Contextual layers of service experience in professional business services

Abstract
Purpose: This study provides us with new knowledge in the form of conceptual framework of the
contextual layers of service experience within professional business services. We aim to answer
following questions: 1) What kinds of contextual layers can be identified influencing service
experience? 2) How specific characteristics of professional service context may influence customer
experience at these different layers?

Design/methodology/approach: The framework is based on extensive literature review considering
research in the fields of service and relationship perspectives, likewise professional services.

Findings: A framework of different contextual layers of service experience is generated that is
specifically adapted to the specific context of professional business services.

Originality/value: Only a limited number of studies seem to address the highly topical context of
professional/knowledge-intensive business services and relationships. We tie the discussion
concerning different contextual layers of service experience to this specific operating context with
the aim of identifying their importance and influence in service experience. Related to this context
our study highlights the importance of understanding role of individuals in service experience, rarely
emphasized in B-to-B dyadic setting. The framework also contributes to current discussion regarding
service experience, and ‘zooms in’ to the context and its detailed levels.
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Introduction

Customer experience has been recently recognized as one of the most important current research
priorities (Marketing Science Institute, 2016) and both practitioners and scholars acknowledge the
close connection between customers’ experiences and perceived value (e.g., Jaakkola et al., 2015;
Helkkula and Kelleher, 2010; Grewal et al., 2009). Focusing on customer’s service experience and
its formation will aid us in creating in-depth customer understanding needed in developing new value
generating services.

Professional business services are, among others, management/IT/HR/technology consulting, legal,
financial, advertising, and design services (see e.g. Von Nordenflycht, 2010; Muller and Doloreux,
2009; Løvendahl et al., 2001). Being based on highly individual-embedded expertise, creativity and
problem-solving skills of professionals working with the customer (Løwendahl et al., 2001; Von
Nordenflycht, 2010), these services represent an interesting setting to study service experience. It is
the expertise, or knowledge, of the professional that is in the central role. Consequently, the most
commonly used attributes to describe professional services are the high knowledge-intensity and
intangibility of the service content, the problem-solving quality and high rate of customization of the
service process, and the deeply interactive and reciprocal nature of the relationship between the
service provider and the client (see e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012; Muller and Doloreux,
2009; Jaakkola and Halinen, 2006; Løvendahl et al., 2001). All these specific characteristics make
these services also potentially challenging in the formation of superior service experience (e.g.,
Ojasalo, 2001).

This is also because the process, and the outcome, are not easily standardized but are often context
and client dependent (Jaakkola and Halinen, 2006; Løvendahl et al., 2001). The service provider can

utilize not only his/her knowledge-base and expertise, but must also rely on personal judgement and
autonomous decision-making during the problem solving process (von Nordenflycht, 2010). Due to
the fact that the service provider possesses knowledge and capabilities the client does not have, there
is argued to be information asymmetry between the provider and the client, meaning that the client
may find it difficult to evaluate even the outcome, not to mention the problem solving process itself
(see e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012; Ojasalo, 2001). Because of this asymmetry they may
also lack capabilities to describe their actual needs before and during the process (ibid.). Therefore,
especially professional service organizations are said to operate according to some set of professional
codes of ethics, and according to different types of quality assurances (von Nordenflycht, 2010).

From above it follows, that the relationship between the service provider and the client must be
reciprocal in nature, and the service process requires high levels of interaction, and customer
participation (Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012; Løvendahl et al., 2001). It has also been argued
that mutual trust between the parties (Halinen, 1996), as well as effective dialogue and sharing of
critical information (see e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012; Bettencourt et al., 2002), are
needed for service process to take place. Indeed, regardless of the information asymmetry, the client
is a critical actor in the process as it is only through the information and knowledge the client provides
that the client-specific problem solving process can succeed (ibid.). This is also highlighted, since the
needs, requirements and expectations of clients can also be very complex (Hill and Johnson, 2004).
Indeed, clients need service providers to conceptualize their actual needs for them. Notably, the
process, and the relationship between the service provider and the client is anything but easy, and can
include conflicting interests, opinions, and viewpoints (see e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola,
2012). We suggest that all these specific contextual characteristics of professional business services
are arguments for this field being extremely fruitful platform to study service experience and its
formation.

