctors, psychologists, curators, 
physiotherapists, speech therapists and occupational therapists) and managers, where 
everyone had extensive client interactions on a regular basis, except for just a few 
administrators and managers. In general, the work focused on developing existing, and 
on creating new, habilitation services for existing and new clients. More specifically, the 
employees worked in inter- and intra-disciplinary groups to develop the working 
methods and practices constituting the value propositions. The value propositions were 
aimed at developing the clients’ abilities and compensating for their disabilities, helping 
them to play an active role in society. As an example, the employees developed the 
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internal processes to be formalized and standardized, as well as the methods and 
vocabulary, in order to offer qualitative and “equal” value propositions to all clients.  
 
 
County Council of Services: Storage Elevator Service 
 
The second public hospital case concerned a service innovation project that was 
arranged by the County Council of Service, an internal service organization within a 
Swedish county council participating in the research. Nurses from different wards and 
departments, together with logistics officers, collaborated in a project group to design 
and implement a value proposition of a storage elevator. The storage elevator would 
save costs and space as regards storing medical aids when a new building, hosting sixteen 
departments, was built at the county’s main hospital. The service innovation project was 
initiated by management with the aim of creating a new logistical structure of greater 
efficiency and a secure process for handling medical aids in the 16 departments, as well 
as increasing the time frontline employees spend with their patients. The service 
innovation project involved new working processes, new technical solutions, and 
redesigned patient rooms in order to best serve the patients. The aim was to substantially 
reduce the amount of medical aids used by the different departments and to develop 
new working processes for handling medical aids from supplier to patient. This new 
logistics structure entailed the re-configuration of both existing and new resources. This 
case illustrates a process that largely focused on the relationship between “own needs” 
and “other departments’ needs.” The innovation process featured many informal and 
formal negotiations within the department network. Each department sought to secure 
and fulfill its current and future needs, that was related to the patients and the health 
care practice. 
 
 
Telecom Service Provider (TESP): Revenue Assurance 
 
At the telecom service provider, two service innovation projects involving frontline 
employees were studied. The first service innovation project at the telecom service 
provider concerned the innovation of the service Revenue Assurance, which was aimed 
at assisting telecom operators in tightening up internal financial leakages in their revenue 
streams. These leakages may be caused by the poor integration of IT systems or by 
human errors, e.g. not entering a customer into the billing system. Based on interactions 
with customers, the frontline employees generated the initial idea for Revenue 
Assurance as a new value proposition. The service innovation process was largely driven 
by the frontline employees, a group of technical consultants with extensive customer 
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contact. This value proposition involved the development of a business model which 
ensured that customers only paid for the service in relation to revenue recovery.  
 
 
Telecom Service Provider (TESP): User Administration Service  
 
The second service innovation project studied at the telecom service provider involved 
a user administration service (UAS) that was initialized by frontline employees in 
relation to the users’ need to develop a centralized solution for keeping track of their 
accounts. Mobile telecom operators run their networks using a variety of devices and 
vendors. As each device needs its own login and password, many employees were 
starting to use one password for all their devices, resulting in a lower level of security. 
Customers required a simple, but secure, solution. A project group of frontline 
employees developed the UAS as a customized solution; however, in a later version, it 
was developed with a modularized structure that facilitated scalability in order to sell the 
solution worldwide to customers.  
 
 
Information Technology (IT) Consultancy Agency: Housing Register Service 
 
The IT consultancy case focused on a service innovation project aimed at creating a 
completely new national Swedish housing register to assist real estate agents, banks and 
facility managers in the transfer of ownership. The register was designed to minimize 
potential risks, reduce lead times, and create a routine for secure mortgage registration. 
The project group included several frontline employees (sales representatives and 
consultants) with extensive customer contact. The CEO, who was the project leader, 
was the one who decided that the agency would develop the register, and also had 
extensive customer contact. The initial idea was generated a couple of years before the 
agency became involved. After a period of negotiations regarding the initial idea at the 
national level, the Swedish government decided not to develop and launch a state 
housing register. Later on, the agency became involved for the purposes of developing 
the register in line with the needs of the market. Instead of creating a register that was 
made obligatory by the government, the agency aimed to involve actors with diverse 
technical and process requirements. Even though many actors were positively inclined 
towards the register, there was some disagreement regarding what should be included 
in the value proposition.  
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The Spa Hotel: Sport and Wellness Concept 
 
This service innovation project, at a spa hotel, focused on developing a sport and 
wellness concept that offers customers professional training, relaxation, and appropriate 
food. The new value proposition was planned and introduced by the management. 
Within a framework set by managers, employees of the different units of the hotel 
(reception, booking, fitness, housekeeping, etc.) formed project groups that contributed 
towards realizing the concept in each respective area. For example, the frontline 
employees contributed by developing menus containing nutritious food, new types of 
massage, and fitness training sessions. Development of the value proposition was based 
on the employees’ knowledge and skills generated at the spa, as well as on partnerships 
with resources outside the company (e.g. instructors specializing in skiing). This 
innovation was not so much about repositioning, but more about reinforcing and 
strengthening the current position of the spa.  
 
 

3.2.2 User-driven innovation in primary care through innovation groups 
 
The second project, UDIP, was conducted between 2014 and 2017 together with a 
Swedish county council. The aim of this research project was to increase the degree of 
innovation and the wellbeing of the users, and to reduce cost increases in primary care 
through the formation of innovation groups. Within this research project, five different 
primary care units were represented. Already when applying for funding, the researchers 
had jointly applied for funding with the managers of the primary care units with the aim 
of conducting research on service innovation. Hence, the primary care units were pre-
selected for the research. This second innovation research project was also characterized 
by a high level of involvement of frontline employees, but also of patients. Appended 
Paper IV is based on data from this project, see Table 1.  
 
 
Innovation groups 
 
At each primary care unit, one innovation group was formed, except at one unit which 
contributed two groups. Hence, six innovation groups were formed; 2 with frontline 
employees, 2 with patients and 2 mixed groups of both frontline employees and patients. 
The research was based on a bottom-up perspective whereby frontline employees and 
patients were involved, through innovation groups, in sharing and discussing ideas for 
new and/or developed value propositions. Further, the intention was to explore the 
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methodology of user-oriented innovation in primary care through innovation groups. 
Innovation groups have not previously been used in health care, with this project 
providing a novel approach to utilizing frontline employees and users’ needs and ideas 
of new or developed value propositions. Examples of value propositions emerging from 
the innovation groups are provided under the heading “Innovation groups”, both below 
and in Paper IV.  
 
In sum, the research conducted during the UDIP research project is different from the 
research conducted during ECSI. While the studies of the first research project studied 
actual innovation projects involving frontline employees, the UDIP innovation groups 
of constitute an example of a more constructed research design. However, both designs 
make possible the generation of knowledge of frontline employees’ contributions to 
service innovation. 
 
	

3.2.3 Other empirical material 
 
The Public Transport Service case, described below, was not studied during either the 
ECSI or the UDIP project. However, as it provided important insights into how service 
innovation takes place when several actors are involved, it was included in this thesis. 
 
 
Public Transport: Integrated public transport service  
 
In the case of the Public Transport Service, the aim was to merge two existing transport 
services into one. The existing services were governed by the municipality and the 
county council. Both provided transport services that could be described as a 
combination of a personalized and a collective travel service for the elderly and the sick 
when they, for example, wanted to travel between home and health care facilities. 
Passengers could depart from and arrive at their homes once these minibus-sized 
vehicles had been booked through a central booking service. Merging these two into 
one would increase efficiency and save costs as resources could be integrated and 
combined in new ways. Hence, this case illustrates a value proposition that was 
developed both to meet requirements for a lean and cost-effective operation and to 
provide a service that was adapted to customers’ needs with regard to their physical and 
mental prerequisites. During the service innovation process, the non-profit 
organizations (NPOs) functioned as customer (patient) intermediaries. The NPOs 
negotiated requirements regarding what the future service should provide, for example 
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how it should be operated to best suit the patients. The owners, represented by the 
county council and municipalities at the beginning of the process and by the public 
transport authority throughout, had requirements regarding the service process 
efficiency and the physical prerequisites used, such as the vehicles and the traffic system.  

 
3.3 Methods of collecting data  
 
Several methods of collecting data have been used in this thesis. The choice of method 
of data collection was based on the aim of the thesis (Yin, 2009). The data was collected 
via interviews, participation in project meetings and observations of work, collection of 
written materials and documents, as well as by conducting innovation groups. Using 
multiple sources of empirical data is recommended by the case study literature as this 
enables a rich understanding of the studied phenomenon - how frontline employees 
contribute to service innovation in the present cases (Eisenhart, 1989; Yin, 2009).  
 
During the ECSI project, reference groups were formed with representatives from all 
cases. Jointly with the representatives, it was agreed to focus data collection on ongoing 
service innovation projects with extensive frontline employee involvement. 
Convenience sampling was conducted as the contact persons for each case were asked 
to suggest frontline employees and managers from different professions, who could 
provide us with empirical data on the practices of service innovation. During the 
interviews, new respondents were identified and suggested, whom I also contacted and 
interviewed. This ‘snowball sampling’ is a useful technique for defining new 
respondents, and for collecting relational data (Alam, 2005). Using both techniques 
allowed me to obtain a diversity of informants. 
 
In every case, I was allowed to follow the service innovation projects from start to finish, 
see the period of time in Table 1 below. Conducting the research project over several 
years enabled me to gain insights into how the frontline employees were involved in, 
their role in and contributions to service innovation and value creation over time. The 
data collection methods used in the ECSI project were interviews, observations, and the 
collection of documents. Some of the cases are used to a greater extent in the papers as 
they were found to provide more fruitful data on frontline employee’s role in service 
innovation. 
 
During the UDIP project, a project reference group was also formed, consisting of 
representatives from all the cases and with representatives from a development unit at 
the county council whom the research project was conducted together with. It was 
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agreed with the managers of the primary care units that participants would be invited 
into the innovation groups by information signs containing reply coupons, and by 
personal invitation while waiting in the waiting rooms. Thus, members of the groups 
were selected through a convenience sample in which patients and frontline employees 
either signed up to participate in the innovation groups or were invited by me while 
waiting in the waiting rooms. The participants were selected with the aim of creating an 
even age and gender balance. Both men and woman participated, and their ages ranged 
between 23 and 83. The frontline employees included represented a range of different 
professions, including nurses, doctors, certified nursing assistants, receptionists, 
chiropodists and physiotherapists. The final selection of participants was skewed 
towards women on the employee side, reflecting the uneven gender balance of 
employees working in primary care. The final selection of patients was skewed towards 
older people, reflecting the age of users of primary care. The data collection methods 
used during the UDIP project were innovation groups and interviews. 
 
