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The purpose of this thesis is to examine the customer side value co-creation in the context
of robotic process automation (RPA). Robotic process automation is a method to automate
repetitive virtual work performed by humans. The topic is explored through roles,
demographic factors and supplier’s actions that affect the customer value creation. This
study aims to understand the practices of robotic process automation and to name common
factors that lead to successful implementation of automation processes and organization, and
thus creates value to customers. The study is limited to Finnish companies that have robotic
process automation practices in place and co-operate with a supplier. To gain a
comprehensive understanding, the study includes both customer and supplier perspectives.

The study was conducted by using qualitative research methods. The data was collected
through customer and supplier interviews, which were based on preselected themes and
questions. The interviews were semi-structured to enable the interviewees to prepare
themselves but also to maintain the flexibility of the chosen method. The interviews studied
value co-creation factors through the value co-creation activities and roles. The aim was to
understand customer needs, expectations, and factors that construct the customer perceived
value.

The research findings demonstrate that customers expect the supplier to provide technical
expertise, resource benefits and best practices to their robotic process automation initiatives.
The supplier’s technical expertise and quality of work are perceived important but moreover,
the knowhow and the comprehensive understanding of customer’s needs and business
processes is emphasized. To form a functional relationship between a supplier and a
customer, centralized management, common working methods, roles and responsibilities,
communication practices, and common goals need to be implemented. In addition, to reach
the strategical alignment of robotic process automation, support from the management is
vital. According to this study, robotic process automation requires expectation management
in all levels of the organization.
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Taman tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tarkastella arvon yhteisluontia asiakkaan nédkokulmasta
ohjelmistorobotiikassa. Ohjelmistorobotiikka on menetelmd, jonka avulla pyritdan
automatisoimaan ihmisten tekeméa toistuvaa virtuaalista tyota. Tutkimus késittelee aihetta
roolien, demografisten tekijoiden sek& toimittajan arvoa luovan toiminnan Kautta.
Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on ymmartadd ohjelmistorobotiikan toimintatapoja ja l6ytaa
onnistuneisiin - ohjelmistorobotiikkaprosesseihin ja -organisaatioihin liittyvida yhteisia
tekijoitd, jotka luovat arvoa asiakkaalle. Tutkimuksessa kasitelladn suomalaisia yrityksia,
joilla on ohjelmistorobotiikkaan liittyvdd toimintaa, ja jotka tekevat yhteistyota
ohjelmistorobotiikkatoimittajien kanssa.

Tutkimuksessa kaytettiin laadullisen tutkimuksen menetelmid ja aineisto Kkerattiin
haastattelemalla asiakkaan sek& toimittajan edustajia. Haastattelut perustuivat ennalta
valittuihin  teemoihin  ja kysymyksiin. Teemahaastattelu valittiin  tutkimuksen
aineistonkeruumenetelméksi, silla se antoi haastateltaville mahdollisuuden valmistua
tutkimukseen mahdollistaen laadullisen tutkimuksen joustavuuden sdilyttamisen. Arvon
yhteisluonnin tekijoité k&siteltiin haastatteluissa arvon yhteisluonnin aktiviteettien ja roolien
kautta. Haastatteluiden tavoitteena oli ymmartad asiakkaan tarpeita, odotuksia ja niita
tekijoitd, jotka muodostavat asiakkaan arvokokemuksen.

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, ettd asiakkaat odottavat toimittajalta teknistd osaamista,
resurssihyotya seké parhaiden kaytantdjen jakamista. Toimittajan teknisen osaamisen ja tyon
laadun todettiin olevan merkittdvia tekijoitd. Haastatteluissa kuitenkin korostettiin
toimittajan tietotaidon ja kokonaisvaltaista ymmarryksen merkitysta arvon syntymisessa.
Toimivan yhteistydn muodostamiseksi asiakkaan ja toimittajan tulisi k&yttadd keskitettya
koordinointia ja yhteisia ty0tapoja, maérittd4 roolit ja vastuut, sopia kommunikaatiotavoista
sekd méaarittadd yhteiset tavoitteet. Jotta ohjelmistorobotiikan strategiset tavoitteet voidaan
saavuttaa, tulee johdon olla sitoutunutta toimintaan. Tutkimuksen mukaan
ohjelmistorobotiikka vaatii tehokasta odotusten hallintaa kaikilla tasoilla.
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1. Introduction

The current business environment is increasingly based on information technology (IT)
systems and services. Digitalization has made it possible to apply information and
communication technologies broadly in different fields of operation and to create and
transfer intangible capital more easily (Itkonen 2017, 489, 501). This environment requires
companies to adapt quickly, be cost efficient and alongside technical capabilities to develop
their policies and practices. Currently different sized companies all over the world are taking
a leap towards automating their business operations. It can be stated that one of the most
tempting ways to automate manually handled repetitive computer related tasks is to use
robotic process automation (RPA) tools and methods. RPA can be seen as a form of business
process automation, which is based on software robots (Madakam et al. 2019, 2). Businesses
might handle the automation of their operations internally or use the help of service
providers. In both cases, the automation initiatives do not require only the technical
capability and understanding but as Lacity and Willcocks (2016, 21) present, the support of

management, business areas and IT department as well.

1.1 Background of the study

From an IT service provider perspective, recent years have shown that the service providers
need to adapt to produce new forms of IT-services. The previously created IT-systems have
turned into legacy systems and the requirements regarding i.e. the transferability and amount
of data and the protection of it have changed enormously. In addition to creating new
systems, IT suppliers have also started to provide automation services to support the growing
needs of more efficient data handling, for example. During this time, companies aim to
concentrate on their key business areas and IT is often an area that is outsourced to suppliers
due to the need of high specialization. The question of what to automate is not new, but the
development of new technologies has made us to reconsider the question from a new
perspective (van der Aalst et al. 2018, 269). With RPA, the automation can be targeted
directly to business processes. Madakam et al. (2019, 2) present that the timely adoption of
RPA has become necessary and if the technology is not set up in the near future, the business

advantages might not be sustained.



RPA is a software solution that mimics human actions and it has evolved from a single user
to a platform-based application (Hallikainen et al. 2018, 41). In the terms of business
processes, RPA most commonly refers to configuring the software to do the work previously
done by people (Lacity & Willcocks 2016, 21-22). However, RPA does not replace human
interaction but works alongside humans and transfers uncompleted or too complicated tasks
back to humans (Hallikainen et al. 2018, 41). RPA differs from traditional software solutions
as it depends on the business logic and uses company’s existing systems and structures. RPA
is a combination of both hardware and software (Madakam et al. 2019, 1) but also business
processes and their logic. Examining the platform and software side, Kedziora and Kiviranta
(2018, 161-162) note that often customer companies search for Automation as a Service
(AaaS) as on-premise or hybrid solutions from RPA service providers. A company might
acquire the capacity and software by themselves, but they often lack the technology or
business process expertise. In addition to platform services, RPA suppliers provide the
missing technology and process understanding. Even if the business owns the RPA, the IT
department (Lacity & Willcocks 2016, 33; Hallikainen et al. 2018, 49) and the supplier

should be involved to the RPA operations from an early stage to enable co-operation.