Especially, this specific context is justifiable because of its individual-boundness. The focus of
studying business in general, and through a so called service lens in particular, is shifting to a view,
which emphasizes that value is interpreted and experienced individually and subjectively by each
actor (Lipkin, 2016; Jaakkola et al., 2015; Vargo and Lusch, 2011; Edvardsson et al., 2011; Frow and
Payne, 2007), although there are many actors involved in the business relationship. The need to
examine this phenomenon is rooted to the recognized dilemma in social sciences of moving between
micro and macro levels of analysis (e.g., Sawyer, 2001; Coleman, 1984; Emirbayer and Mische,
1998). As Coleman (1984, 85) suggest: “The problem is this: we understand and can model the
behavior at the level of individuals, but are seldom able to make an appropriate transition from there
to the behavior of the system composed of those same individuals”. Thus, even though the value of a
service is experienced individually, this experiencing takes place in a certain operating and social
context (see e.g. Vargo and Lusch, 2008 “value-in-use” or Chandler and Vargo, 2011; Edvardsson et
al., 2011 “value-in-(social)-context”). The role of context is significant, for it “frames exchange,
service, and the potentiality of resources from the unique perspective of each actor” (Chandler and
Vargo, 2011, p. 45, see also Lipkin, 2016; Edvardsson et al., 2011; Vargo and Lusch, 2004). In other
words, experience is socially constructed (Helkkula et al., 2012b), and emerge when actors interact
with each other (Jaakkola et al., 2015). Hence, in analyzing and understanding service experience, it
is not enough to understand resources, actors who integrate them, and the process of integration, but
one should pay close attention to the context in question (Edvardsson et al., 2011; Chandler and
Vargo, 2011).

Recent work e.g. by Mele et al. (2015), Wieland et al. (2016) and Leroy et al. (2013) have brought
up a notion that there still are gaps in our knowledge when it comes to the influence of context to
service experience. Existing discussions put emphasis especially on the characteristics and influence

of a wider service system (e.g. Vargo et al., 2008), service ecosystem (e.g. Vargo and Lusch, 2011;
Vargo et al., 2008) or the market (Mele et al., 2015). That is, instead of concentrating on the
immediate context where actors operate in a specific time and place, they investigate the wider
environment or a system - the “big picture” (Vargo and Lusch, 2011; Wieland et al., 2016). In line
with that, Leroy et al. (2013) argue that while much attention has been recently given to investigating
value and its formation by “zooming out”, it would, however, be equally important to “zoom in” to
find the nuances and specifics (ibid.). We agree with Leroy et al. (2013), and suggest that in business
relationships there is a need to pay more attention also to the micro level including dyadic business
relationships and especially individuals cooperating with the customer in order to better understand
service experience. In other words, even though in the big picture, business relationships take place
in a wide network of actors interacting which each other, each interaction can still be traced back to
the level of a dyad. Moreover, when zooming in even more, there are individuals, who, according to
service experience literature, subjectively experience the world around them (Jaakkola et al., 2015).
Therefore, when discussing about service experience, that experience is not “organizational” - one
cannot ignore individuals and their subjective experiences. Actually, one cannot ignore any level of
analysis, for those levels influence each other and are in dynamic interaction: “Higher level
regularities are often the result of quite simple rules and local interactions at the lower level” (Sawyer,
2001, 555) and vice versa: Institutional context influence actors in the context.

In this study, the operating context is professional B2B services, an important and growing field of
business that involves highly interactive and interrelated relationship between service providers and
customers. As mentioned, these relationships are usually based on problem-solving activities, and
service providers might not even be able to offer the service without customer’s intensive
participation (Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012). Due to the specific nature of these kinds of
relationships, and difficulty in evaluating process or outcome of service because of its abstract

components, expectations for services and service experiences play important role in them. We
suggest that this specific context provides an interesting setting to study service experience and
influences of different contextual levels. This is also because most of the previous studies on
experience have focused on B2C context, leaving room for this particular setting to give us new
perspectives on the subject.

To sum up, to be able to understand the essence of service experience, this study explores it from
both macro and micro perspectives to better understand the complexity of service experience
formation, and provides new knowledge in the form of conceptual framework of the contextual
layers of service experience within professional business services. Here we focus especially to the
specific characteristics of the type of services and what kind of implications those characteristics
have at different (as we call them) “layers” of service experience. The framework is based on
extensive literature review considering research in the fields of service and relationship perspectives,
likewise professional services. We aim to answer following questions: 1) What kinds of contextual
layers can be identified influencing service experience? 2) How specific characteristics of
professional service context may influence customer experience at these different layers?

We suggest that the main contribution of this paper relates to B-to-B relationship research
emphasizing the importance of understanding different levels of service experience formation and
interaction between those levels. We have a special emphasis on business relationships in the field of
professional services, which is a less studied from the service experience perspective, although being
highly individual-embedded in its service provision. In addition, we see that there is a contribution
also to service research focused on service ecosystems that mainly ignore the relationship and
individual level.

This paper is organized as follows: first, we briefly present the research design of our conceptual
paper. Second, current discussions and definitions related to the concept of service experience and
context are introduced. After that we will present the layers of context in the formation of business
service experience basing on existing research. In the end of this paper we will conclude our current
findings and suggest managerial implications as well as avenues for future research.