In one case, the Public Transport case, which was used in appended Paper V, I 
cooperated with another researcher who had previously been conducting this case study. 
However, as the data provided insights into how different actors act when innovating 
service, the data was also fruitful to use in this thesis in combination with data I had 
collected.  
 
Next the different methods of collecting data within the ECSI and UDIP research 
projects are described.  
 
 

3.3.1 Interviews 
 

Interviews were conducted with key respondents within both the ECSI and UDIP 
projects, mostly frontline employees and managers. These interviews focused on 
illuminating the overall aim of this thesis, exploring frontline employees’ contributions 
to service innovation. For the ECSI research project, the interviews were conducted 
either during the service innovation process or immediately after it. In some cases, 
interviews were also held with customers, CEOs, suppliers, and contractors. The 
rationale behind this was to obtain rich data and to capture the complexity of the social 
settings of the organizations studied (Alam, 2005). Conducting interviews with different 
types of respondents allowed me to identify and gain knowledge of frontline employees’ 
contributions to service innovation and how their involvement was managed. The 
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interviews conducted within the UDIP project consist of 20 individual interviews 
conducted with randomly-selected participants in the innovation groups, and managers 
and area managers. All the interviews were of the follow-up type and conducted after 
the completion of the innovation groups. The purpose of these interviews was to 
validate the data originating from the innovation groups, but also to review these 
groups’ ideas and rank them in order of importance. 
 
Two interview guides, one for each research project, were used to ensure a consistent 
pathway for the semi-structured interviews (Yin, 2009). Similar questions were put to 
all the respondents within the two research projects, even though some of these 
questions varied with the context and whether the respondent was an employee, a 
manager, or a customer etc. Open-ended questions were asked during the interviews to 
enable discussion and to allow the respondents to describe their experiences in their 
own words. The approach to conducting the interviews followed several guidelines 
(Kvale, 1996; Spradley, 1979). All the interviews were initiated by putting the 
background questions, whereby the respondents could freely describe their 
organizations, service innovation in general, and their everyday workplace practices. The 
responses to these questions enabled me to obtain a comprehensive view of the case 
before concentrating on specific questions regarding the specific respondent’s 
contributions to, and his/her role in, service innovation. Later on, probing questions 
were used to gain in-depth information about the respondent’s experiences, as well as 
issues that had emerged earlier on during the interview (Miles and Huberman, 2004). 
Furthermore, asking probing questions enabled the respondent to further describe, 
expand, illustrate, and elaborate on such specific key themes (Alam, 2005), ensuring a 
more information-rich analysis of the data (Yin, 2009). These probing questions were 
also intended to ensure response accuracy. In the case of primary care, the individual 
interviews also served the purpose of validating the data originating from the innovation 
groups. Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
 
The majority of the interviews were conducted face-to-face at the organizations, in 
conference rooms, offices, or similar. During the TESP project, three interviews were 
conducted over the phone since these respondents worked in another country. Three 
interviews during the primary care project were held in offices at the university, at the 
respondent’s own request, while one interview was conducted at the patient’s home due 
to physical limitations. The duration of the interviews varied between 25 minutes and 1 
hour and 40 minutes. In total, 58 interviews were conducted for ECSI and 25 for UDIP, 
see Table 1 below. 
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3.3.2 Observations  
 
As addressed above, the observations conducted relate to the ECSI research project. 
Observations were conducted during meetings, workshop sessions, and the training of 
other frontline employees, as well as during day-to-day operations. During the 
observations, I followed the respondents in different settings, e.g. when they had 
steering group meetings, information meetings and group collaborations where they 
were brainstorming, designing, testing, and implementing value propositions. For 
example, when the project group, in the storage elevator case, discussed design, 
followed up the testing of new medical aids in different wards, and implemented the 
process of ordering aids from the elevator.  
 
I decided to conduct participant observations (Spradley, 1979; Yin, 2009); however, my 
participation was mostly passive as I was mainly listening and following the interactions 
from the sidelines. This gave me valuable insights into how frontline employees are 
involved and how they contribute to service innovation, but also the interactions and 
negotiations occurring within the observed group. During these observations, I did not 
actively put questions to the participants. However, when I was explicitly invited to 
participate in the discussions, I sometimes asked clarifying questions to ensure that I 
had understood the situations and issues being discussed. To establish rapport, I also 
engaged in small talk during breaks with both frontline employees and managers. On 
three occasions, I was invited to shadow frontline employees during the storage elevator 
project while they were doing their ordinary work. This shadowing provided me with a 
better understanding of how the elevator and the new working processes contributed 
towards providing patients with the supplies needed. Thus, I followed the normal 
activities of the respondents for a period of time. Observing frontline employees when 
they are contributing to service innovation, as well as in their day-to-day duties with 
their patients, allowed me to observe the respondents in their social settings and 
contexts (Spradley, 1979; Yin, 2009).  
 
Detailed records were kept of both the objective observations and the subjective 
feelings in order to identify the respondents’ behaviors and patterns. This was done by 
taking field notes that were written down either during the observation or immediately 
after it (Spradley, 1979). When it was possible, and the respondents gave their approval, 
the meetings and workshops were recorded. All the recordings were transcribed. The 
participant observations lasted between 1 and 8 hours. In total, 36 observations were 
conducted, see Table 1 below.   
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3.3.3 Documents 
 
The project-related documents collected for the ECSI project included industry 
publications and internal data, including general organizational information provided to 
employees and other actors, project plans and reports, and the methods and models 
used in strategic and operational work. Further, meeting agendas and protocols, power 
point presentations, and media articles also complemented the data collected via 
interviews, observations, and innovation groups. According to Prior (2003), documents 
are produced in social settings, hence the ideas, arguments, narratives, pictures, and 
diagrams tell a story that is worth heeding, just as with spoken words. Therefore, the 
documents collected during this thesis were used as resources providing a deeper 
understanding of the context and practices (Prior, 2003) of the organizations and firms. 
Thus, they served as unique data in their own right, but they were also used to support 
the other findings (Miles and Huberman, 2004). In total, 72 key documents were 
collected for the ECSI project, see Table 1 below.  
 
 

3.3.4 Innovation groups 
 
The method of conducting innovation groups, as used during the UDIP research 
project, is a novel way of collecting empirical data within the health care context. This 
could, to some extent, be considered to have a field experimental approach due to the 
innovation groups being used as a method of generating and developing ideas by 
involving frontline employees and patients. However, the main goal of the innovation 
groups was not to test the method. Rather, it was to study how frontline employees and 
users (patients) can contribute towards generating and developing ideas, relating to their 
experiences of either working in the practice of primary care or being a patient.  
 
The six innovation groups each consisted of between five and seven participants who 
met regularly every sixth week for two hours. The meetings were chaired by one of the 
researchers from the UDIP research project. All the participants were provided with 
‘Idea books’ before the innovation groups started up. The idea book was essentially a 
notebook that enabled the participants to write down and structure their ideas. Every 
idea should include a general description of: the idea and its newness, the type(s) of 
problem(s) the idea was intended to solve, a description of the situation being 
experienced which gave rise to the idea, as well as the prerequisites for realizing the idea. 
At each meeting, all the participants presented their ideas about how the practices of 
the primary care unit (and in relation to other health care institutions) could be 
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developed in order to be more user-oriented and effective. The group participants 
presented their ideas on the basis of the structure of the idea book, and these were then 
discussed and acted upon. The idea book enabled the members not only to focus on 
the problems experienced, but also to find creative solutions to their problems, 
something which was also shown during the discussions since the ideas were often 
developed further. Sometimes, more ideas were generated on the basis of the 
interactions between the participants. The discussions in the innovation groups resulted 
in suggestions about how the value propositions of the primary care units could be 
developed. In total, 23 innovation group meetings were conducted and 180 ideas for 
service innovations were reported. On a few occasions, the managers of the primary 
care unit participated in the innovation groups. 
 
In summary, the processing of data collection continued until saturation had been 
achieved. Hence, when no new information about the aim and the research questions 
of the papers was emerging from the respondents, data collection was completed. An 
overview of the data collection is illustrated in Table 1 below.  
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3.4 Data analysis 

Data analysis in the first four appended papers (I, II, III, IV) has followed a similar 
process. They have all been inspired by grounded theory (Glazer and Strauss, 1967; 
Strauss and Corbin, 1998). To some extent, I was informed by a number of theoretical 
concepts, such as the concepts of the frontline employee, service innovation, and value 
creation, when conducting the studies. This was due to the fact that they provided the 
framework of the research projects. However, they only functioned as a guide when 
getting started.  

I began the coding process by identifying open codes in the data. During this first step 
of the analysis, I searched for words, phrases, events, or actions that were relevant and 
had the potential to create an understanding of frontline employees’ contributions to, 
and role in, service innovation and value creation. I continuously reflected upon the 
open codes and continued by elaborating on them, and finding connections between 
them. Categorizing and linking the actions and perspectives identified in the data 
enabled axial coding to be conducted (see, for example, Glaser, 1978; Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998), during which key categories were identified. Further, the key categories 
were related into overall themes in order to empirically illuminate the aims and research 
questions in the appended papers. The key themes are reflected upon in the findings 
section of the appended papers. As an example, from Paper II which focuses on how 
frontline employees nurture service innovation through co-creation with their patients, 
I started by reading through and coding all the transcriptions of the interviews, the 
observations and the documents collected as a part of the research. Even though the 
focus was on frontline employees’ role in service innovation, I had no predetermined 
ideas to inform my coding. I continued by grouping the codes into categories (axial 
coding) which generated the themes that represented the central phenomena of the 
study (substantive coding), i.e. nurturing service innovation that is integrated with and 
detached from co-creation. Throughout the coding process, the codes and categories 
were discussed and reflected upon, jointly with the other co-authors of the papers.    