From business perspective, RPA is used to create benefits such as saved money or time,
increased efficiency or better performance and quality (Kaya et al. 2019, 240-241). The
mentioned benefits are often considered as the value created by RPA. The range of RPA
tools is wide and therefore it is hard to generalize the capabilities of it, but the key is that the
automated task should be highly rule based (Hallikainen et al. 2018, 42). RPA can be used
to serve different functions within an organization such as HR and finance. The RPA
literature has frequently examined the implementation of RPA Center of Excellences (CoE),
the implementation of RPA processes, the effect of RPA in certain fields of business (e.g.
Hallikainen et al. 2018; Kaya et al. 2019; Lacity & Willcocks 2016, Moffitt et al. 2018), and
the value creation from monetary perspective (e.g. Kedziora & Kiviranta 2018). RPA
constructs of a platform, a software and a business process or processes, and the combination
must work seamlessly to provide value. What is often bypassed is that the value might be
broader than just monetary benefits and that the value is actually created in co-operation

between separate units and organizations.



It can be stated that customers perceive value of RPA in different ways. In addition to
previously mentioned benefits, RPA can release human resources to perform work that is
more complex, affect the satisfaction of employees and customers, provide accuracy to
routine tasks or create image value, for example (Moffit et al., 2018; Rutaganda et al. 2017,
Yedavalli 2018). It is assumed that the value created by RPA is related to the company, its
structure and the team that has created the automation process. Aarikka-Stenroos and
Jaakkola (2012, 24) implies that the future research of value co-creation could investigate
‘the dimensions that distinguish objects of exchange’ in value co-creation process.
Therefore, this study examines how suppliers co-create value with their customers through
their actions and how do supplier’s actions correlate with customer satisfaction in the field
of RPA. Studying value co-creation in the context of RPA is interesting because RPA
requires seamless co-operation between the supplier and the customer since the RPA process

development requires expertise that the customer does not often have.

1.2 Research aims and questions

Value can be interpreted in multiple ways depending of the organization and its goals. The
purpose of this study is to examine the customer side value co-creation process in the context
of RPA. It aims to find out which elements of RPA and which of the supplier’s actions result
in customer side value co-creation and what kind of processes and roles are involved. The
value co-creation is based on joined problem solving activities, which include problem
identification, designing and producing the solution, implementation, managing value
conflicts and organizing process and resources to create value-in-use (Aarikka-Stenroos &
Jaakkola 2012, 22). These activities will be examined in the case company through the below

presented research question and sub-questions.

Based on the research objectives, the main research question is formulated as follows:

RQ: What are the factors that explain customer side value co-creation in robotic

process automation?

The main research question aims to discover separate or connected factors that explain value

co-creation in the context of RPA. The value co-creation is examined from customer
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perspective, which means that the customer’s internal actions and the supplier’s customer
related actions are assumed to create value during customer’s RPA operations. A preliminary
view of the case showed that the studied companies are in different phases of RPA
implementations and there are certain demographic factors that may affect the value co-
creation process. A typical checkpoint for examining progress and making corrections in
RPA implementations is two years (Willcocks et al. 2019, 3) and therefore, it is anticipated
that customers expect diverse approaches from the supplier depending of their RPA
understanding and maturity. Willcocks et al. (2019, 4) suggest that continuous innovation in
all fronts lead to supporting organization’s broader digitalization agenda. Hence, the
innovative actions are anticipated to reflect to customer value experience. The support of an
organization’s strategy and management is assumed vital for companies’ RPA initiatives and
eventually for value co-creation. Achieving optimal value-in-use might require considerable
efforts in solving value conflicts (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 21) and the value
conflicts are identified to consider both customers internal and customer-supplier

relationships.

To be able to answer the main research question, the following sub-questions are formulated

as follows:

SQ1: Which roles are involved in the value co-creation process in RPA?

The collaboration activity roles in joint problem-solving process can be divided to customer
and supplier roles. The supplier can be value option advisor, value process organizer, value
amplifier or value experience supporter whereas the customer can be co-diagnoser, co-
designer, co-producer, co-implementor, co-marketer and co-developer. Moreover, the roles
are strongly connecter to supplier and customer resources. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola
2012, 22) The objective of this sub-question is to discover which value co-creation roles are
involved in the value co-creation process and how they relate to RPA specific roles such as
subject matter expert, business analyst, RPA developer, project or service manager and
process owner. Kostis and Ritala (2020, 2) present that projects that require the supplier to
align its value creation activities closely with the customer, entail significant uncertainty
between the partners and require both parties to integrate their highly specialized knowledge

and inputs for successful implementations. Therefore, the sub-question one also examines
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the aspect of role ambiguities, which are vague role expectations, unclear role descriptions,
and uncertain role scripts (Rénnberg Sjodin et al. 2016, 108), and also considers that
confusions and ambiguity regarding the interpretations of project specifications and inputs

between partners often lead to delays or project failures (Kostis & Ritala 2020, 2).

SQ2: Which demographic factors affect the perceived value of RPA?

In previous studies, RPA has often been placed under company’s IT organization (e.g.
Willcocks et al. 2015a; Lacity & Willcocks 2016; Schmitz et al. 2019) and RPA CoE is often
described as a unit under company’s IT department. However, some companies have chosen
a different perspective to the ownership of RPA in which business units own the RPA
practice or the ownership is divided between business and IT department (e.g. Rutaganda et
al. 2017; Capgemini 2020). The size, structure, strategy, organization, level of outsourcing
and culture of a company are expected to be significant factors that affect the perceived value
and value co-creation. In addition, the transparency of RPA initiatives between the
organization’s units and the measuring of RPA processes are expected to influence the
perceived value. Moreover, the way to organize the RPA development and platform needs
to be considered (e.g. Kedziora & Kiviranta 2018). Payne et al. (2008, 93) present that the
created value can be greater when the customer understands the value opportunities and the
customer is involved on the design and creation of the core values package. Therefore, the
sub-question two has been placed to understand the relationship between the demographic

factors and value co-creation.

SQ3: Which of supplier’s actions result in positive perception of value?

Customers often expect the supplier to lead the provision of the service (Aarikka-Stenroos
& Jaakkola 2012, 21). In traditional waterfall IT projects, customer defines the output of a
project and the supplier is responsible for producing the pre-defined solution. Nevertheless,
in the context of RPA, the suppliers can only rarely produce the solution by themselves since
the outcome is closely related to customer’s business logic and operations. Hence, tight co-
operation is required to enable the knowledge sharing and co-creation of a solution.
Especially in value co-creation, the supplier is expected to be a professional and to assist the

customer in diagnosing, designing and producing the solution (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola
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2012, 20) by offering technology or method related guidance to the customer. However,
when the demands and responsibilities are unclear, the performance might be decreased
(Ro6nnberg et al. 2016, 110). Supplier’s actions during a service provision are based on
supplier value-creating processes (Payne et al. 2008, 88) and supplier resources (Aarikka-
Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). The sub-question three is placed to examine which of
supplier’s actions customers perceive valuable and how they reflect to the positive

perception of value.