Research design

In order to answer the research questions, we build upon the logic of a conceptual review (Kennedy,
2007; Baumeister and Leary, 1997). According to MacInnis (2011) conceptual studies can contribute
to knowledge in various ways, for example by envisioning new ideas, debating ideas or explicating
ideas that all move the field of marketing forward by setting an agenda for future research. In other
words, integrative reviews, like our study here, contribute to the process of justification by validating
what is known. The flexibility of the conceptual approach enables combining a range of source
materials and concepts, and address also such issues that are more implicitly discussed in the existing
research (see e.g. Kennedy, 2007).

As the purpose of this study is to create a conceptual framework on the basis of an extensive literature
review, the first stage in addressing the aim was to identify and collect as many relevant research
articles as possible on the topic under research. Following the study of Aarikka-Stenroos et al. (2014)
we chose to employ two relevant databases rather than a set of high ranking journals to ensure rich
and versatile set of articles. We selected the multidisciplinary EBSCO Business Source database and
ProQuest database as they cover a wide range of high quality journals in the field of marketing. The
search for materials subsequently involved keywords such as “service experience”, “professional
business service”, “professional business relationship”, and “context”. In addition, we utilized a

snowball sampling method in which primary data sources nominate another potential data sources to
be used in the research (see e.g. Noy, 2008) by identifying new relevant articles from the references
in the primary articles found using databases. In total, we have reviewed 71 articles that form the
basis for the conceptual framework.

In analyzing the articles, we identified the empirical and conceptual findings and ideas contained in
these studies that we could use to answer our research questions. We selected and combined diverse
concepts and definitions from existing discussions concerning e.g. assumptions of the nature of the
service experience, professional business service and context as well as the empirical findings related
to these key aspects of the study. The aim was to accommodate extant knowledge, explain puzzling
findings and reveal novel insights from the data (see MacInnis, 2011). Next, we will discuss what
state-of-the-art literature so far tells us about service experience and related contexts and then
combine perspectives and define layers of contextual setting for service experience in professional
services based on our conceptual review.

Service experience

As was indicated, there is a very close connection between the concepts of value and service
experience (Helkkula and Kelleher, 2010), as value is what we experience it to be (Frow and Payne,
2007; Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). According to Helkkula and Kelleher (2010), (customer)
perceived value and (customer’s) service experience form a circular process where “customer’s
ongoing service experience influences customer perceived value and customer perceived value
influences cumulative customer service experience” (p. 48). Hence, one can argue that service
experience and value are so heavily intertwined concepts that it is difficult to fully separate them, and
therefore many scholars have begun to discuss about experiential value (see e.g. Vargo and Lusch,

2011). Ergo, even though we will mostly refer to service experience research in this study, we will
also utilize phenomenological value literature, as its underlying assumptions are basically the same.

However, even though experience is regarded to be an integral element of the whole service business,
the concept of service experience has been defined and dealt with in various ways depending on the
theoretical background and the research context (Lipkin, 2016; Helkkula, 2011). To begin with, in
service research, the terms ‘customer experience’ and ‘service experience’ have been used quite in
similar ways, even as synonyms. Because customer experience refers to a narrower, more specific
role of the “experiencer”, i.e. that of a customer (Lipkin, 2016; Meyer and Schwager, 2007), whereas
service experience refers to experience of any actor (e.g. customer, service provider, a third party)
(Jaakkola et al., 2015), we will use the latter, more encompassing term in this study.

Moving on, both Helkkula (2011) and Lipkin (2016) have categorized existing service (Helkkula)
and customer (Lipkin) experience conceptualizations. Lipkin has also analyzed how existing
conceptualizations regard service experience to be formed. Both researchers have identified three
approaches: according to Helkkula, these are process-based, outcome-based and phenomenological
(see also Dube and Helkkula, 2015), and according to Lipkin, stimulus-, interaction, and sensemaking-based. First, Helkkula’s category of outcome-based characterizations regard experience to be
a measurable attribute or a variable of a service (see e.g. Verhoef et al., 2009, Lemke et al., 2011). A
somewhat similar category is Lipkin’s stimulus-based perspective, which refers to studies that regard
customer experience to be individual’s “subjective and internal responses to, or contacts with, service
elements controlled by the service provider” (2016, p. 685). Hence, service experience forms when
an individual reacts to a service in one way or another. Second, process-based characterizations
defined by Helkkula acknowledge that experience is embedded in the service process. An example is
Edvardsson et al. (2005, p. 151) who describe service experience as “…a service process that creates

the customer’s cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses, resulting in a mental mark, a
memory.” Lipkin’s interaction-based perspective relates closely to this category, as it refers to studies
that deal with individual’s “subjective and internal responses to, and interactions with, the service
organization” (2016, p. 685). In this viewpoint, service experience is formed in a more interactive
way, i.e. individual is a more active participant. Both outcome and process views have been widely
acknowledged also in extant literature on value creation in B2B relationships. For example,
MacDonald et al. (2011) suggest that customers evaluate both the usage processes (not only the
provider’s but also their own) and the service. In her study Komulainen (2014) found that in
technological B2B services customer value involves both evaluation of the factors in relation to the
value co-creation process between counterparts and the outcome of the service usage (see also
Lapierre, 2000).