In some cases, for example in Papers I and III, data analysis was more tightly framed 
by the research questions in the papers (e.g. What do front-line employees contribute 
to service innovation and when and how do they do so? and, how frontline employees 
transform the procedures, understandings and engagements?). However, the coding was 
open in relation to the questions as I did not have any theoretical pre-understandings 
of, for example the type of knowledge that frontline employees contribute. The themes 
emerging during data analysis were intensified by reflecting them against theory and later 
on by collecting further data.  
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Data analysis for Paper V looked slightly different to the other appended papers. The 
codes and categories that were identified during analysis pointed towards the service 
innovation processes consisting of several incidents that implied shifts in the process. 
In this paper, the data analysis was inspired by the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) 
(Flanagan, 1954; Edvardsson and Strandvik, 1999). Coding the data further enabled 
commonalities and categories to be found. These provided some insights into how 
actors, during service innovation, negotiate for future value, resulting in decisive 
changes to the service innovation process. These decisive changes were further analyzed 
in order to create an understanding of how they emerged and what caused the decisive 
changes, but also who caused the change. In addition, the power plays between the 
actors during the service innovation process were also analyzed, whereby frontline 
employees played a pivotal role.  
 
For all five appended papers, the emerging empirical findings and previous theory have 
been successively reinterpreted against the backdrop of each other to form the 
contributions made by the papers; a process referred to as selective coding (Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998). Hence, the process has been characterized as an iterative research 
process in which both theory and empirical data have been interpreted and reflected 
upon (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009).  
 
 

3.5 Trustworthiness of the research 
 
In this section, I describe the trustworthiness and limitations of my research. According 
to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness is the most important criterion for 
assessing the quality of qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) advocate four 
different aspects of trustworthiness that need to be evaluated; credibility, transferability, 
confirmability, and dependability.  
 
Credibility concerns evaluating how true and accurate the findings are. In order to 
demonstrate credibility, triangulation can be used. Following the advice of Wallendorf 
and Belk (1989), and of Yin (2009), the empirical material was validated by triangulation 
across methods, researchers, respondents, and sources. I have used different types of 
methods; interviews, observations, document studies, and innovation groups (described 
in Section 3.3), and have related the data generated using one method to the data 
generated using other methods. Furthermore, as I conducted two different research 
projects that took place sequentially, I was able to further explore the findings from the 
first project when conducting the second. Hence, exploring frontline employees’ 
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contributions to service innovation, over two different periods of time, has enabled the 
level of credibility to be enhanced.  
 
During the interviews, I used the technique of probing (Miles and Huberman, 2004) in 
order to examine the accuracy of the respondents’ responses. As I had the opportunity 
to follow the project over time, I also had the opportunity to discuss the process and 
findings with the respondents. This also provided me with some valuable insights into 
the contexts where I conducted the research. The responses of respondents within the 
same case were also compared and crosschecked. Further, the findings were also 
presented to the reference groups, and on several occasions the findings were also 
presented to all the employees and managers of the Adult Habilitation Department for 
member check (Wallendorf and Belk, 1989), as well as to the board of the County 
Council of Services, which was responsible for the storage elevator case. Likewise, all 
the participants in the UDIP research project were invited to a meeting where the 
findings were presented. All those participating in these presentations were given the 
opportunity to ask questions and to discuss the findings. Further, when analyzing the 
data, the researchers categorized it independently, and subsequently compared it. The 
findings and results have also been examined by journal reviewers during review 
processes, as well as by other researchers at international conferences where I have 
presented my research.   
 
Transferability concerns how the findings are applicable to other contexts, for example 
similar situations, populations, and phenomena. Case studies have many advantages, e.g. 
the fact that they present insights from real-life situations. However, one shortcoming 
of case studies which may impact negatively on transferring the results from one context 
to another, is the fact that they provide little basis for statistical generalization 
(Silverman, 2000; Yin, 2009). However, as argued by Yin (2009, p. 15), the goal of case 
studies is not to enumerate frequencies, but to expand and generalize theories (analytical 
generalization). Even though case studies do not not allow statistical generalization, the 
use of multiple-case studies leads to results that are more robust and representative than 
single-case studies (Eisenhardt, 1999; Yin, 2009).  
 
In my research, I have acknowledged the issue of transferability by conducting research 
in different cases and in different contexts, both in the public and private sectors. 
Furthermore, I have also used theory that has been generated in other contexts in order 
to substantiate the findings in this thesis, which I have also aimed to expand and 
generalize. Appended Papers I, II, III and V include at least two cases. For example, in 
Paper V, the findings are presented case by case, which makes it easy for the reader to 
find that the results are applicable to the different contexts studied. Paper IV is 
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conducted within the context of primary care, with the findings relating to all six 
innovation groups at the five different primary care units. As the findings and results in 
the appended papers relate to each other, it is likely that they can also be related to other 
cases and contexts that have not been included in the present research. However, as 
Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009, p.3) suggest, that induction “involves a risky leap from a 
collection of single facts to a general truth”. Therefore, I would recommend further research 
on frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation in additional contexts.  

Confirmability relates to the objectivity of the data and the degree of neutrality of the 
findings. The findings should thus be based on the responses of the respondents and 
should not be biased by the researcher at any point. The use of case studies has been 
criticized due to the risk of researchers obtaining biased interpretations of the data (Yin, 
2009). To establish the confirmability of my research, I have highlighted the steps of 
data analysis in a transparent way and provided a rationale for the decisions I have made 
during the process. In four of the appended papers (I, II, III, IV), empirical codes, e.g. 
quotes or descriptive phrases from interviews and observations, are extensively used to 
support my results in order to gain insight into frontline employees’ contributions to, 
and role, in service innovation. In one paper, Paper V, a description of the value 
negotiation process, with its decisive changes, is illustrated with empirical examples of 
the actor’s resource dependencies and the influence strategies used. Confirmability 
audits were also used on several occasions as I invited other researchers to read and 
comment on the link between the data and the emerging interpretations and 
conceptualizations. Since I have been collaborating with other researchers, both during 
the two research projects and when writing the papers, it is likely that my interpretations 
of the data can be regarded as objective.  

The dependability of this research focuses on the extent to which the findings are likely 
to apply at other times than the specific times when the studies were conducted. 
Dependability also responds to whether or not other researchers, at any other point in 
time, would be able to repeat the study, and whether or not the findings would then be 
consistent. When conducting the studies for this thesis, the research process has been 
well documented and all the information (data, documentation, notes from meetings 
etc.) has been shared between the researchers involved in the project. This will help 
other readers and researchers to take part in the process, and make the study repeatable. 
One way of strengthening the trustworthiness of this research is to invite researchers 
from outside the process to review and examine the study’s findings and results (Seale, 
2007), which has been done during both the ECSI and the UDIP research projects. 
Thus, I believe that these studies can be repeated in the future. However, I also believe 
that the findings might not be exactly the same if the research reported on here were to 
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be conducted again. As frontline employees and other actors change their practices and 
understandings over time, the context might also change to some extent from time to 
time, also influencing the empirical data. Nevertheless, this would imply that the overall 
structures, and the consistency of the findings, would be similar to the results in both 
the appended papers and the thesis. An example of this can be taken from the primary 
care project (2014-2017), where I found similar results, with respect to frontline 
employees’ contributions to service innovation, to the studies conducted in the cases of 
the ECSI project (2010-2011/2012). 
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4 SUMMARY OF THE APPENDED PAPERS 

In this chapter, summaries of the five appended papers are presented. This chapter 
provides an overview of the papers, the main contributions in each paper, and my 
individual contribution in writing the papers. Subsequently, in Chapter 5, the 
contributions in the papers are discussed in relation both to each other and to the overall 
aim of the thesis.   

4.1 Paper I 

Exploring front-line employee contributions to service innovation 

Karlsson, J. and Skålén, P. (2015). Published in: European Journal of Marketing, Vol. 49, 
Issue 9/10, pp. 1346-1365. An earlier version of the article was presented at: The 1st 
International Conference on the Human Side of Service Engineering, in San Francisco, 
USA, 2012. 

The aim of this paper was to study frontline employees’ contributions to service 
innovation, when they contribute, and how they are involved in service innovation. 
Limited previous research existed about frontline employees’ contributions to service 
innovation, whereas the ambition was to create a basis of knowledge within this field of 
research. Related to the aim mixed results and gaps in previous research were found. 
Consequently, three research questions were asked in this paper: 1. What do frontline 
employees contribute to service innovation?, 2. When do frontline employees contribute 
to service innovation?, and 3. How are frontline employees involved in service 
innovation? The paper draws on an S-D logic perspective (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 
2008) on service innovation. This paper lays the foundation in this thesis by exploring 
frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation, as well as service innovation 
research in general.   

The paper draws on five cases in total; i.e. two conducted within the public sector and 
three conducted within the private sector. The public sector cases were conducted at a 
county council in Sweden: i.e. care supply re-engineering at the Adult Habilitation 
Department and the storage elevator service at the County council of services. The three 
cases in the private sector are represented by the telecom service provider (TESP), using 
the value proposition of Revenue Assurance, the spa hotel, with its sport and wellness 
concept and the housing register service at the IT Consultancy Agency. The empirical 
data was collected via interviews, observations, and collection of documents.  
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Related to the research questions the paper identifies that, frontline employees 
contribute customer knowledge, product knowledge, and practice knowledge (what) 
when innovating value propositions. Customer knowledge concerns knowledge of 
customers’ requirements, expectations and needs. Product knowledge concerns what 
resources organizations can realistically offer in terms of processes, physical products, 
and technical solutions. Frontline employees’ practice knowledge concerns “know-
how” concerning typical procedures and routines used to co-create service.   

Five phases of service innovation emerged from the empirical data: i.e. project 
formation, idea generation, service design, testing, and implementation (when). During 
these phases, frontline employees contribute customer knowledge, product knowledge, 
and practice knowledge. In four of the cases, the original idea was generated by 
management, and in one (TESP), the idea was generated and driven by the frontline 
employees right from the beginning. The paper shows that frontline employees’ 
contributions to service innovation occur both when they are interacting and co-creating 
with their customers, but also when they are involved in service innovation endeavors 
by drawing on their knowledge of customers that is obtained during co-creation.  

This paper shows the importance of involving frontline employees in the service 
innovation process as early on as possible and as actively as possible in order to make 
the greatest contribution (how). If frontline employees are only passively involved, e.g. 
only receiving information and having limited possibilities of contributing their 
resources, or involved late during the process, this might lead to implications for the 
future value proposition. For example, value propositions might not be closely related 
to the operational practices of the organization, or to customers/users’ needs. Late 
involvement can also result in major changes during the service innovation process.  