1.3 Research methods

This research is conducted by using qualitative research methods. The qualitative research
methods were chosen because RPA is rarely covered from the value co-creation perspective
and qualitative research methods support gaining descriptive insights and allows examining
the influence of the context. Qualitative research is based on the theoretical perspective
(Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018), aims to respond ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ type of questions, and

covers topics that have little or no previous research (Eriksson & Koistinen 2005, 5).

The data was collected by using semi-structured interviews because interview is a flexible
method to collect qualitative data (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). The topic was divided to six
themes based on the value co-creation literature (see Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012).
The themes were background information, roles, diagnosing needs, designing and producing
the solution, implementing the solution, and organizing RPA and value conflicts. After the
interviews, the data was transcribed and classified. Then the common concepts were
identified and the data was analyzed and the results concluded. The research questions were
answered based on the empirical study. The methodology of this study and the analysis of

the data is described in more detail in chapter 5.

1.4 Key concept definitions

The key concepts applied in this research are shortly presented and explained in this chapter.

Traditionally a process is defined as a conversion from input to output (Madakam et al.
2019, 3). In RPA, the term process often refers to automation process or RPA process, which
is the automated task or a part of it. A process can be part of a series of tasks that consist of

automated and human performed functions.



A robot can be understood differently depending of the context. This study covers only non-
physical robots that are installed to computer platforms, in other words software-based
robots. Software robots mimic the way that humans perform tasks (Hallikainen et al. 2018,
41) by completing processes. One robot can run multiple processes, one at a time.

In the context of RPA, business is defined as the part of an organization that owns the
automated processes. It can be a business unit or part of it, for example. Usually business
co-operates with organization’s IT department and the supplier and includes process’ subject

matter expert and owner.

In this research Customer-Supplier environment is used to define the relationship between
the supplier and the customer. The relationship includes a formal agreement to buy or sell
services. Usually the most functional relationships between suppliers and customers are

based on trust, information sharing and mutual goals.

1.4 Research delimitations

This research contains both theoretical and managerial delimitations that should be
addressed. The research and the empirical data are based on a case company and its
customers. Therefore, the research will focus only on supplier-customer environment and on
business-to-business interactions. The study might be applied to other contexts such as
company’s internal RPA operations, but the limitation should be kept in mind. The
interviews are conducted with companies that currently use RPA in their internal or external
operations and the case company itself acts as a RPA service provider and sells Robotics as
a Service (RaaS) to its customers. This study will not examine a specific domain for process
automation implementations but rather customer companies’ perspectives on value and

suppliers’ actions that result to value co-creation.

The study is not limited or connected to any specific RPA software provider or technology
and it will not cover technological differences. Often RPA is discussed with concepts like
Acrtificial Intelligence (Al) (e.g. Gotthardt et al. 2019), Machine Learning (ML) or Business
Process Management (BPM), but these technologies and methods will not be a part of this
study. It should be noted that RPA might be used simultaneously with other technologies in

7



the studied companies, but the study will primarily concentrate on the use of RPA. The
research addresses customer side value co-creation and therefore it covers the value co-
creation theory only partially. Although this study increases the understanding of value co-
creation in the context of RPA, the research does not provide actual suggestions on how to
conduct RPA practices.

1.5 Structure of the study

This study is structured as follows. The paper begins with an introduction by explaining the
background of the study and introducing the research problem, aims and questions. The key
concepts and the research delimitations are introduced in this section and the structure of the
study is presented. After the introduction, the thesis continues with a literature review, which
first discusses the concept of value, value creation, benefits and challenges of RPA. This part
of the paper contains literature on value, value perception, value dimensions, service
dominant logic (S-D) and service logic. After this, the thesis examines value co-creation
perspective by presenting value co-creation methods, roles and expectations. The literature

review is summarized by the creation of a conceptual framework.

Next, the background of the case study is introduced and the data collection methods and
data analysis phase are presented in the research methodology section. This chapter also
includes discussion about the reliability and validity of the study and the chosen methods.
After this, the thesis continues by presenting and analyzing the empirical findings. Finally,
the key findings are concluded and the theoretical and managerial implications are discussed.
In addition, the limitations of the study are considered and the further research ideas

suggested.

The structure of the study and the key concepts are summarized below in Table 1, which

illustrates how the research questions are connected to the theory chapters and key concepts.



Table 1. Thesis structure and key concepts

Research Theoretical part Key concepts
Question
RQ 2,3,4 Value

Value co-creation

SQ1 3.1&32 Value co-creation process and RPA
roles
SQ2 21&22 Customer-supplier environment

RPA in the organization

SQ3 23,24,25&26 Customer perceived value
Customer experience
Benefits of RPA

Challenges of RPA

2. Creating value through services

This chapter presents the concept of value and the mechanisms of creating value for
customers through services. The value creation process is presented from a service
perspective since the case company offers RPA as a service. Gronroos (2006, 7) explains
that services are processes, in which a set of company’s resources interact with the customer
so that value is created or emerged in the customer’s processes. First, it is necessary to
understand what value is, how it is created and how it can be perceived. Customer value has
been defined as customer’s perceived preferences and evaluation of product attributes, their
performance and consequences that facilitate achieving customer’s goals (Woodruff 1997).
Customer value is by definition customer-centric, but it can also be a proposition that
captures the essentials of supplier’s offering (Rintaméki et al. 2007). Value creation is often
confused to value capture and value retention, but these concepts should be kept separate
(Lepak et al. 2007, 181). Moreover, value creation should be considered from a multilevel
perspective since different stakeholders may have different views of what is valuable due to
different goals and expectations, and a learning aspect should be taken into account (Lepak
et al. 2007, 191-192). In addition, this chapter covers the value of RPA by discussing the

typical benefits and challenges of it.



2.1 Creating value for customers and suppliers

Customer value is something perceived by customers and it typically involves a trade-off
between what is received and what is given up (Woodruff 1997; Rintamaéki et al. 2007).
Gronroos (2008, 303) examines value from the customer perspective and defines that value
in a service means that after the customer has been assisted, they are or feel better than
before. In addition to instant value, the benefits of a solution accrue over time and after the
implementation of the solution (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). When familiarizing
to the case company’s RPA implementations, customers first use cases seem unprofitable,
but over time the value of well-designed and implemented automations increases. Value is
divided into use value and exchange value (Bowman & Ambrosini 2000, 2). Exchange value
refers to the price aspect of a product or a service and it is the monetary amount realized
when the exchange is made (Bowman & Ambrosini 2000, 3). In a situation where value
emerges from customers using goods and services, the value is referred as value-in-use
(Grénroos 2008, 303). Value-in-use consists of experience, relationship and personalization
(Ranjan & Read 2016, 293). The perceived value-in-use originates from direct monetary
benefits, indirect monetary benefits and non-monetary benefits (Aarikka-Stenroos &
Jaakkola 2012, 22). To clarify, direct monetary benefits can be decreased human costs,
indirect monetary benefits might be increased amount of processed cases or results that are
more reliable and non-monetary benefits the satisfaction of the customer employees, for

example.