However, to create in-depth understanding of service experience in the specific context of
professional business services, third category suggested by both Helkkula and Lipkin provides
probably the most interesting insights. Phenomenological characterizations (Helkkula, 2011) regard
individual actors to be the subject of service experience. In other words, experience is a subjective
interpretation or response of an individual. Such experience can be e.g. perception, imagination,
thought, emotion, desire, volition and action (Jaakkola et al., 2015; Smith, 2007). It is noteworthy
that indeed, an individual’s experience can also be something imagined, and include temporal
elements of past, present and future (Jaakkola et al., 2015; Helkkula et al., 2012a). Yet, the
phenomenological characterizations also acknowledge that individuals do not exist in isolation, but
live in a social world, and therefore experience is simultaneously social and context-specific (Akaka
et al., 2015; Helkkula, 2011). In a similar vein, in Lipkin’s categorization phenomenological types of
conceptualizations fall into sense-making-based perspective, where customer experience is studied
as “a phenomenon involving subjective, active, collective and dynamic sense-making” (2016, p. 685).

Hence, service experience is formed through “circular interpretation and sense-making, usually based
on the individual’s visible and invisible actions and interactions” (ibid.). Consequently, even though
experience is subjective, it is heavily dependent on the context, and is formed in interaction with the
context. Notably, as Lipkin (ibid.) notes, one cannot ignore either the individual or the social side of
experience and its formation, and when studying service experience, there should a balance between
these two. However, it is the individual who subjectively experiences the context around her/him, and
therefore it is the individual who is in the key role (ibid.). This is well in line with what is presented
earlier related to characteristics of professional services and therefore this category best suites to
understanding service experience in professional business services.

The context of service experience

Thus far we have indicated that according to prevalent service research, service experience is very
context-dependent. However, when evaluating service literature, for example S-D logic and service
logic, one can notice that the definitions of context vary. Hence, what is meant by context depends
significantly on who is defining it and for what purpose. Context can refer to the immediate
surroundings of service experience, such as a service provider-customer relationship (e.g. Payne et
al., 2008; FitzPatrick et al., 2015), a physical service encounter (e.g. Echeverri and Skålen, 2011), a
specific event (e.g. Binkhorst and Den Dekker, 2009), a certain business sector or industry (Frow et
al., 2016), a wider-level ecosystem or market (e.g. Vargo and Lusch, 2011), or anything in between
separately or simultaneously.

On the other hand, context can also refer to more abstract concepts, such as symbol systems, social
structures, culture etc. (Akaka et al., 2015), or time (Medlin, 2004). As indicated in the previous
section, Helkkula et al. (2012a) argue that context is social, yet it is determined individually. This

means that for example a service context offered or proposed by a service provider, and in which a
certain service delivery may take place, may not be the same than the context through which a
customer experiences value (see also Grönroos and Gummerus, 2014). However, the context is
simultaneously jointly created together with the actors that operate in it (Helkkula et al., 2012a; Akaka
et al., 2015).

How, then, conceptualize context of service experience in general terms? Chandler and Vargo (2011)
provide a useful short definition of context when they discuss value creating service-to-service
exchanges between actors. For them, context is “a unique set of actors and the unique reciprocal links
among them” (p. 41). Furthermore, from the uniqueness of actors and links it follows that any given
context is also unique in the sets of resources and service (Chanlder and Vargo, 2011).

This is in line with what we know of professional services, where the relationship between service
provider and the client is often highly interactive and reciprocal in nature, including e.g. an extensive
amount of intensive dialogue and complex information sharing (e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola,
2012). Because of the high level of context-specific knowledge and unique solutions needed in service
provision, relationships are often long-lasting and even personified (Ulkuniemi and Nätti, 2017)

Layers of context in the formation of business service experience

Overall, the nature of context can be characterized to be heterogeneous and distinctive: it can be
anything from an actor and its connections to hundreds of actors and hundreds of links (Chandler and
Vargo, 2011; Håkansson and Snehota, 1989), and hence one can identify several layers in a given
context (Chandler and Vargo, 2011). As mentioned, Leroy et al. (2013) refer to ‘zooming in’ to and
‘zooming out’ of a context for value creation, and argue that from different levels one can observe

different things. Next we will summarize what types of contextual layers this ‘zooming’ has in
existing literature typically generated, especially from the viewpoint of service experience, and
shortly illustrate the previous empirical research conducted on the different observation levels.

Notably, Leroy et al. (2013) refer to observational approach of Desjeux when they introduce the
contextual layers. They argue that when zooming into a context, its lowest level of observation is
biological: individual actor’s brain and its activities. What happens in the brain, why and what
consequences it has is the playground of neuro sciences, and will not therefore be dealt in more detail
in this paper. Nevertheless, it is, of course, inevitable that what happens in the brain has a profound
impact on e.g. service experience.