While working on this paper, I collected data for three of the five cases. I wrote the 
main part and contributed to all parts of the paper. I was also the corresponding author. 
The paper was co-authored by Professor Per Skålén, who contributed to all parts of the 
paper and who wrote the main part of the method section. Professor Skålén collected 
the data for the other two cases in the study.  
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4.2 Paper II 

How front-line employees nurture service innovation through co-creation with 
their customers: a case study of public health care. 

Karlsson, J., Skålén, P. and Sundström, E. (2014). Published in: Ed. Fuglsang, 
L., Rönning, R. and Enquist, B. Framing Innovation in Public Service Sectors, pp. 18-40; 
Routledge: London. An earlier version of this book chapter was presented at the 
American Marketing Association SERVSIG Conference in Porto, Portugal, 2010. 

Paper II is a chapter from an edited book that was written as part of a collaboration 
with a network of researchers at three universities in Scandinavia: CTF - Service 
Research Center attached to Karlstad University in Sweden, Lillehammer University 
College in Norway, and Roskilde University in Denmark. The paper was written to gain 
insights into how frontline employees’ interaction and co-creation with their customers 
influences the frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation, but also into 
how service innovation is nurtured by involving frontline employees in the process. 
Hence, the aim of this paper is to understand how frontline employees nurture service 
innovation through value co-creation. The paper draws on an S-D logic perspective 
(Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008) on service innovation.  

The paper is based on the case studies concerning care supply re-engineering and the 
storage elevator service, both conducted at a county council in Sweden. The health care 
context was chosen as it is characterized by extensive direct interaction between 
employees and patients, making it a fruitful context in which to study how frontline 
employees nurture service innovation. The empirical data was collected via interviews, 
observations and collection of documents.  

The paper identifies how service innovation takes place in this context when employees 
are involved. It nuances the role of frontline employees by illuminating that service 
innovation may be nurtured by frontline employees both in terms of being integrated with 
co-creation (via direct interaction and collaboration with patients) and in terms of being 
detached from co-creation (whereby frontline employees contribute to service innovation 
‘back office’ by utilizing their previous experience of co-creating value). This implies 
that service innovation is nurtured and influenced by frontline employees both 
integrated with and detached from co-creation with patients. Paper II confirms the 
finding in Paper I, that service innovation takes place as an iterative process, something 
which is further elaborated on and illustrated in this paper.  
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Paper II also suggests that frontline-employee-driven service innovation enables new 
resource configurations. The rationale behind this is that existing and established intra-
organizational processes and practices are developed and improved through 
collaboration and interaction between internal and external actors during the process. 
For example, the practices of ordering and delivering new medical aids at the hospital 
are changed, and methodologies for treating clients are developed, as is the use of a 
unified vocabulary by the different groups and departments.  

Regarding this chapter, I wrote the main part and contributed to all parts. I collected 
the data in both of the cases featured in this chapter, and I was the corresponding author 
vis-à-vis the editors of the book. The book chapter was co-authored by Professor Per 
Skålén and Dr. Erik Sundström. Professor Skålén contributed to all parts of the paper. 
Dr. Sundström mainly contributed by reviewing different versions of the paper, and by 
suggesting changes to it. 

4.3 Paper III 

Front-line employees role in practice based service innovation 

Karlsson, J., Engen, M., and Skålén, P. (Working paper). An earlier full version of the 
paper was accepted for, and presented at, the International Product Development 
Management Conference in Limerick, Ireland, 2014. 

The purpose of Paper III is to explore how frontline employees, by transforming their 
work practices vis-à-vis their customers, and renewing and developing value 
propositions, contribute to service innovation. The paper draws on an S-D logic 
perspective (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008) on service innovation in which we argue that 
the key role of organizations is to offer value propositions. In Paper II, it was identified 
that practices are developed via collaboration and interaction between actors, where 
frontline employees play a pivotal role. By drawing on practice theory (Reckwitz, 2002; 
Schatzki, 1996, Schau et al., 2009), the paper continues with a more in-depth and micro-
oriented exploration of how work practices are developed, illuminating the frontline 
employees’ role in doing so.  

The paper draws on four cases in total; two conducted within the public sector and two 
conducted within the private sector. The public sector cases were conducted at a county 
council in Sweden: i.e. care supply re-engineering at the Adult Habilitation Department 
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and the storage elevator service at the County council of services. The other two are 
represented by the telecom service provider (TESP) using the value proposition of 
Revenue Assurance, and the spa hotel with its sport and wellness concept. In this study, 
interviews and observations were conducted and documents were collected.   

In line with studies of bricolage innovation (Fuglsang, 2011; Fuglsang and Sørensen, 
2011), this paper illuminates the fact that service innovation often takes place in small 
micro steps that are intertwined with the ordinary work practices of frontline employees. 
Frontline employees contribute to service innovation when they change the procedures, 
understandings, and engagements - the elements that make up practices (Schau et al., 
2009). The paper suggests that, when changing these elements, frontline employees 
integrate resources in new ways that may lead to the development of existing, or the 
creation of new, value propositions. Furthermore, the paper also shows that the 
interconnection between the elements differs depending on what triggers the frontline 
employees’ innovation process. For example, if the frontline employees’ changed 
understandings of the practice initiated the service innovation process, or if a new goal 
is set by management.   

In addition to identifying how work practices are developed, the paper also finds that 
service innovation practices can be both formal and explicit, as well as informal and 
implicit. Frontline employees contribute to service innovation both during formal work-
related meetings and during explicit project-related activities; however, they also 
contribute to service innovation when integrating resources in their day-to-day work 
practices, when integrating with customers, and during informal coffee breaks and small 
talk with colleagues. To facilitate service innovation, managers can be proactive in 
creating arenas for interaction between frontline employees in order to be able to 
integrate resources, e.g. knowledge, skills and experiences.  

I was the lead author of this paper and contributed towards writing all parts of it. I 
collected data for the two cases concerning the Swedish county council. The paper is 
co-authored by Associate Professor Marit Engen and Professor Per Skålén. Both co-
authors contributed to all parts of the paper. Associate Professor Marit Engen collected 
the data from the spa case while Professor Skålén collected data from the telecom 
service provider case.   
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4.4 Paper IV  
	
 
Understanding Public Service Innovation as resource integration and creation 
of value propositions 
 
Skålén, P., Karlsson, J., Engen, M., and Magnusson, P. (Forthcoming). Accepted for 
publication in the Australian Journal of Public Administration. Previous versions of the paper 
were presented at the European Association for Research on Services RESER 
Conference, September, Naples, Italy, 2016, and at the Public Service Innovation 
Conference PUBSIC, November, Lillehammer, Norway, 2017. 
 
 
Paper IV aims to advance a framework of public service innovation (PSI) by 
incorporating the notions of resource integration and value propositions into previous 
research on Public Service Logic (Osborne, 2017; Osborne et. al., 2013). In doing so, 
the paper advances the public service innovation literature and our understanding of 
how service innovation takes place within public contexts. The framework used in this 
paper is grounded in three resource integration processes in which frontline employees 
and users may contribute to service innovation by integrating resources into value 
propositions. The three processes are: (1) users’ value creation, (2) users’ and frontline 
employees’ value co-creation in direct interaction, and (3) public organizations’ internal 
value facilitation (inspired by Grönroos and Voima, 2013).  
 
The paper draws on a study of public service innovation in primary health care; in 
particular, data from six innovation groups. In Paper III, one of the managerial 
implications of the study was creating arenas for actors to facilitate service innovation. 
In this paper, researchers in the UDIP research project created the innovation groups 
as these kinds of arenas for interaction. The empirical data was collected while we 
followed the discussions and collaborations occurring in the innovation groups. Follow-
up interviews were conducted with some of the members of the innovation groups.  
 
The paper contributes an understanding of how public service innovation is conducted 
in practice when frontline employees and patients are involved in service innovation. It 
provides insights into frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation when 
they are integrating resources and co-creating value with their patients. Further, the 
paper also contributes understandings that support the findings in Papers I and II in the 
matter of frontline employees contributing positively to service innovation, both via 
direct co-creation (the resource integration process of value co-creation) and ‘back 
office’ by drawing on previous knowledge and experiences (the resource integration 
process of value facilitation). Furthermore, due to frontline employees interacting with 
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patients in the mixed innovation groups, frontline employees are also able to learn from 
the patients experiences of health care that had previously occurred in the patients’ own 
value creation process in their own context (the resource integration process of users’ 
value creation).   
 
Access, patient experience, physical environment, and the organization of work are all 
aggregates of the ideas identified. The ideas concerning the access and patient 
experience themes mostly came from the process of value creation, while ideas 
concerning the physical environment theme mostly stemmed from the co-creation 
process and ideas concerning the organization of work theme mostly came from the 
value facilitation process. In the innovation groups, the participants have shown 
themselves to be reflexive and emphatic in relating to each other’s problems and 
solutions. The paper concludes that public service innovation is a collaborative process 
that involves many actors who are able to contribute to PSI by detecting problems in 
and findings solutions to all three resource integration processes. 
 
For this paper, I contributed to the literature review to some extent, but I mostly 
contributed to the method and findings section of the paper. I collected the data from 
two of the innovation groups (one containing only patients and one mixed group) at 
two different primary health care units. The paper was co-authored by Professor Per 
Skålén, Associate Professor Marit Engen, and Professor Peter Magnusson. Professor 
Skålén contributed to all parts of the paper and collected data from one of the 
innovation groups (mixed group). Assistant Professor Marit Engen contributed mostly 
to the findings section of the paper. Professor Peter Magnusson contributed mostly to 
the theory and discussion sections and collected data from one of the innovation groups 
(containing frontline employees). 
 