Created value is subjective and connected to how it is perceived as valuable and therefore
the process through which the value is created varies considerably (Lepak et al. 2007, 183).
For a supplier, value is primarily monetary but also indirect monetary and non-monetary
value such as knowledge, experience, and references. The endurance of value creation
activities require that the monetary amount exchanged needs to exceed the producer’s costs
and that the monetary amount that user will give up in the exchange guarantees that the new
value is greater than the value of the current state (Lepak et al. 2007; Brandenburger & Stuart
1996; Garcia-Castro & Aguilera 2015). Customer’s value related monetary judgements
consider the wider needs and economic circumstances and reflects to customer’s awareness
of competing offerings (Bowman & Ambrosini 2000, 3). The case company has estimated
their RPA implementations and identified that their solutions’ suitability and usability is

created in the exchange process between the supplier and customer teams. Customer’s
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experienced value is created through the exchange process between supplier and customer
rather than being only related to the solution (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012; Becker &
Jaakkola 2020). Even if value can be measured in financial terms, it also involves an
attitudinal component such as trust, affection or comfort and due to the different value
components, value can be either positive or negative (Grénroos 2008, 303).

The process of creating value through combining products (tangible) and services
(intangible) is called hybrid value creation. Supplier’s role is to combine products and
services that allow customer to concentrate on their core competencies. Four value-creating
attributes from previous research have been identified which are individualization,
marketing-integration, operational-integration and firm-customer interaction. In addition,
four related clusters, embedded products, leasing & co., mass customization and solutions,
are included. Hybrid value implementation requires a supplier to identify the type of the
hybrid value creation by placing their offering in one of the clusters presented in the Table
2. Depending on the cluster, the supplier should then design the corresponding value

attributes and actions that will create the value. (Velamuri 2013)

Table 2. Overview of crucial value creating attributes (adapted from Velamuri 2013, 154)

Crucial

Cluster value creating attribute Value is created through

Embedded products Operational-integration The seamless technical-integration of

(Create a new offering or

protect an existing product

from competition by
enhancing it)

(transaction-based or
relationship-based

interactions)

hardware and software aspects.

Leasing & co.
(Provide capital intensive
products to customers on

rental- or use-basis)

Individualization (also
referred as customization

or personalization)

The individualization of contract volume,
i.e., customers can choose how long they
use a product and how many products they

can use at a time.

Mass customization
(Provide individualizes
products to customers at a

reasonable premium)

Operational-integration
(transaction-based or
relationship-based

interactions)

The online configurator that helps
customers define and convey their needs to
the supplier.
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Solutions Marketing-integration Consolidated vendor accountability that is

(Help customers to focus on (also referred as provided through a range of
their core competencies) commercial integration) complementary services that are offered by
suppliers

Customers that create value to suppliers are referred as co-developers (Oinonen et al. 2018,
2; Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22) and if the customer has experienced sufficient
value, they can start to act as co-marketers by sharing positive experiences on the supplier’s
solution. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). Concentrating in value-in-use is more
important to suppliers since the customer satisfaction can be observed only after
consumption. Even if the short-term initial sales give an impression of high value-in
exchange, low value-in-use results to dissatisfied customers who are unlikely to return which
causes eventually low or non-existent value-in-exchange. (Gronroos 2008, 304) Low value-
in-use and unsatisfied customers might result to reputational problems. In business-to-
business markets, recommendations are crucial to companies (Téth et al. 2020) and without
strong references, RPA service providers have difficulties to close new sales. Toth et al.
(2020, 324) indicate that references are important building blocks for strategic management
and influence supplier’s attractiveness. Customer references might bring value also to

existing service relationships.

2.2 Value creation in services and solutions

To understand services as value producing units, the background of value creation in service
events should be discussed. Previously the orientation of marketing was highly focused on
operand resources, usually goods, as the units of exchange (Vargo & Lusch 2004, 5).
Gradually the role of a customer became more evident and the process of value creation
started to shift from product- and company-centric view to core competence approach
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004; Vargo & Lusch 2004). The service-dominant logic (S-D)
proposes that the focus shifts away from tangible goods towards intangible services such as
skills and knowledge (Vargo & Lusch 2004). The differences of goods-dominant logic and
service-dominant logic are summarized in Table 3, which examines the unit of exchange,
role of customer, value determination and source of value to differ goods-dominant logic

from the service-dominant logic.
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Table 3. Goods-Dominant Logic compared to Service-Dominant Logic (adapted from Vargo & Lusch 2004,
7)

Goods-Dominant Logic Service-Dominant Logic

Unit of exchange  Operand resources, mostly goods and Operant resources, i.e. core competences
end-products. and organizational processes.

Role of customer Customer is a recipient of the goods. Customer is a co-producer of a service.

Goods are intermediate products that are

used by customers in value creation

process.
Value Value is determined by the producer and  Value is determined and perceived by the
determination is defined by the exchange value. customer on the basis of value-in-use.
Sources of value  Tangible resources and goods. The application and exchange of

knowledge and skills.

To clarify the difference between operand and operant resources, Vargo and Lusch (2004)
summarize that operand resources are tangible assets whereas operant resources are often
invisible and intangible actions based on skills, knowledge and core competencies, for
example. The service-dominant logic includes two counterparties that are customer and
supplier and at least two aspects, which are logic for consumption and logic for service
provision (Vargo & Lusch 2004). In the early stage of the service-dominant logic, customers
were described as co-producers because °...the enterprise can only offer value propositions;
the consumer must determine value and participate in creating it through the process of
coproduction’ (Vargo and Lusch 2004, 11). As the theory evolved, customers were started
to refer as the co-creators of value (e.g. Vargo & Lusch 2008) and now the proposition of a
customer being a co-creator is one of the central ideas on the service-dominant logic, which
emphasizes the development of customer-supplier relationships through interaction and
dialog (Payne et al. 2008, 83). Service-dominant logic will be used in the study to understand

the customer’s role in producing value and to define supplier’s core value offering.

When considering value creation in the context of service-dominant logic, value emerges
and unfolds over time (Vargo 2009, 375) and there is no sudden emergence for services but
there is increasing need for exchanging information and for specialization (Vargo & Lusch
2008, 4). The nature of value has been described as experiential (Vargo & Lusch 2004) and
later detailed as phenomenological (Vargo & Lusch 2008). According to the service-

dominant logic, all economies are service economies and all businesses are service
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businesses. The notion of service-dominant logic can be applied to any service system and
it is suitable to firms, employees, suppliers, customers and other stakeholders. (Vargo &
Lusch 2008, 4-5) Service-dominant logic is based on networks, relationships and interaction,
where customers and suppliers work together to achieve value creation through services
(Vargo 2009, 378; Vargo & Lusch 2008, 3).