Individual layer. The second layer of context according to Leroy et al. (2013), and starting point of
this paper, is then the individual, a single actor (human being) and her/his behavior, attitude and
cognition among other (Leroy et al., 2013). From service experience point of view, this is the
contextual layer that depicts how a single actor operates and perceives her/his relationships and value
propositions (Leroy et al., 2013). Hence, it is the core layer of analysis, as service experience is
regarded to be subjective to an individual (Jaakkola et al., 2015).

The layer of an individual was in the center of the very first consumption experience discussions
(Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982), and in studies concentrating on consumer’s experiences, it still is
a very common analytical layer (see e.g. Dube and Helkkula, 2015; Helkkula et al., 2012a; Lemke et
al., 2011). In these studies, the subject of study is hence an individual consumer, or if not the word
consumer used, a customer that is an individual human being, and the context is evaluated from the
individual’s point of view, even though there might be also social or other networks of actors that
surround the individual (see e.g. Carù and Cova, 2015). However, in discussions of a more generic

business actor, there seems to be ambiguity in current literature in what is actually meant by the term
actor (Ekman et al., 2016). For Grönroos and Gummerus (2014), an actor participating in direct or
indirect interactions can be either a human actor or an intelligent system. The customer-dominant
logic of service argues that customer is in the center of value creation, but defines the customer to be
anything from a consumer to firms and organizations (Heinonen and Strandvik, 2015). Echeverri and
Skålén (2011) discuss about practitioners or human actors involved in interaction leading to value
creation or destruction. Ekman et al. (2016), who argued that the term actor is ambiguous, resulted in
defining different types of actor roles, such as provider and beneficiary, in service networks. They
also utilized a term generic actor suggested by e.g. Vargo and Lusch (2011), by which they mean an
entity engaging in value propositions and co-creation, be it an individual, group of individuals, or a
set of firms.

Based on our conceptual review there are number of empirical studies on service experiences on the
individual level. However, most of these empirical studies focus on B2C context and discuss
individuals as consumers. For example, in the recent study of direct and indirect use experiences of
smartphone app users by Dube and Helkkula (2015) the authors concluded that the service experience
of the user emerged from the combination of directly and indirectly experienced time, outcomes,
location, and process. There are some studies in B2B context, such as Lemke et al. (2011) who studied
if and how customers construe experience quality both in B2B and B2C contexts. They identified
altogether 119 constructs to experience quality, and concluded that experiences together with
relationships outcomes (e.g. commitment, purchase, retention, and word-of-mouth), usage quality,
and the overall context were important elements of value-in-use. Also the study of Flint et al. (2011)
is situated at this level of analysis. They report on two survey studies that link supplier’s customer
value anticipation capacity to customer satisfaction and loyalty. Research on service experience at
the individual level in professional service setting seems to be very scarce if not nonexistent. This is

although these services are – as mentioned - highly individual-bound and person-to-person interaction
in service provision is highlighted (Nätti and Ojasalo, 2008). Likewise, creativity and customerspecific problem solving are needed. These characteristics tightly bound to individuals in the service
context make this industry an interesting setting for further exploring phenomenon of service
experience.

Hence, first of all, when evaluating service experience at the contextual level of an individual, one
must pay attention to what is meant by an individual – and if it refers to a generic actor, whether the
actor actually is single individual, or a group of individuals (e.g., organizational buying center) that
are regarded to be a single entity. For example, in social science the concept of “corporate actor” is
presented, emphasizing that organizations are based on a microfoundation of its individual actors
(Coleman, 1984). In line with that, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) discuss the double constitution of
structure and agency. Thus, from the viewpoint of phenomenological service experience, then, one
must then bear in mind that even though experiences have a profound social element, they are by
definition argued to be a subjective matter. This is also important to be taken into account of with
regard to dyadic relationships in professional service context.

Dyadic layer. Moving on, according to Leroy et al. (2013), the third layer of context is a micro level.
Micro layer is also discussed by e.g. Chandler and Vargo (2011), and in business network literature
a similar concept is that of a dyad (e.g. Alajoutsijärvi et al., 1999). This layer refers to service-toservice exchanges or, in more general terms, relationships that occur directly between two individual
actors (Leroy et al., 2013; Chandler and Vargo, 2011). Notably, the micro level can also refer to a
scale of small groups (Leroy et al., 2013).

According to Chandler and Vargo (2011), this layer depicts a situation where actors serve each other
directly. The dyadic layer of context has been in the core of the relationship and network perspectives
(Möller and Halinen, 1999; Ritter et al., 2004). In their analyses of the levels of relationship and
network management both Möller and Halinen (1999) and Ritter et al. (2004), for example, regard
dyads as the “basic” unit of relationship analysis. Akaka and Vargo (2015) note that other concepts
that somewhat relate to dyadic level in service research are e.g. the service encounter, i.e. a dyadic
interaction between a service provider and a customer, and the servicescape, i.e. physical and social
spaces framing service encounters.