 

4.5 Paper V  
	
 
Service Innovation as a political process 
 
Sundström, E., Karlsson, J. and Camén, C.  (2017) Published in: The Service Industries 
Journal, 37 (5/6), pp. 341-362. An earlier version of the paper was presented at the 
QMOD Conference in Cottbus, Germany, in 2010 and won the Highly Recommended 
Paper award. The article was suggested as ‘recommended service literature’ by 
SERVSIG News in May 2017. 
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Paper V aims to explore service innovation as a political process in which stakeholders 
negotiate to create and secure future value. It extends previous research mainly 
describing service innovation as harmonious and following a structured process. This 
paper relates to the research featured in the previous papers, where I advocate service 
innovation as a collaborative process involving many actors. In this paper, I further 
investigate the collaborative processes of innovating service, but I also argue that service 
innovation processes are not as harmonious as previously described. Consequently, the 
iterations, turbulence, and power plays between actors during service innovation 
processes have been investigated in this paper. On the basis of the actors’ diverse 
experiences and knowledge, they form different understandings of what is valuable to 
them. This affects how these actors seek to influence the resource integration process, 
and the future value proposition. Further, the notion of stakeholders’ (e.g. frontline 
employees’) role in service innovation is also acknowledged, as is the use of influence 
strategies when actors negotiate the future value of the service. This study is informed 
by an S-D logic understanding of service innovation (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008).  

In order to empirically study service innovation as a political process, four cases were 
included. Two of these cases are represented by public organizations, one at the Swedish 
county council, represented by the storage elevator service, and the other one 
representing the public transport case with the integrated public transport service. The 
two cases at private organizations are represented by the housing register service at the 
IT Consultancy Agency, and the user access administration service (TESP). The 
empirical data was collected via interviews, observations, and documents. Data analysis 
was inspired by the critical incident technique (CIT) as we identified the service 
innovation process as being characterized by several critical incidents (decisive changes) 
that were preceded by value negotiations.  

Paper V contributes an understanding of service innovation as a political process. It 
provides insights into how, why and who is driving service innovation via interactions, 
resource integration, power dependencies, and the use of influence strategies. 
Furthermore, it also illuminates how actors participating in the service innovation 
process value resources (valued both by themselves and other actors). Based on this 
valuation, actors choose strategies with the aim of influencing future value propositions 
in their own direction, in order to enhance their own future value. If the actors’ 
requirements regarding future value are not met, there will be a risk of them withdrawing 
their resources and leaving the coalition, which may lead to unwanted value propositions 
or even a termination of the service innovation process. Thus, Paper V shows that 
service innovation is not always an easy task.  
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The paper suggests that frontline employees play an important role as intermediaries 
between the different actors involved in service innovation. Based on their regular 
interaction and co-creation with the customers (and other actors), they possess the 
ability to negotiate and to mediate both with and between the actors during service 
innovation processes. As they have knowledge of both internal and external capabilities, 
requirements, and workplace practices, frontline employees contribute by identifying 
problems and findings solutions, thus driving the service innovation process forward. 
Frontline employees are therefore argued to be key actors during service innovation 
processes. Thus, this paper changes the focus on the service innovation process, from 
studying frontline employees’ role on the micro level (previous papers) to illuminating 
their role in a macro perspective with many different actors.   

For this paper, I contributed to all parts. More specifically, I was the main contributor 
to the literature on service innovation, value creation, and resource integration. Further, 
I was also the main contributor to the introduction, method, managerial implications, 
and future research sections. Dr. Erik Sundström contributed to the literature on 
stakeholders, influence strategies, and the service concept. Thus, the contribution to the 
theory, findings, and discussion sections was shared with Dr. Sundström. The data 
collection was also shared as we collected data for two projects each. I was the 
corresponding author for this paper. The paper is also co-authored by Dr. Carolina 
Camén. Dr. Camén contributed to the method, discussion, managerial implications, and 
contribution sections of the paper. Dr. Camén also contributed by reviewing the full 
paper and by providing valuable insights and comments, and suggestion for changes.  
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5 DISCUSSION  
 
The aim of this thesis is to explore frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation. This 
chapter discusses the contribution made by the thesis based on the findings and 
conclusions of the appended papers, as described in Chapter 4, and in relation to the 
previous research reviewed in Chapter 2. As has been argued above, previous research 
suggests that frontline employees make important contributions to service innovation 
(cf. Sundbo et al., 2015; Skålén et al., 2015b). The thesis confirms that frontline 
employees play an important role in service innovation, but it also extends previous 
research on this topic. By focusing on how frontline employees contribute to service 
innovation, the thesis also offers more general implications for service innovation, 
including how service innovation processes take place. Furthermore, understanding 
service innovation and frontline employees’ contributions to it, from the perspective of 
service research, as is the case in this thesis, also entails a focus on value and how it is 
co-created (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). Therefore, the thesis also elaborates on and brings 
knowledge of how value is created, facilitated, and co-created.  
 
The chapter is arranged as follows; first, it presents a broadened conceptualization of 
frontline employees’ contributions to, and their roles in, service innovation. This 
conceptualization also provides a backdrop for articulating a contribution to service 
innovation and value creation more broadly. Second, the final conclusions and 
managerial implications are presented. The chapter ends with suggestions for future 
research.   
 
 

5.1 Conceptualizing frontline employees’ role in service innovation and 
value creation 
 
Based on the findings and results from the five appended papers, summarized in 
Chapter 4, and on the literature review in Chapter 2, three different perspectives on 
frontline employees’ role in service innovation and value creation are outlined in this 
section: the intra-organizational, the open-collaborative, and the open-conflictual. This 
conceptualization constitutes the major overall contribution of the thesis. The 
introduction to this section provides an overview of the three perspectives, and they are 
then further explained and elaborated on in the coming sub-sections. The 
conceptualization in Table 2 below provides a novel understanding of frontline 
employees’ role in, and contributions to, service innovation and value creation. It 
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provides an alternative to the assimilation, demarcation and synthesis approaches, that 
was presented in the literature review section of this thesis.  

Table	2.	Conceptualizing	frontline	employees’	role	in	service	innovation	and	value	creation	

Table 2 illustrates that the contributions made by the thesis can be illuminated from the 
three perspectives that has been developed in this thesis: an intra-organizational, an 
open-collective and an open-conflictual perspective, in relation to five dimensions. The 
first dimension suggests that frontline employees’ role in service innovation and value 
creation can be explained by three underlying theoretical conceptualizations: i.e. a 
rational/economic, a resource integration, and a political conceptualization. Related to 
the three conceptualizations, the actors’ worldviews can be described as objective, 
subjective, or inter-subjective, which also relates to how value is viewed.  

In the intra-organizational perspective, value is argued to be realized in exchange, which 
responds to a G-D logic. G-D logic entails that service innovation takes place as an 
internal process whereby the output is delivered and exchanged for money. Value is 
thus created in the transaction with the buyer. In the open-collective perspective, 
following S-D logic, value creation is, rather, phenomenological and experiential in 
nature (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). In S-D logic, service innovation can be described as 
open, interactive, and iterative, whereby resources are integrated and value is co-created 
with other actors. In contrast to G-D logic, value is perceived here to be realized in use 
in the user’s own context, implying that value is subjective with regard to the user’s 
knowledge, skills, and experiences. However, in the more recent S-D logic literature, 
value may also be interpreted more inter-subjectively, drawing on a systems perspective 
and being influenced by institutional theory. This implies that how value is viewed 
relates to social structures such as norms and meanings. Accordingly, the open 
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collaborative perspective follows the earlier S-D logic perception of value creation, 
whereas the open-conflictual perspective follows the more recent S-D logic perception 
of value, which also accounts for the systems and institutional perspective of value 
creation.  
 
Hence, even though the third, open-conflictual perspective follows S-D logic, this 
perspective also account for the turbulence and power struggles that often take place 
when actors integrate resources into new value propositions. Consequently, this third 
perspective demonstrates the fact that value creation also takes place in a turbulent and 
conflictual environment. Based on this reasoning, frontline employees enact different 
roles, both when contributing to service innovation and when offering value 
propositions to users; as deliverers, co-creators, and negotiators.  
 
All concepts in this table are not new, e.g. the dimensions of the intra-organizational 
and open- collective perspectives, although the conceptualizations as such are new. The 
thesis provides novel insights that also concern these perspectives; however, more 
importantly, it provides new insights by introducing a political perspective on service 
innovation and frontline employees’ contributions. With the political perspective, the 
table also presents new terminology for research on service innovation and value 
creation. For example, the notion of value is conceptualized here as value-in-turbulence, 
due to the actors’ diverse requirements and negotiations regarding future value in 
service. The table thus provides both ‘old’ and new concepts, conceptualizing them all 
together as a whole. The coming paragraphs further elaborate on the three perspectives 
and five dimensions, followed by the overall contributions made by this thesis.  
 
 
5.1.1 Frontline employees as deliverers of value: innovating service from an intra-organizational 
perspective 
 
This thesis has addressed the fact that innovation efforts have historically been directed 
at cost reductions and efficiency gains (Osborne et al., 2013; Vargo and Lusch, 2016). 
When organizations have an internal focus on service innovation, e.g. by streamlining 
delivery processes and exchange activities, the intra-organizational perspective can be 
described through a rational/economic lens of service innovation. In rational organization 
theory, organizations organize their action towards predetermined goals with maximum 
efficiency (Scott, 2015, see also Taylor, 1911). For example in the cases of the storage 
elevator service and the spa hotel, the idea for a new value proposition originated from 
management. Initially, managers primarily focused on making internal procedures and 
practices more efficient, e.g. by developing internal processes or by adding value to 
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customers/patients without emphasizing the frontline employees’ knowledge and skills. 
To some extent, the employees were asked about their opinions and suggestions 
regarding improvements, but they were not involved in the service innovation process 
as such. However, since the original idea limited the ability to find customer-oriented 
value propositions, management identified the need to integrate the frontline 
employees’ resources. For the storage elevator service, the original plan was flawed since 
the value proposition was based on a practice that was inconsistent with real-life health 
care practices. At the spa hotel, the customers’ specific needs were not identified until 
the frontline employees had been actively involved and were able to contribute their 
knowledge. 
 
Individuals within rational/economic organizations tend to be constrained vis-à-vis the 
predetermined goals of those organizations (Scott, 2015). Following this 
conceptualization, frontline employees are constrained in their choices and actions, 
entailing that they have limited amounts of information and abilities when it comes to 
evaluating the best alternatives and consequences (Cyert and March, 1963; March and 
Simon, 1958). Instead, they should act in accordance with the goals, formal 
organizational structures, and rules set by management (see also Åkesson et al., 2008). 
Hence, from this perspective, service innovation can be regarded as top-down processes 
with little influence on the part of actors other than management and R&D 
departments, something which was also the case in the empirical examples above, i.e. 
from the storage elevator service and the spa. 
 