Service logic and service as a business logic

Instead of using the concept of service-dominant logic, Gronroos (2008, 299) uses terms
service logic and service as a business logic, which both mean supporting customer’s value
creation by facilitating interactive processes in everyday practices. Service logic requires
that supplier gets directly involved with customer’s practices (Gronroos 2008, 300). In
business-to-business context this could mean that a supplier would participate in a
customer’s business planning events by giving a professional input to the discussion, for
example. In service logic, there are three aspects of a service, which are perspective on the
customer’s value creation, perspective on the provider’s activities and activity (Gronroos
2008, 300). Activity is the traditional service process in which someone assists someone else
and thus provides value for the assisted one (Grénroos 2008, 300). When a consumer orders
a plate of food and the food is delivered, a traditional service activity is performed. The other
two aspects are not related to the service activity, because they are perspectives, that are used
for customers’ purchasing or consumption processes (customer service logic) and for
organizations’ business and marketing strategies (provider service logic) (Grénroos 2008,
300).

Gronroos (2008, 301) proposes that when a service provider has an opportunity to engage
itself with the customer’s practices by getting involved in the service consumption process,
learning from the customer, teaching new skills, providing more specialized services and
adjusting possible preferences, the service provider becomes a full-service service provider.
When the service provider is not actively involved in the service consumption, a service
process is referred as a self-service process (Gronroos 2008, 302). In a full-service process,
both customer and service provider are able to influence the outcome of the service, which
has a definite impact of the service provider’s role in the value creation process (Gronroos
2008, 302). A full-service RPA provider usually engages to the service consumption process

by actively participating to customer meetings, learning from customer’s specific business
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processes and training the customer’s business personnel regarding the technology, for
example. The RPA supplier should be able to adjust the service depending of the level of the
customer engagement. Grénroos (2008, 309-310) presents ten service logic propositions
from which five are related to value. These value related service logic propositions are

presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Value related service logic propositions (adapted from Grénroos 2008, 309-310)

1 Marketing supports value creation for customers

2  Customers consume goods and services in self-service processes as input resources, which form

customers’ value-generating processes.

3 Customers create value by using recourses and applying their skills in the value-generating processes

4 Service provider cannot directly create value for customer, because its role is to facilitate value

creation and provide input resources into customers own value-generating processes

5  Supplier creates opportunities to interaction with customer and engages itself in the value fulfillment

to become a co-creator of value.

Gronroos (2008, 310) summarizes that a supplier can act as a value facilitator for customer
value and that customers can participate in value creation process by applying their resources
and skills during the value generating processes. In RPA this quality is emphasized since the
automation processes are always related directly to customer’s business logic. Customers
might use the same software and systems but the processes around the usage might differ
from company to another. By applying the service logic, a supplier creates opportunities to
engage itself in value fulfillment for the customer and thus become a value co-creator
(Gronroos 2008, 310). When discussing value creation in services it is natural to address
value creation in solutions. The logic of producing solutions to customers overlaps with the
logic of producing services and according to Cova and Salle (2008) the service dominant
logic can be applied to the marketing of solutions. It is assumed that the value co-creation
process that involves actors from both the supplier and the customer networks elaborates
solutions (Cova & Salle 2008, 271).

2.3 Customer perceived value

Creating value for customers is an ongoing activity in all business markets. Defining value-

creating processes, creating the value and then delivering it has become management’s

concern especially in service-providing companies, where the product is not the main source
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of income. Customer perceived value is a strategic key concept that all companies should
consider (Parasuraman 1997; Woodruf 1997). Zeithaml (1988, 14) defines that ‘perceived
value is the consumer’s overall assessment of the utility of a product based on perceptions
of what is received and what is given’. Perceived value is commonly defined as the trade-
off between the benefits and sacrifices of a supplier’s offering in business markets (Ravald
& Gronroos 1996; Eggert & Ulaga 2002). The trade-off is experienced by the decision-
makers in the customer organization and takes into consideration the available alternative
suppliers’ offerings in specific use situations (Eggert & Ulaga 2002, 110). Based on the
previous research, perceived value can be conceptualized by treating perceived value as
unidimensional and globally measurable through customer value perceptions or by treating
perceived value as multidimensional and measurable through various benefit and sacrifice
dimensions (Lin et al. 2005, 319). The research of Lin et al. (2005, 333) propose that a third
conceptualization, defining perceived value as a second-order multidimensional formative
construct, should be added because different conceptualization methods lead to different

parameter estimates and thus conclusions drawn.

Customer value concepts are diverse, and the concept of value is often examined through
terms like utility, benefit, worth and quality. Moreover, customers evaluate the value in
different points of time and the value might vary between different phases of the purchase
and use. (Woodruff 1997) Customer perceived value is often connected to customer
satisfaction. Even if customer perceived value and satisfaction are interrelated, they have
conceptual differences that are presented in Table 5. Oliver (1999, 34) describes that
satisfaction is a sense that a customer has received outcomes against expectations. Customer
satisfaction measures the supplier’s performance with the present market offering as
perceived by the customer and its tactical orientation provides guidelines that enable
suppliers to improve current products and services. In turn, customer perceived value has a
strategic orientation and it aims to assess how value can be offered to customers and how
supplier’s offering can meet customer’s requirements. (Eggert & Ulaga 2002, 110) Also Tam
(2004, 909) states that in highly competitive markets the perceived value has greater

influence to post purchase behavior than customer satisfaction.

16



Table 5. Conceptual differences between satisfaction and customer perceived value (Eggert & Ulaga 2002,
110)

Satisfaction Customer perceived value
Affective construct Cognitive construct

Post-purchase perspective Pre/post-purchase perspective
Tactical orientation Strategic orientation

Present customers Present and potential customers
Supplier’s offerings Supplier’s and competitor’s offerings

The key elements of customer value measurement process are to recognize the benefits and
sacrifices, to identify the trade-off between price and quality, to distinct customer segments
and use situations, to use multiple-informant approach and to compare alternative offerings
(Ulaga & Chacour 2001, 531). Value maps can be used to evaluate strategic options and to
develop action plans (Ulaga & Chacour 2001, 530). Often suppliers are not able to receive
accurate or research-based information about how they are positioned in the market
regarding the value aspect. The difficulty of measuring perceived value might be related to
the fact that customer perceived value is highly situation specific and related to customer’s
own value chain (Ravald & Gronroos 1996, 22). To provide competitive value, a supplier
needs to gain an understanding of the customer’s needs and the activities that constitute
customer’s value chain (Ravald & Gronroos 1996, 22). Ulaga and Eggert (2005, 88) indicate
that relationship value is a key element in creating value in business-to-business environment
and their conclusion on previous research identified five benefit dimensions and two
sacrifice dimensions. The benefit dimensions were product-related benefits, service-related
benefits, benefits related to supplier’s know-how, benefits related to supplier’s capacity to
improve time-to-market for customers and social benefits. The sacrifice dimensions were

price and process costs. (Ulaga & Eggert 2005, 88)