Empirical studies regarding service experience at dyadic context seem to be quite rare. The couple of
ones we found also seem to be focused on service experience outcomes (e.g. positive or negative
experiences from a service), or the effects of experiences (see e.g. Bolton et al., 2006, who investigate
customer retention). Their objective seems to be more on finding ways to create positive customer
experiences through managing co-creation process. For example, Ponsignon et al. (2015) identify
different issues related to customer experience management, e.g. establishing stages in the customer
journey lifecycle, tracking and improving under-performing moments of truth, personalizing the
experience of individual customer, engaging customers in learning through education and guidance,
and applying sensory design on tangible and visible interactive elements.

From the professional service perspective, Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012) studied value
(closely related to service experience) in knowledge-intensive business services, and focused on cocreation in a dyadic relationship between customer and service provider. They found that value cocreation in the context of complex offerings occurs through a dyadic problem solving process which
includes diagnosing needs, designing solutions, organizing the process, managing conflicts, and

implementation. They also investigated the influence of roles and resources of the actors in this
process.

Indeed, in professional service dyads there are many specific characteristics that can influence service
encounters and experience. Because of the abstract nature of services in question (i.e. unforeseen
outcome of service process), customers often aim to build close relationships with professionals they
trust and, thus, relationships tend to become even personified (Ulkuniemi and Nätti, 2017; Løwendahl
et al., 2001). Consequently, service experience may become very bound to the single expert, likewise
expectation level for service quality. Individual-embeddedness of relationships may also generate
organizational challenges for customer relationship coordination, for replacement or distribution of
work (Nätti and Ojasalo, 2008; Jensen et al. 2010). For example, implementing key account system
in professional service firms to enhance customer work may be challenging because of strong social
bonds and “customer ownership” individual experts tend to maintain (Nätti and Palo, 2012)

To sum up, when analyzing service experience at the micro/dyadic layer of context, the subject of
study is a dyad consisting of two actors. As said, this layer of context is the ‘basic’ unit of relationships
and hence the one through which one can investigate direct interactions between actors, and
consequently co-creation. As was indicated above, an actor can, however, represent either an
individual, groups of individuals (also firms or organizations) – or even intellectual systems. Hence,
when investigating service experience at the dyadic layer, one must be clear and precise in defining
what is meant by an actor. As mentioned above, in professional service provision there are many
characteristics that naturally emphasize meaning of individuals as active and subjectively
experiencing actors in the dyad. Thus, even though the social aspects of an individual’s service
experience can be investigated at the dyadic layer of context, the subjective nature of experience
should be taken into consideration also at this layer. However, to understand the service experience

at individual and dyadic level, also understanding of wider influential environment is needed. After
all, every individual and dyad are embedded to its surroundings. Understanding its meaning is
fundamentally important, because through this one can acknowledge how individual operations of
actors and dyads are relative to larger scale social structures, and also vice versa; they create those
structures (Frow et al., 2016, see also Chandler and Vargo, 2011), although when observing the
context from different levels, one just sees different aspects of the whole (Leroy et al., 2013).

Institutional environment. Dyads form networks where actors can influence each other directly or
indirectly. From the dyad’s point of view, the network layer depicts the wider web of relationships
the actors are embedded in. Hence, identifying the existence and influence of this layer is substantial
for the firms involved in professional business service relationships. There are different network
layers; 1) immediate surroundings for dyadic relationship (e.g., Alajoutsijärvi et al., 1999; “focal
net”), 2) more complex networks consisting of direct and also indirect relationships between several
distinct actors (Chandler and Vargo, 2011; Ritter et al., 2004; Möller and Halinen, 1999) and finally,
3) even wider service ecosystems where our attention is directed to the systemic nature of service
experience. Service ecosystem is a network of relationships where actors and their resources are
linked through value propositions (Frow et al., 2016), and where co-creation occurs through the
integration of both direct and indirect links between actors and resources that can be public, private
and/or market-facing (Wieland et al., 2016). For example, Frow et al. (2016) illustrate this broader
network in which a focal actor operates in. This can also refer to the scale of social categories
including culture, social classes, genres and so forth (Leroy et al., 2013).