Top-down service innovation processes, with little or no involvement on the part of 
other internal actors or external actors, resonate with insights from G-D logic. In G-D 
logic, service innovation processes focus on how value can be added to products and 
services in new ways in order to enhance their exchange value, rather than focusing on 
the value the offering will create for the user (or other actors). From an intra-
organizational perspective, the outcome (output) of the service innovation processes 
can be objectively valued and measured in monetary terms, based on the price that 
customers pay for these services, entailing that value is exchanged between the organization 
and the user. The empirical examples above confirm the suggestion that, without the 
involvement of customers or employees, the production of ‘services’ will take place 
internally (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). Frontline employees’ roles thus primarily focus on 
providing services to customers and delivering value as value-in-exchange, rather than 
being involved in service innovation activities that utilize the knowledge generated 
during the service encounter. Based on this reasoning, the role of frontline employees 
is primarily acting as value facilitators (Grönroos and Voima, 2013) who offer value to 
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users, rather than co-creating it with them. Thus, their function is primarily delivering 
services to their customers. 
 
In accordance with the theoretical groundings of this thesis, an intra-organizational 
perspective on service innovation entails that the processes are controlled and linear, 
with clear beginnings and ends (cf. Alam, 2002; Booz et al., 1982). Development often 
takes place in specific stages, e.g. idea generation, development, and implementation 
(Alam, 2002; Scheuing and Johnson, 1989; Sundbo 1997, 2008). Papers I and II illustrate 
that several of the cases followed such a G-D logic perspective of service innovation at 
the beginning of the process. However, the findings from Papers I and II suggest that 
early involvement is essential for integrating resources into attractive value propositions. 
These findings have also been confirmed in Paper III. Ordanini and Parasuraman (2011) 
have suggested that, if organizations follow a G-D logic when innovating service, i.e. 
without utilizing the operant resources of frontline employees and other actors, then 
the new service might fail (Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011; Cadwallader et al., 2010). 
Furthermore, there is also a risk of extensive time consumption and money wasting 
(Averett, 2001), as well as less-motivated frontline employees (Cadwallader et al., 2010).  
 
The findings from Paper I have shown that passive and late involvement of frontline 
employees has meant that the future value propositions might only be limitedly related 
to the organization’s practices. Passive involvement entailed frontline employees 
primarily receiving information about the service innovation and only having limited 
possibilities of contributing their knowledge. Passive and late involvement of frontline 
employees meant that they could have been unaware of the goals and means of the new 
value proposition (see Paper III). The managers in the storage elevator case, and at the 
spa hotel, identified the need to change their view of how to innovate service, from 
focusing on streamlining internal processes to focusing on how to integrate the new 
solution into the practice in order to also enhance frontline employees’ and customers’ 
value creation, involving other actors’ operant resources in the service innovation 
process.  
 
As frontline employees are able to contribute customer, practice, and product 
knowledge, (Paper I), they are well equipped to identify problems and solutions 
regarding day-to-day practice. In the TESP case, it was the frontline employees who 
generated the original idea. Based on regular interactions with their customers, frontline 
employees identified problems with these customers’ existing billing processes, leading 
to an idea for tightening up financial leakages in these customers’ revenue streams. 
When the consultants (frontline employees) shared their idea, the managers advocated 
the main objectives of efficiency and scalability, as presented in Papers III and V. Hence, 
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the frontline employees generated an idea that was based on open collaboration with 
the customers, but the managers acted according to an intra-organizational perspective. 
Nevertheless, when the value proposition was implemented, an intra-organizational 
focus was needed to standardize the new value proposition in order to disseminate it to 
other customers. Relevant to the conceptualization of service innovation in this thesis, 
frontline employees and managers thus followed different logics for innovating service, 
something which is further discussed in the open-conflictual perspective.  
 
 
5.1.2 Frontline employees as co-creators of value: innovating service from an open- collective 
perspective  
 
In the second perspective in Table 2, frontline employees’ role in service innovation and 
value creation follow an S-D logic perspective. Here, the resource integration and value co-
creation between the frontline employees and other actors, e.g. users and managers, 
form the locus of analysis. This perspective thus focuses on how actors co-create value 
and innovate service when collaborating (Laamanen and Skålén, 2015). In relation to 
the previous S-D-logic-informed service innovation literature, the findings from this 
thesis provide an understanding of how frontline employees contribute towards 
innovating both service encounter practices and internal ‘back office’ practices in 
relation to customers’ and other actors’ explicit and latent needs (all appended papers).  
 
The notion of value, from an S-D logic perspective, entails service providers not producing 
value, but offering value propositions instead, i.e. configurations of resources that 
customers and other actors may draw on to co-create value-in-use (Skålén, et al., 2015b), 
in their own contexts (Vargo et al., 2008), suggesting that value is subjectively determined 
by the customers themselves. By incorporating frontline employees into service 
innovation, and empowering them to contribute to the resource integration process in 
order to develop new or existing value propositions, this thesis demonstrates that value 
propositions can respond to customers’ (subjective) wishes regarding future value (all 
appended papers), which will also match the work practices of the frontline employees 
(Paper III and IV). In their role of co-creator, frontline employees jointly create value with 
their customers (or other actors) while interacting. As frontline employees are often 
aware of customers’ subjective meaning of value, this thesis demonstrates that they are 
well-equipped to define, integrate, and re-configure resources aimed at facilitating 
customers’ value creation. Thus, it is likely that value propositions will be more closely 
linked to customers’ needs and requirements when frontline employees are involved. 
Consequently, as service innovations consist of solutions to relevant problems, 
appended Papers I and IV highlight the importance of actively involving frontline 
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employees in service innovation, rather than passively involving them by giving 
information or asking for their perceptions and ideas.  
 
Furthermore, the results from the appended papers suggest that frontline employees 
also contribute to service innovation as they create and recreate their work practices (see 
Paper III) and generate ideas based on the interactions that take place in all three 
resource integration processes suggested by Grönroos and Voima (2013): i.e. value 
facilitation, value co-creation, and (customers’ own) value creation (Paper IV). When 
exploring frontline employees’ contributions to service innovation, practice theory is a 
fruitful lens for creating knowledge of how service innovation takes place from the 
micro-level perspective (Fuglsang and Sørensen, 2010; Skålén et al., 2015). The thesis 
illuminates that frontline employees contribute to service innovation by transforming 
one or more of the elements of practice, i.e. the procedures, understandings, and 
engagements of the practices (Schau et al., 2009). Paper III shows that the frontline 
employees’ understandings of guidelines, instructions and methods, and mutual 
engagements, and their means and structures for better organizing practice, mature and 
develop during the service innovation process. This also points to the importance of 
early involvement as it enables frontline employees to contribute and integrate resources 
during the whole service innovation process. 
 
For example, front-line employees’ competencies may be used to generate ideas, to 
create well-functioning teams, to design, and to test value propositions. Åkesson et al. 
(2016) have suggested that frontline employees may enact the role of test driver of the 
value proposition. Paper II shows that frontline employees are doing so, both integrated 
with and detached from co-creation. The iterations between idea generation and 
designing and testing the value propositions can be ongoing until the new or modified 
value proposition is perceived to be offering the prerequisites for customers’ value 
creation based on their needs and requirements. The involvement of frontline 
employees, preferably early on in the process, also creates the prerequisites for 
successfully integrating resources when implementing the value propositions 
(Cadwallader et al., 2010). As frontline employees gain knowledge of the new value 
propositions during the resource integration process, this might even lead to more new 
ideas for value propositions, such as in the innovation groups (Paper IV). Even though 
the open-collaborative perspective considers service innovation to be open, interactive, 
and iterative, the service innovation processes in Papers I and II have been illustrated 
as processes involving several stages. This was done in order to illuminate the frontline 
employees’ role in, and their contributions to, service innovation, although the process 
itself was conducted in an iterative way.  
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This thesis both confirms and extends previous research suggesting that frontline 
employees can contribute positively when interacting with their customers during the 
service encounter (Bitner, 1990; Zeithaml, 2009), and that they play a pivotal role in new 
service development (Edvardsson, 1997), service recovery (Bettencourt and Brown, 
2003), and service innovation (Sundbo, 1997, 2008). Previous research has highlighted 
frontline employees in several service research streams, while this thesis also provides 
understandings of frontline employees’ roles in, and their contributions to, service 
innovation from an S-D logic perspective. S-D logic has suggested that service 
innovation is dynamic and collaborative and that “value is always co-created” (Vargo and 
Lusch, 2016, p. 9). When looking into co-creation and the direct interactions between, 
for example, the service provider and the user, value co-creation follows the assumption 
of being harmonious and leading to mutual benefit (Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Vargo 
and Lusch, 2004).  
 
The results in appended Papers I, II, III and IV support the view of value co-creation 
and service innovation as collective and relatively harmonious. For example, in Paper 
II, which has shown that frontline employees interact with clients and their 
surroundings, e.g. partners, parents, interest organizations etc, to find new ways of co-
creating value in order to increase the possibility for the actors to create value in their 
own contexts. However, when several actors are involved in innovating service, and 
these actors are part of a collaborative network (Vargo and Lusch, 2017), not all 
interactions will be positive and unproblematic, as has been suggested in previous 
research (Laamanen and Skålén, 2015; Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). 
 
When emphasizing service innovation as a resource integration process (Skålén et al., 
2015b), it is also essential to understand that resources are never used in isolation (Lusch 
and Nambisan, 2015). In collective contexts of social interaction, the actors’ subjective 
value can also lead to turbulence and conflict (Laamanen and Skålén, 2015). This thesis 
also highlights, consequently, the importance of acknowledging the turbulence and 
conflicts that often occur during the process of innovating service, as well as the 
frontline employees’ role in such a network of actors. This is discussed next. 
 