When Ravald & Gronroos (1996) examined the customer perceived value, they noted that
in addition to core product and supporting services, the value included elements of
maintaining a relationship. This notion created the idea of total episode value that includes
episode value and relationship value. The theory indicates that a poor episode value can be
balanced by a positive perception of the relationship (Ravald & Groénroos 1996, 23).
According to total episode value, sometimes customers gain such an advantage of having a

relationship with the supplier that they are willing to accept occasional inferior
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performances. Figure 1 visualizes integrating perceived value, perceived costs, customer
satisfaction and perceived service quality in a single model to explain customer’s post-
purchase behavior. Tam (2004, 909) state that increasing customer’s perception of service
quality can result in higher customer satisfaction and perceived value, but the effect might
be offset by high perceived sacrifice. Therefore, it is possible that a customer is satisfied
with the service, but the perception of value is low due to the high service-related costs. Even
if the relationship between perceived service quality and price is found to be weak in post
purchase evaluations, the price might influence the customer’s perceptions of quality in pre-
purchase evaluations. (Tam 2004, 909-910)

Figure 1. Service quality, customer satisfaction and perceived value (adapted from Tam 2004, 903, 909-911)
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In pre-purchase situations, customers are likely to evaluate possible solutions and compare
suppliers’ offerings. As perceived value is constructed in strategical level (Eggert & Ulaga
2002), suppliers should design strategies to enhance customer’s perceptions of value
regarding the offered services (Tam 2004, 910). Ravald and Gronroos (1996, 23) suggest
that to achieve sustainable competitive advantage, the supplier must provide an offering that
the customer perceives to offer a greater net-value than the offering of the competitors. When
multiple suppliers offer a similar service, the customer will compare the alternatives.
Therefore, the supplier should be able to express and transmit clearly the superiority of their
service (Tam 2004, 910). One option is to provide supplementary services at no extra costs
(Tam 2004, 910) or complementary services with low costs. Suppliers can aim to increase
benefits by adding something that the customer perceives important, beneficial, or unique or
aim to reduce customers’ perceptions of service’s costs by understanding the customer’s

value chain (Ravald & Gronroos 1996, 25-26).
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2.4 Customer experience

To understand customer satisfaction and customer perceived value, it is beneficial to discuss
customer experience. Typically, customer experience is used to refer to any direct or indirect
contact between a customer and a supplier that sets off a reaction in the customer. Direct
contact generally occurs during the purchase and use or a service whereas indirect contact
often includes an unplanned encounter with a representation of the company, and may
include word-of-mouth recommendations and criticism, for example. Customer experience
reflects the impressions that the customer gets from the interaction with the supplier and thus
is subjective by nature. A relevant part of the value proposed to customers and recognized
by them is connected to experiential factors. (Gentile et al. 2007; Meyer & Schwager 2007)
Holbrook (2006, 715) defines customer value as an ‘interactive relativistic preference
experience’ that emphasizes the interaction between an object (i.e. product) and subject (i.e.
customer). According to this view, the object-subject interaction can be divided to
comparative, personal, and situational interaction (Holbrook 2006, 715). The connection
between customer experience and customer value creation is presented in Figure 2. and

discussed below.

Figure 2. Customer experience and customer value creation (adapted from Gentile et al. 2007)

Value proposition Value perception

Supplier Experience Customer

Value realization Value expectation

Customer experience is based on how the supplier meets customer’s value expectations and
realizes the value propositions. Customers evaluates the received value by comparing their
expectations to the perceptions that result from the interaction. A positive customer
experience may promote customer loyalty by creating an emotional tie between company’s
brand and its customers. Yet, customers do not neglect the importance of functionality and
therefore the balance between utilitarian value and hedonic value is important. (Gentile et

al. 2007) The amount of features in a product or service does not automatically mean that
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the customer experience is positive and therefore to be successful in customer experience,
every feature of an offering should embed the fundamental value proposition (Meyer &
Schwager 2007, 2-3). In business-to-business context, customer experience is an important
factor that affects customer’s brand associations, brand awareness, perceived quality and

brand loyalty (Biedenbach & Marell 2010)

2.5 Benefits of robotic process automation

The value of RPA is transmitted through the benefits that can be obtained from the
automation of business processes. RPA technologies are used to automate company’s
business processes by using the existing applications. The utilization of RPA is beneficiary
in the situations when automation through existing applications is not possible (Kaarlejarvi
& Salminen 2018, 54). According to Willcocks et al. (2019, 5) RPA was first seen as a
tactical quick-win tool, but later suggested to be driven by company’s strategy. The value of
RPA can be examined by adapting the mentioned value theories and thus comparing the
sacrifices and the benefits to evaluate the perceived value. The use of robotic process
automation requires that companies go through their current business processes and
procedures and evaluate them against the value perspective (Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018,
55). In addition to the necessity of connecting RPA to company’s processes and strategy, it
is important to understand what kind of value is possible to achieve with it. Moreover, the
RPA practice is always connected to human workers whether they are working with robots
or robots are automating their work. From the employee perspective, it is necessary to
control the fears caused by automation initiatives (Lacity & Willcocks 2016, 32) and from
the company perspective it is crucial to find a committed team to perform the RPA operations
(Hallikainen et al. 2018, 50). The possible benefits of using RPA are divided under
categories of quality, satisfaction and finance, which are presented in Table 6 and discussed

in the following chapters.
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Table 6. The benefits of RPA (Kaya et al. 2019; Aguirre & Rodriquez 2017; Lacity & Willcocks 2016;
Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018; Willcocks, Lacity & Craig 2015a; Kroll et al. 2016)

Quality related benefits Satisfaction related benefits Finance related benefits

Improved quality Improved employee Cost-efficiency and cost reduction

satisfaction

Error reduction and standardized Improved customer satisfaction Improved throughput and new work

processes created

Flexibility and scalability Freeing employee’s time for Better productivity and higher
more complex work efficiency

Fast and easy adoption New roles and possibilities Improved control

Quality related benefits

The first step of RPA process implementation is to understand the detailed tasks of the
process that is being automated (Hallikainen et al. 2018, 45) because identifying the tasks
prevent automating bad processes (Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018, 55). Therefore, RPA
forces companies to unify their business processes and make them more standardized and
centralized, which increases the cost-efficiency of automation. In addition to improving the
quality of business processes, RPA improves the quality of work by reducing the amount of
human errors. A robot performs work based on the code and it does not make errors.
(Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018, 55) An RPA process may encounter business or application
exceptions that are logged in process’ logs and are usually pre-defined if possible. An
application exception defines an error that is caused by a technical issue such as non-
respondent application and business exception describes an error that might be caused by
incomplete or missing business data (UiPath 2020). Both types of exceptions require human
users to assist the robot to continue performing work. A robot does not forget to perform its
work (Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018, 55) and usually employees are content with software
robots unless they are malfunctioning (Hallikainen et al. 2018, 46). Robots also improve the
quality of work by being faster and being able to handle more work than human users in the
same amount of time (Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018, 55). Consistent quality services result
to high customer satisfaction (Rutaganda et al. 2017, 106). Moreover, robot workforce is
easy to scale up or down depending of the amount of work without over-time or training
costs, for example (Willcocks et al. 2015a). RPA brings flexibility, scalability and easiness

to implementation and development (Kaya et al. 2019). When compared to a traditional IT
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projects, the implementation of RPA is often faster and less expensive to implement
(Kaarlejérvi & Salminen 2018, 54; Rutaganda et al. 2017, 106)