Social and cultural perspective leads us to institutional approach, which is important contextual layer
of service experience. Vargo and Lusch (2016) refined their definition of a service ecosystem as being
relatively self-contained, self-adjusting systems of resource-integrating actors connected by shared

institutional arrangements and mutual value creation through service exchange. Hence, they had
adopted the concepts of institutional theory in order to describe and understand co-creation in a wider
context they refer to as service ecosystem. “Institutions” can be defined as humanly devised rules,
norms and meanings that enable and constrain human action (Scott, 2001). Institutional arrangements,
referred to also as institutional logic, are then the “interdependent assemblages of institutions” (Vargo
and Lusch, 2016). Institutions represent “the more enduring features of social life” (Giddens, 1984
via Wieland et al., 2016, p. 8), or “the rules of the game in a society” (North, 1990 via Edvardsson et
al., 2014, p. 295). Institutions therefore guide human interaction and provide mutual expectations
regarding e.g. resource integration (Wieland et al., 2016; Edvardsson et al., 2014).

Indeed, actors surrounding individuals and dyads form institutional environment influencing service
experience. And the other way around; these individuals and dyads from their part maintain and form
these institutions. For example, Storbacka et al. (2016) argue that there is an interplay between layers
of context, and that it takes place through three types of mechanisms: situational mechanisms (how
macro-level, i.e. institutional contexts influence actors), action-formation mechanisms (how actors
assimilate “the contextual conditions into action”), and transformational mechanisms (how actors’
actions and interactions influence macro-level, i.e. institutional contexts) (p. 3009). Also Wieland et
al. (2016) and Edvardsson et al. (2014) have conceptually investigated how institutions and
institutional arrangements change over time. Wieland et al. (2016), referring to earlier work of
Lawrence and Suddaby, note that actors and their (resource integrating) activities change institutions
by creating, maintaining and disrupting them: the context influences its actors but also vice versa.
Edvardsson et al. (2014) investigated institutions from the viewpoint of three “institutional pillars”:
regulative (all formal rules), normative (norms and values), and cognitive (perceptions of reality).
They argue that regulative, normative and cognitive institutions guide actors’ usage of resources and
coordination of resource integration in several ways.

As noted previously, the phenomenological or sense-making approach is the one we argue to be of
specific interest in professional business service context. Lipkin (2016) states that it is the more
holistic collective sense-making perspective that succeeds best “in mirroring today’s service settings”
(p. 694) that are characterized by things such as technological change (e.g. the emergence of social
media), increased competition, urbanization, and active, knowledgeable actors - topics that
characterize current professional service business field as well, and strengthen the meaning of
collective sense making and institutions in this otherwise highly individualistic and professionalbound environment. Collective sense-making is not a new thing related to research in professional
services. For example Empson (2001) suggest that similarity of knowledge bases between individuals
and companies makes knowledge transfer (i.e. also sense-making) easier. In line with that, discussion
around communities of practice, “groups of people informally bound together by shared expertise
and passion” (Wenger and Snyder, 2000: 139), emphasize the importance of shared professionalism
and collective sense-making. Sense-making happens in the professional groups with similar mindsets
and this sense-making is influenced by, but also building up professional institutions including social
norms, regulations and basic assumptions that affect every group member´s perceptions. These
professional institutions can also cause certain context-specific behavior patterns for service
provision, not necessarily understood by other professionals. Institutions influence both service
providers and customers, forming expectations and experiences. However, although professional
institutions are powerful, at the individual level institutions can also vary based on individual’s social
links, personal history, capabilities and resources, for example.

What is also remarkable from the institutional layer point of view is professional codes or ethical
instructions professional service providers follow that can form influential institutions, i.e.
frameworks for expectations and experiences built around service generation. These are only some

examples of complex contextual and social conditions in professional service environment. We
therefore argue that in line with the work conducted in phenomenological/sense-making studies, by
emphasizing both the individual experience and the overall context influencing it, one can create a
comprehensive and contemporary view of service experience within professional services.

Conclusions

Based on our conceptual review, varying amount of empirical research exists of service experience
at different contextual layers. For example, at the individual level there are a plenty of B2C studies
but on the other layers the research has been mainly theoretical in nature without connection to certain
empirical context. Specifically, very rare studies seem to address the highly topical context of
professional business services and relationships. We tied the discussion concerning different
contextual layers to this specific operating context to be able to approach service experience by
exploring actual business relationships and this way to create a broader understanding of the
importance and influence of the different contextual layers from the empirical and more concrete
perspective in certain operating context.

This paper has explored how the existing literature has defined service experience and the context
surrounding it. It has also presented some of the empirical work already conducted on this field.
However, in relation to this, our conceptual study reveals that more empirical research specifically in
B2B context and on different layers is needed to create more comprehensive understanding of the
service experience and related value.

Based on this study, a conceptual framework is suggested that combines the contextual layers
influencing service experience (see table 1). The framework clarifies the context in which a dyadic

relationship is embedded and emphasizes the important role of an individual. Consequently, the
framework contributes to current discussion regarding service experience in professional business
services, and ‘zooms in’ to the context and its detailed layers. It is important to notice that all the
three key layers are directly and indirectly influencing each other and are thus inter-related and in
continuous interaction. The framework implies the possible challenges that the subjective nature of
experience can bring to studying value creation in a dyad – or in a wider ecosystem for that matter –
and indicates that individuals form an essential contextual layer, which needs to be thoroughly
understood also in a B2B dyadic setting. Also, what is regarded as an actor needs to be well defined,
when the framework will be implemented in the future empirical research regarding service
experience in professional business service relationships.