 
5.1.3 Frontline employees as negotiators of value: innovating service from an open-conflictual 
perspective  
 
The third perspective contributes towards identifying and exploring frontline 
employees’ role in service innovation and value creation from an open-conflictual 
perspective. By applying a political conceptualization, which accounts for both collective 
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and conflictual angles on service innovation and value creation, the present thesis 
contributes towards exploring the turbulence and dynamics occurring when several 
actors are involved in creating new, or developing existing, value propositions. A 
political perspective on service innovation implies that value propositions are created 
and negotiated during iterative processes (Paper V), i.e. influenced by actors conflicting, 
and complementary or cooperative requirements and demands (de Bakker and den 
Hond, 2008). The notion of a political perspective has previously been studied, for 
example, in relation to business-society relationships (de Bakker and den Hond, 2008), 
value creation (Laamanen and Skålén, 2015), and resource integration (Skålén et al., 
2015b). However, it has not been studied in relation to the aim of exploring frontline 
employees’ contributions to service innovation, or in relation to create an understanding 
of frontline employees’ role in service innovation and value creation, and service 
innovation more generally. By doing so, the thesis has brought insight not only into 
how, when, and with what frontline employees contribute, but also why they (and other 
actors) drive service innovation.  
 
According to several authors (Edvardsson et al., 2012; Skålén et al., 2015b), innovation 
is the result of recombining existing resources. This thesis adheres to the argument that 
the resources an actor obtains can never be used in isolation, instead needing to be 
combined or bundled with other resources for usefulness or value (Lusch and 
Nambisan, 2015). Thus, rather than being purely personal and subjective, experiences 
of value and value creation are also relational and inter-subjective. Helkkula et al., (2012) 
suggest that inter-subjective value emerges from individually-determined social 
contexts. This thesis extends this suggestion and addresses the fact that inter-subjective 
value is also influenced in relation to other actors’ valuations of resources. According to 
Zimmerman (1951, see also Edvardsson et al., 2012), resources are not, they become, 
meaning that they are dynamic and the result of the structure and specific context. 
Following Zimmerman’s arguments, the results from appended Paper V show that the 
valuation of resources is also dependent on what resources are available and how these 
are valued by the actors involved in the process. Resources need to be combined and/or 
integrated with other resources to be useful, or highly valued, i.e. how resources are 
integrated between the actors in the network (Vargo et al., 2008). The inter-subjective 
valuation of resources has been shown to alter resource dependencies and power 
relationships (Paper V). For example, in the IT consultancy and public transport cases, 
the different actors’ valuations of resources lead to conflicts that influenced the future 
value propositions in different ways. Thus, value co-creation and service innovation 
might not be as harmonious as previously described in S-D logic research. Rather, value 
is created in-turbulence during negotiations between frontline employees and other actors 
involved in the service innovation process.  
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When innovating service in systems with many actors, this might also involve 
establishing new organizational roles for frontline employees. When involved in service 
innovation, they not only co-create value with their users, they also bargain and 
negotiate between their own and other actors’ diverse requirements for future value in 
service. From a political and conflictual perspective, the frontline employee may thus 
enact the role of as negotiators of value. Paper III demonstrates how frontline employees 
develop their understandings of future value propositions during conversations between 
actors in the service innovation process. For example, frontline employees have 
developed a common language and an understanding of, for instance, the working 
processes of treating clients, in relation to clients’ needs, each other’s knowledge and 
skills, and governmental guidelines. Another example illustrates how frontline 
employees have negotiated and bargained with customers and managers regarding 
payoffs from the revenue assurance service, whereby the customer has demanded low 
levels of compensation and the managers have demanded high.   
 
In Paper IV, the creation of value propositions is explained as iterations between 
problem-finding and problem-solving practices, as inspired by Skålén et al., (2015b). 
These iterations are based on ideas that stem from all three resource-integration 
processes described by Grönroos and Voima (2013). These iterations can be explained 
as negotiations aimed at developing value propositions, related to actors’ needs and 
requirements for the future value proposition. Frontline employees’ role, e.g. in 
innovation groups, entail integrating resources, negotiating actors’ diverse needs, and 
balancing different interests. Yet, not all collaborative processes always lead to conflicts. 
By balancing and negotiating, frontline employees also enable other actors to make 
sense of the future value proposition (cf. Fyrberg Yngfalk, 2011), balancing the actors’ 
diverse needs into satisfying solutions (see also Paper V). Accordingly, frontline 
employees contribute towards driving the service innovation process forward and 
creating the prerequisites for a well-functioning service by negotiating and enhancing 
the actors’ understandings. Thus, this thesis confirms Laamanen and Skålén’s (2015) 
suggestion, as well as that of Skålén et al. (2015a), that conflicts can be fruitful for 
innovation and that they often lead to transformation that can impact future value co-
creation. The thesis also extends this research by illuminating the role of frontline 
employees during service innovation. However, if the actors’ diverse perceptions or 
value differ too much, then the actors might change their strategy for influencing the 
value proposition (Paper V). Strategies can include allying with other actors, acquiring 
more or different resources, or withdrawing resources from the process. If the actors’ 
demands regarding the future individual or shared value fail to be accounted for in the 
value proposition, actors could leave the coalition, something which could even lead to 
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a termination of the service innovation process. By conceptualizing the results of the 
appended papers, the involvement of frontline employees as empowered negotiators 
could reduce the risk of unsuccessful service innovation and increase the possibility of 
creating value propositions that match customers’ explicit and latent needs.  
 
 

5.2 Conclusions  
 
The overall aim of this thesis is to explore frontline employees’ contributions to service 
innovation. The findings and conclusions from the appended papers, in relation to 
previous research, have been conceptualized into an overall contribution made by this 
thesis, as presented in Table 2 at the beginning of the chapter. This contribution 
transcends the individual conclusions drawn in the papers. The contribution made by 
this thesis also matches the three specific parts of the aim that was presented in 
connection with the aim in the Introduction chapter (see Section 1.2).  
 
Firstly, this thesis provides an extended, novel, and nuanced understanding on how 
frontline employees contribute to service innovation. Frontline employees are well 
equipped to draw on their knowledge and to integrate resources into new or developed 
value propositions, both during specific service innovation projects and in their day-to-
day work practices. Secondly, it contributes an understanding of the frontline 
employees’ general role in service innovation. In addition, the specific roles that 
frontline employees may enact when involved in service innovation processes have been 
identified and explored, e.g. the roles as deliverers, as co-creators, and as negotiators. 
Thirdly, the thesis suggests that front line employees’ contributions to service 
innovation, as well as service innovation and value creation more generally, can be 
understood from three perspectives; i) an intra-organizational perspective following a 
goods-dominant logic, ii) an open-collective perspective, and iii) an open-conflictual 
perspective, where the latter two are informed by service-dominant logic. Thus, this 
thesis confirms, develops, and extends previous research by illuminating different ways 
of creating value and conducting service innovation, relating to frontline employees.  
How the thesis contributes to the three specific parts of the aim are further elaborated 
on below. 
 
First, the thesis discusses, with its point of departure in Table 2, frontline employees’ 
contributions to service innovation from an intra-organizational, an open-collective, and 
an open-conflictual perspective. Previous research has suggested that frontline 
employees play an important role in service innovation (de Jong and Vermeulen, 2003; 
Engen, 2016; Ordanini and Parasuraman, 2011; Sundbo, 2008; Sundbo et al., 2015), a 
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suggestion that this thesis confirms. The thesis also extends previous research by 
showing that frontline employees are well-equipped to contribute their knowledge and 
skills, and to integrate resources into new or developed value propositions, thus 
contributing to service innovation. For example, frontline employees contribute 
knowledge that is related to customer, practice, and product knowledge (Paper I). Paper 
II shows that frontline employees contribute, both detached from and in relation to, 
towards co-creating value with customers, entailing that frontline employees are able to 
draw on their knowledge of both facilitating their customers’ value creation and co-
creating value with those customers (Paper IV).  
 
Second, this thesis demonstrates that frontline employees enact different type of roles 
relating to service innovation and value creation, also captured by the dimensions in 
Table 2. The thesis has identified that frontline employees may contribute as deliverers, 
co-creators, and negotiators. Previous research has discussed several types of roles, 
some of which can be linked to the roles identified here. For example, frontline 
employees may fill roles as the servants of operational functions vis-à-vis their 
customers (Bitner, 1990), whereby frontline employees primarily deliver value and 
facilitate the users’ own value creation. As innovators, enablers, and coordinators 
(Bowen, 2016), roles that frontline employees fulfill for example in Papers I and II, the 
frontline employees design, coordinate, and nurture service innovation. Åkesson et al. 
(2016) have suggested that frontline employees are resource integrators and test drivers 
of value propositions, a proposition that all the appended papers support. Frontline 
employees may also contribute to service innovation in their roles as the bricoleurs of 
practices (Fuglsang, 2011; Fuglsang and Sørensen, 2011), a proposition supported in 
Paper III, where frontline employees’ role in practice-based service innovation are 
explored. Furthermore, the thesis has also discussed frontline employees as boundary-
spanners (Bettencourt and Brown, 2003). In the open-collective perspective, Table 2, 
frontline employees act more actively and integrate resources with customers, users, and 
other actors as the co-creators of value.  
 
However, a frontline employee role that has not yet been identified in previous research 
is that of the negotiator, which has been identified and explored in this thesis. In this 
role, frontline employees negotiate both with and between actors, responding to these 
actors’ inter-subjective valuations of resources based on resource dependencies and 
power relationships. The thesis shows that the frontline employees might not be 
enacting the same roles all through the service innovation process, depending on both 
when (early/late) and how (active/passive) they are involved. Further, their roles may 
also differ during the process, e.g. from being deliverers to being co-creators or 
negotiators, or vice versa. Thus, they can be seen as the drivers of change and as 
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contributors towards nurturing service innovation when actively involved in the 
process. Even though the work descriptions of the day-to-day operational work of 
frontline employees might not include the role of innovator (Engen and Magnusson, 
2015), this thesis has shown that frontline employees are well equipped to contribute to 
service innovation, both in their day-to-day work and when involved in service 
innovation projects, e.g. when participating in innovation groups (Paper IV). As 
innovators, the frontline employee may act in accordance with the role of deliverer, co-
creator, and negotiator.   
 