Satisfaction related benefits

RPA is an automation technology that is suitable for high volume standardized tasks that are
rule based and include no need for subjective judgement, creativity, or interpretation
(Aguirre & Rodriquez 2017, 6). RPA can improve the employee satisfaction by removing
routine-based work from employees and thus allowing them to concentrate on value adding
tasks (Kaya et al. 2019, 241). The employee satisfaction may be improved by freeing
employees’ time to concentrate on customer service, to more complex work and to creative
tasks, for example (Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018; Rutaganda et al. 2017). Automation can
be used to improve customer experience and customer satisfaction (Kaarlejarvi & Salminen
2018, 54) through the combination of the previously mentioned benefits of RPA. By
removing the human errors, RPA might improve the customer satisfaction since the
customers have more consistent services and products (Yedavalli 2018). The compliance
can be improved through better traceability, detailed logs and process documentation
(Rutaganda et al. 2017, 106), for example. RPA also enables employees to innovate more
and focus on customer satisfaction (Kaya et al. 2019, 241). RPA can increase satisfaction by
creating new roles and possibilities for employees and customers and Asatiani & Penttinen
(2016, 68) state that, RPA might create jobs in robot management, consulting, and data

analytics, for example.

Finance related benefits

Usually the benefits of RPA are connected the most on the financial side. Often RPA is
presented as a replacement for outsourcing because the RPA promises to reduce costs and
to eliminate the management and miscommunication related problems (Asatiani & Penttinen
2016, 68). RPA can create cost savings, because it enables 24/7 execution, works error-free,
provides higher efficiency, improves accuracy (Kaya et al. 2019, 240), and it does not require
to change the existing IT systems (Asatiani & Penttinen 2016, 68; Rutaganda et al. 2017,
106). Also, Aguirre and Rodriquez (2017, 70) present that benefits of using RPA are cost
savings, faster throughput, improved efficiency, and error reduction. They state that the main
benefit of RPA is the cost savings, which are based on the improved efficiency. In addition,

RPA improves the throughput by handling tasks faster than humans and creates new work
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by being able to cover more cases than a human user (Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018, 55). To
give an example, a human user can inspect thousands of invoices in reasonable time only by
taking random samples, but a robot can inspect them all in same time by following given
rules. Moreover, Kroll et al. (2016, 7) present that RPA reduces risks and increases
compliance over time. RPA provides rapid response through common case handling capacity
and reduced waiting times, and makes new functionalities available faster (Rutaganda et al.
2017, 106). Hallikainen et al. (2018, 42) state that RPA is a cost-efficient way to perform
tasks because it uses the existing systems and thus do not require new integration solutions.
To conclude, RPA can be a method to improve productivity, influence costs and control risks
(PwC 2017). However, it should be noted that the implementation of RPA involves costs.
For the RPA operations to provide value to customer, the benefits of RPA need to be greater

than the costs.

Best practices for robotic process automation

Even if RPA is often described as fast and easy tool, the suitability of the technology should
be always estimated case by case (Kroll et al. 2016, 10). Lacity & Willcocks (2016 29-33)
conclude that action principles such as testing RPA capabilities with a controlled experiment,
developing criteria for automated processes, bringing IT department onboard early,
communicating intended effects and exploiting new automation options, should be followed.
Moreover, RPA is interconnected to company’s IT systems and it is used in interaction with
these systems and therefore company’s management and IT professionals need to be aware
of the suitable RPA use cases (Lacity & Willcocks 2015b, 4-6). When using RPA, it is
important to strengthen the actual business processes value by ensuring the process
integration, business case and responsible execution in every step of automation (Kedziora
& Kiviranta 2018, 169). The value of RPA can be measured through profitability, return on
investment (ROI) and performance, for example. To overcome RPA related cautions, a
persuasive business case is needed (Asatiani & Penttinen 2016, 68). Often RPA projects that
prove the value serve as a steppingstone to other initiatives such as intelligent automation
(PwC 2017, 1).
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2.6 The typical challenges of robotic process automation

RPA is an interesting option in various situations, but despite of its benefits, it is important
to understand that RPA will not replace existing applications or solve all automation
challenges (Rutaganda et al. 2017, 107). In addition to the costs that are imposed by RPA,
the implementation might include several challenges that can affect the perceived value. The
importance of careful implementation of RPA operations is emphasized to control the
challenges that are related to RPA. Asiatini and Penttinen (2016) remind that often in the
current state, RPA is used as a temporary solution to fill a gap between legacy systems based
manual work and processes that are running on fully automated systems. When considering
the value aspect, the current state of RPA should shift from temporary replacement towards
a tool to enhance systems and processes. In addition, the impact of RPA on current
employees needs to be evaluated because RPA might create tensions between management
and employees (Asatiani & Penttinen 2016, 68). In this study, the typical challenges of RPA
are divided into organizational challenges, process related challenges and technology related

challenges and they are presented in Table 7 and discussed below.

Table 7. The typical challenges of RPA (Moffit et al. 2018; Asiatini & Penttinen 2016; Jussila van Leeuwen
2019; Hallikainen et al. 2019; Deloitte 2018; Gotthard et al. 2019; Gadre et al. 2017)

Organizational challenges Processes related challenges ~ Technology related challenges

Employees are cautious and fear ~ Weak documentation Robots are a temporary solution

losing their jobs

Conflicts between IT and Unsuitable, constantly RPA is a new technology
business changing or too complex
processes
Conflicting goals Processes have too many Robots are not intelligent
exceptions
All necessary parties are not Robots can be used to Robots are working too fast
included in RPA initiatives automate only single tasks compared to the operated systems
RPA is not managed Scalability of processes Processes and robots are sensitive to
changes

Organizational challenges
When considering the organizational challenges of RPA, most studies emphasize the
importance of making RPA familiar to employees to manage the change resistance (e.g.

Lacity & Willcocks 2016; Gotthard et al. 2017; Asiatini & Penttinen 2016; Willcocks et al.
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2015a). RPA initiatives that are not communicated to employees properly might have a
destructive impact on employee morale (Asiatini & Penttinen 2016, 68). Gotthard et al.
(2019) suggest that to control RPA related business risks, a company should consider how
HR tackles the impacts of RPA and how changes are communicated to employees. Often
RPA’s savings are measured in full-time equivalent (FTE) value (Moffit et al. 2018,9),
which may lead to employees fearing that robots are replacing them. Also, Hallikainen et al.
(2019) note that employees often fear RPA implementation and its cost-saving goals. In
companies that have promised that automation will not lead to layoffs, the employees do not
experience RPA as a threat but rather an opportunity to perform more meaningful work
(Lacity & Willcocks 2015a, 20-21). Robots can be also humanized to make them more easily
accepted. Companies can name the robots (Hallikainen et al. 2018, 49; Willcocks et al.
2015a, 21) or give them a symbolic form (Willcocks et al. 2015a, 21). Some companies even

introduce the robots or processes one by one when they start working for the company.