[Insert here Table 1. Contextual layers of service experience in professional business services]

Theoretical contribution
Our research contributes to existing business service research in multiple ways. It acknowledges
individual’s central role in understanding what is going in the professional business relationships and
adds to the current research by taking a look at it from the new and original perspective, namely
service experience. Our conceptual framework forms a starting point for further empirical analysis
where interlinkages and dynamics between these different layers can be explored in detail.
Understanding the roles and interactions between these contextual layers enables us to better
understand also dyadic relationships, how they are influencing, and are being influenced by, the
surrounding environment. The specific industry of professional services creates a fruitful starting
point because of its specific characteristics defined earlier.

We also suggest that in order to better understand service experience also empirically (i.e. what does
it mean and what is important in it when we explore actual business relationships) exploring dyadic
relationships is a good starting point, instead of more abstract (and we argue, less concrete)
viewpoints onto context.

Based on this study it can be argued that when it comes to the current theoretical understanding, the
phenomenon of service experience in professional business relationships is a very complex and
ambiguous in nature. It has been investigated from several viewpoints and contextual layers, and with
the help of different types of theoretical standpoints. We argue that this may be one of the reasons
why the concepts, propositions, premises and definitions regarding service experience, value, and cocreation are still quite diversified, or even vague, and hence quite difficult to comprehend, and why
the relationships between different concepts are not always clear. Hence, it is rather challenging to
describe and understand service experience thoroughly, let alone to study it empirically. Therefore,
comprehensive framework such as the one proposed in this study could be useful for further empirical
investigations. We dare to suggest that instead of bringing more and more abstract concepts to the
existing discussion, there is need to also empirically try to make sense of this highly important
phenomenon in variety of operating contexts.

Managerial implications
The present paper suggests several managerial implications. With the help of our findings it is easier
to analyze service experience formation in professional B-to-B relationships. Our findings (table 1)
offer clear guidelines to analyze service experience formation from different angles, even in single
company or in some defined dyadic relationship. However, in this it is crucial to understand that
professional services represent a versatile industry with different types of services and relationships.

Certainly, in advertising agencies issues influencing service experience can be very different from
service relationships focusing on engineering (Nätti et al., 2016) based on the nature of knowledge
used in service provision, or institutional traditions in the industry, for example. So, in managerial
applications constant context sensitivity is needed, even within field of B-to-B professional services.

In addition, due to the abstract nature of professional services, it is important for managers to notice
that processual characteristics of the relationship and service provision might be as important or even
more important than the final outcome of service provision itself. For example, meaning of close
relationships and trust between individual professional and his client is a remarkable component in
professional service experience, i.e., relationships tend to be highly individual-bound in this context.
This creates both positive and negative aspects for managers of professional business service firms
to deal with; e.g. how to encourage these kinds of relationships to be formed and further maintained
with the key customers so that they could even compensate possible shortcomings in the service
outcomes?

On the other hand, tackling risks related to this individual-boundness brings forth more managerial
questions; how to balance issues like replacement or distribution of professional work, not to mention
professionals tendency to “own” and take control over their customers (Nätti and Ojasalo, 2008b;
Jensen et al. 2010)? These are important aspects influencing service experience. However, if these
dilemmas are not considered properly, those can even hamper efforts of collective, organizational
customer coordination and customer knowledge management (Nätti and Palo, 2012). Consequently,
one more critical managerial question in this context is; how to make sense collectively in the
customer relationships in this kind of highly individualistic and professional-bound environment to
co-create excellent service with the customer?

Future research avenues
We also suggest future research avenues. Fundamentally, all these suggestions relate to wider
question of moving between micro and macro levels of analysis, and related dilemmas known in
social science literature (e.g., Sawyer, 2001; Coleman, 1984; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998): What
kind of an influence individual´s experience has in organizational setting, related to other individual
actors, and what kind of influence different institutional settings can have at different levels of
analysis. Therefore, further exploring the role of individual’s service experience as a part of a) a
dyadic relationship between two individuals, b) professional business service organization’s service
experience and c) institutional environment would be well-argued in future studies. This can include
exploring questions like “How does the service experience of an individual influence the experiences
of the other party (individual) in a dyadic professional business relationship, and vice versa?”, “How
does the service experience of an individual influence the experience of his/her organizational group
or even the whole organization?”, “How to interpret the organization’s service experience?” or “How
does institutional environment influence individual’s service experience?”. We suggest that exploring
these questions empirically and in different operating contexts could shed light on the under-studied
relationship between individual and collective service experience, and thus create more
comprehensive understanding of the service experience and related value.
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