Third, by focusing on the role of the frontline employee in service innovation, the thesis 
has also developed service innovation research in general and provided a deeper 
understanding of value creation. This thesis suggests that service innovation and value 
creation can be explained by the three perspectives in Table 2. When I first started to 
write this thesis, the studies were closely informed by an S-D logic approach to service 
innovation from an open-collective perspective, in the words of the conceptualization 
in table 2. Consequently, the thesis has followed the definition of service innovation 
developed by Skålén et al. (2015b), suggesting that service innovation can be equated 
with the creation of new value propositions by means of developing existing or creating 
new practices and/or resources, or by means of integrating practices and resources in 
new ways. The thesis has shown that service innovation and value creation can take 
place during all three value creation processes suggested by Grönroos and Voima 
(2013): i.e. value facilitation, co-creation, and customers’ own value creation. Frontline 
employees have been shown to be well equipped to integrate resources into new value 
propositions during these value creation processes, both with each other and with other 
actors. Further, by drawing on practice theory, the thesis also shows that service 
innovation can take place during the frontline employees’ day-to-day work practices 
(Paper III), addressing what happens during the micro processes of service innovation. 
 
However, over time, the empirical data has illustrated that service innovation might not 
be as open, inclusive and harmonious as suggested by previous S-D-logic-informed 
research. Rather, when many actors are involved, service innovation can also be 
addressed as a political process (Paper V) that can be explained by the open-conflictual 
perspective. The open-conflictual perspective address how conflicts and power 
struggles between actors affect construction of value propositions, service innovation 
and value creation. Hence, with this perspective, the thesis elaborates on previous 
research (Laamanen and Skålén 2015; Skålén et al., 2015a) that have studied conflictual 
value creation. In particular the thesis elaborates on this research by studying conflictual 
service innovation. 
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Previous S-D-logic-informed service innovation research has advocated changing the 
logic from a goods dominant logic to a service dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 
2008). However, the findings from the appended papers (e.g. Papers I and II) suggest 
that, even though the intention in the studied cases from the ECSI research project was 
to conduct a customer-oriented service innovation process, some cases were still 
influenced by a G-D-logic-informed understanding of service innovation, at the 
beginning of the service innovation process. Furthermore, in the TESP case, an intra-
organizational focus was needed when the value proposition was being developed, in 
order to be able to create a standardized and efficient solution that could be offered to 
many customers. Hence, the findings from this thesis have shown that service 
innovation processes can take place in accordance with all three perspectives outlined 
in Table 2. As this thesis shows that all three perspectives i.e. the intra-organizational, 
the open-collective, and the open-conflictual, which address different ways of creating 
value and conducting service innovation that can be useful both to the focal 
organization as well as to the customers, the thesis contributes an understanding that 
develops and extends previous research.  
 
 

5.3 Managing for frontline employee involvement in service innovation  
 
The insights from this thesis also have implications for management. For organizations 
and firms, service innovation has become key to survival and success in a competitive 
business landscape (Carlborg et al., 2014), whereas service innovation has become a key 
prerequisite of offering attractive promises regarding value creation to customers (cf. 
Skålén et al., 2015b). As frontline employees gain experienced-based knowledge and 
skills from their interactions with materials, the market, customers, and users (Høyrup, 
2010), management would gain from fostering employees’ interaction, co-creation, and 
collaboration with other actors.  
 
This thesis would recommend that managers involve frontline employees in service 
innovation for several reasons. First, frontline employees are able to identify their 
customers’ needs and support their value creation; however, they are also able to 
understand the organization’s strategy and goals. Second, as an intermediary between 
customers, the focal firm, and other actors, frontline employees can represent different 
actors when integrating resources into new, or developed, value propositions. Third, 
when frontline employees are involved in and empowered to contribute to service 
innovation, they become ‘one’ with the value proposition as they understand the 
practices and resource configurations that the value proposition consists of, making 
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them well-equipped communicate the value proposition with the users (and other 
actors).  
 
When frontline employees are involved, it is also important for managers to provide 
tools for interacting, co-creating, and negotiating. This could be done by establishing 
arenas for interaction, both with internal and external actors. For example, the thesis 
has shown that it is fruitful to arrange innovation groups of employees and customers 
(patients) in different constellations. For example, about 180 ideas were generated and 
developed by the innovation groups at the primary care units. Letting frontline 
employees participate in such arenas as resource integrators will enhance their possibility 
of sharing experiences and transforming latent knowledge into explicit and shared 
knowledge. The sharing of practical knowledge and know-how also facilitates an open-
minded innovation culture (Høyrup, 2010). This would lay the foundation for finding 
problems as well as solving them. Therefore, when creating such arenas, managers can 
proactively take action to stimulate service innovation. The arenas could also be used as 
a prerequisite for the dissemination of innovation. 
 
Following the resource integration processes of Grönroos and Voima (2013), managers 
can consider and be attentive to whether and how frontline employees are passively or 
actively involved, or if they are involved in service innovation at all. Managers acting in 
a way that can be acknowledged as a G-D logic perspective on service innovation, i.e. 
with little or no involvement on the part of frontline employees and other actors, could 
end up with future value propositions that mostly focus on the internal value facilitation 
processes. However, managers should also know that, since frontline employees possess 
knowledge and skills that also concern product and practice knowledge related to 
internal working processes, facilitating users’ value creation, such processes might also 
be encouraged to work inefficiently if frontline employees are excluded when innovating 
them. This thesis thus advises managers to consider active frontline employee 
involvement throughout the service innovation process. In doing so, it enables 
management to cooperate in the challenge of identifying ideas relating to all three value 
creation processes, but also in the process of designing and implementing the service 
(Cadwallader et al., 2010; Sundbo, 2008) into work practices. By identifying how 
frontline employees develop their workplace practices, managers will be able to inform 
themselves about what drives service innovation on the micro-level. 
 
Further, it can also be of importance to remember that frontline employees, and other 
actors, are influenced by their previous experiences, logics, and worldviews when 
sharing and integrating resources. At the same time, actors are constantly adapting and 
learning in relation to other actors within the service system. Based on these factors, 
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value is individually subjective, but also inter-subjective in relation to other actors. 
Hence, if actors find the potential future value unsatisfying, or if they perceive 
asymmetric value creation (Edvardsson et al., 2011), they might change their strategy 
and put pressure on the other actors. This could lead to new or modified resource 
dependencies and decisive changes to the service innovation process. For example, 
actors can ally themselves either with each other or with new actors. They could also 
withdraw their resources, or even leave the coalition. When frontline employees are 
involved as co-creators and negotiators of value, they are able to contribute towards 
balancing actors’ needs and to make sense of the process and the future value 
proposition. Therefore, managers should not underestimate frontline employees’ roles 
in bargaining and negotiating practices. Hence, the thesis suggests that conflicts between 
frontline employees and other actors could spur service innovation. However, it may 
also be important for managers to mitigate conflicts so that they do not get out of hand 
and affect the service innovation process negatively.  
 
 

5.4 Limitations and future research directions 
 
When working on the present thesis, and the appended papers, a number of topics have 
emerged for further research. First, I have not just recognized that the service 
innovation process could be turbulent and include conflicts, but also that the 
involvement of frontline employees in service innovation entails certain challenges. This 
relates to the work of Engen (2016), who raised the issue of frontline employees possibly 
losing their motivation and engagement if they do not fully understand their roles when 
involved in service innovation processes. A limitation of the research done in the 
present thesis is that it does not account for what hinders or enables frontline 
employees’ involvement in service innovation. Future research could thus focus on 
identifying enabling and hindering practices, in addition to studying frontline employees’ 
roles as the inhibitors or facilitators of service innovation.  
 
Further, if the intended goal of service innovation is unclear, this can lead to 
contradictory views and conflict among the actors involved (Kazadi et al., 2016). This 
reasoning raises the paradox of the frontline employee’s role of negotiator during the 
service innovation process. The paradox concerns the fact that frontline employees can 
act as stakeholders with an interest in the future value proposition, while simultaneously 
acting as negotiators. When enacting a negotiating role during the service innovation 
process, it could be argued that there is a risk of an imbalance in future value creation, 
due to frontline employees possibly bargaining in self-interest. The present thesis has 
not looked into this paradox, and thus this interesting topic could be explored in future 
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research. Furthermore, the present study has also focused on relations between frontline 
employees and the other actors involved in service innovation. Therefore, I also suggest 
that future research could also look into how potential conflicts and contradictory views 
within the group of frontline employees could have impact on service innovation.   
 
The unit of analysis used in this thesis has been the service innovation process, rather 
than the innovation itself when it is operational and being offered to the customers. 
Fuglsang (2010, see also Drejer, 2004) stresses that innovation is not the same as 
creativity or invention, “innovation is not just about creating something new, but also about 
developing this new so that it becomes implemented in an organization or accepted at the market or in 
society” (Fuglsang 2010, p. 67). Consequently, the question needs to be raised if the value 
propositions studied in this thesis can be considered as service inventions or service 
innovations? Even though the results from the appended papers do not include ‘what 
happened next’, with a focus on diffusion or market acceptance, the studies conducted 
during this thesis illustrate that the value propositions have been developed in relation 
to both economic and societal values, and that these have been implemented in the 
organizations’ day-to-day operations. Grounded in Fuglsang’s (2010) understanding of 
innovation, all the cases in this thesis, except for the housing register case (the IT 
consultancy agency) could be defined as service innovation cases. However, I would 
find it of interest to continue studying these cases in order to also create an 
understanding of ‘what happened next?’ For example, how do customers (and other 
actors) respond to the new value propositions, by creating value-in-context? 
 
In this thesis, three perspectives have been identified that explain frontline employees’ 
contributions to, and role in, service innovation. The open-conflictual perspective 
introduces the notion of understanding service innovation more broadly in the context 
of a multi-actor service system in which the actors co-create and negotiate solutions to 
perceived problems with the focus on creating new value propositions. There are a few 
examples of studies that focus on service innovation in relation to such systems, referred 
to by Vargo and Lusch (2011, 2017) using the notion of service ecosystems. However, 
a few such studies exist. For example, Koskela-Huotari, 2016, Siltaloppi et al., (2016), 
and Wieland et al., (2016) have zoomed out to include wider institutional structures 
when studying service innovation. However, there is a lack of understanding of how 
this relates to frontline employees’, and other actors’, contributions to, and their roles 
in, service innovation, which I suggest as an avenue for future research.  
 
Finally, I advocate that the conceptualization of frontline employees’ contributions to 
service innovation, as presented in this chapter (Table 2), be further elaborated on and 
tested by means of conducting quantitative studies. For example, as the studies in the 
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present research have been conducted at Swedish organizations, quantitative studies 
could extend this research by including organizations from other countries, in order to 
test the framework that this thesis contributes. In total, these avenues for future research 
could contribute towards further enhancing the knowledge of frontline employees’ role 
in service innovation and value creation. 
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