When RPA can be implemented freely by business users, there is a risk that company’s IT
department is not involved in the process. This might cause potential conflicts with
organization’s business and IT departments (Moffit et al. 2018) and lead to unvalidated
processes and bypassing the optimal IT infrastructure (Lacity & Willcocks 2016, 34). The
RPA initiatives that are not made in co-operation between management, IT and business are
unofficial RPA projects. Often these unofficial ‘shadow IT’ projects are not documented
correctly, and best practices are not followed (Moffit et al. 2018,9). To avoid these unofficial
RPA initiatives, RPA should be related to company’s strategy and a governance model
should be in use (Willcocks et al. 2019). In addition, conflicting goals may cause challenges
in RPA implementations. RPA processes are mainly done for businesses so the benefits
should be estimated from the business perspective (Gotthard et al. 2019,40). In addition to
including IT and business to RPA operations, company’s management should also be
involved. Establishing governance and implementing relevant controls to RPA, management
can mitigate RPA related risks (PwC 2017, 2).

Process related challenges
The process related challenges are often underestimated or discovered too late. It should be
noted that it is not enough to develop an RPA process and put it into production. RPA

processes that are in production require attention and maintenance (Gadre et al. 2017, 39).
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If RPA is not monitored systematically it might impose companies to several risks. For
instance, because RPA processes are consistent, any error becomes systematic. (PwC 2017,
2) To give an example, if a business logic changes, but the RPA process is not changed, the
robot will continue to perform the job as previously defined causing inaccurate results. The
error may become widespread if the output data of the process is used as an input data
somewhere else. Often companies do not consider enough, which processes to automate and
how often the process and the related systems change (Gadre et al. 2017 37-39). Therefore,
a beneficial process might turn into unbeneficial because every change affects the process.
Jussila van Leeuwen (2019) reminds that in the end, RPA is quite limited technology, which
can be used to automated single tasks with no exceptions. In addition, the scalability of RPA
has proved to be challenging for many companies because their processes are fragmented,

and they perform only specific tasks (Deloitte 2018).

Technology related challenges

As a new technology, RPA may be hard to approach by companies and it may be seen only
as a temporary solution (Asatiani & Penttinen 2016, 69). It is true that RPA can be used to
replace integrations in short term (Asatiani & Penttinen), but it should be considered as a
long-term tool as well. To ensure that RPA is running on its full potential, the key is to verify
the correct implementation of it (Gotthard et al. 2019, 41). Sometimes business users might
not understand that RPA is suitable to only non-intelligent tasks. Even if artificial
intelligence may be added to basic software robots, the robots are not truly intelligent (Jussila
van Leeuwen 2019). The performance of a software robot is highly dependent on the IT
systems it uses. Hallikainen et al. (2018, 46) point out that sometimes robots may work too
fast compared to the applications they use, and this might cause problems because the robot
does not wait for a response from the application. To realize the benefits of RPA despite the
challenges presented in this chapter, the deployment of RPA should consider all previously
mentioned aspects. To achieve the successful implementation of RPA, cross-departmental
support, clear mindset and canalized know-how will help to mitigate risks (Gotthard et al.
2019, 43). A successful rollout of RPA also requires consideration of strategy that drives
selecting and prioritizing business processes and connecting them to governance,

development, testing and infrastructure (PwC 2017, 3).
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3 Value co-creation

Companies constantly seek growth and value creation possibilities and the interaction
between a supplier and a customer is becoming a focal point of value creation and value
extraction (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004, 5). Supplier-customer interaction means that two
or more parties are in connection with each other for business purposes and these
connections enable them to affect each other’s processes (Gronroos 2011, 289). Creating
customer experiences has become more about relationships and less about products (Payne
et al. 2008, 86). Value co-creation is a term that has arisen to respond to the need to describe
value that is created in the relationship between the supplier and the customer, but it is
unclear which of supplier’s and customer’s total activities are part of value co-creation
(Gronroos 2011, 287). Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 17) conceptualize value co-
creation as a joint problem solving which involves customer and supplier resources and in
which suppliers apply their specialized professional skills, methods and judgement while
customers contribute resources such as knowledge in order to create optimal value-in-use.
Value co-creation opportunities are strategic and the types of the opportunities are dependent

of the industry, the customer offering and the customer base (Payne et al. 2008).

According to Ranjan & Read (2016, 290), value co-creation consists of value co-production
and value-in use. Value-in-use refers to the idea that value is created in use through the
interaction of supplier and customer whereas value co-production refers to exchange
between the supplier and the customer. Value-in-use is defined to consist of usage process
related customization, customer experience and relationship factors while value co-
production consist of three elements, which are knowledge sharing, equity and interaction.
Knowledge sharing refers to sharing the operant resources, which include customer’s ideas
and customer’s willingness to invest time and effort. Equity consists of both parties having
the same access and transparency to shared information and interaction refers to the dialog
between the supplier and the customer. (Ranjan & Read 2016, 292-293)

In value co-creation process, the supplier creates superior value propositions and the
customer determines their value during the service consumption (Payne et al. 2008, 84).
When a supplier provides resources for customer use, they can be considered as creators of

value foundation and when the customer uses these resources and adds own resources the
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value potential is developed into value-in-use (Grénroos 2008, 303). In RPA, this could
mean that a supplier provides an RPA developer to work at the customer facilities to instruct
customer’s personnel. The value-in-use is created when the developer shares his or her
expertise to customer’s personnel who has the ability and previous knowledge to learn from
the supplier. If the customer does not have the required skills to use the resources provided
by the supplier or own resources to offer, the value-in-use will be lower than otherwise or
non-existent (Gronroos 2008, 303). This could mean that the supplier’s developer would try
to teach software development to customer’s business personnel, who have no skills,
background, abilities or knowledge related to software development. After presenting the
basic idea of value co-creation, this chapter discusses value co-creation as a method to create
value to customers in different contexts and examines the value co-creation possibilities and

roles.

Even if value co-creation is defined as joint activities between a customer and a supplier, it
is underlined that the facilitation of value creation does not automatically mean value co-
creation (Gronroos 2011; Gronroos & Voima 2013). Gronroos (2011) presents three
different value creation spheres, which are provider sphere, joint sphere and customer
sphere, to clarify the roles of the supplier and customer in value creation process. In the
provider sphere, the supplier acts as value facilitator by producing resources that can be used
in the customer’s value creation processes (Gronroos 2011, 291). In the context of RPA,
these resources might be knowledge, best practices and experience from other use cases. The
joint sphere consists of interaction between the supplier and the customer that includes joint
production process in which the customer participates as co-producer of resources and
processes and joint value creation process in which the supplier participates as the co-creator
of value-in-use (Gronroos 2011, 291). Finally, the customer sphere consists of customer’s
independent value creation (Gronroos 2011, 291), which can be industry knowledge, other

projects and organizational capabilities, for example.

3.1 Value co-creation process and role ambiguities

According to Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 19) value co-creation includes two
conceptually different, but interconnected processes which are the ‘process of problem

solving’ and the ‘process of value co-creation’. Moreover, their research defined five
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collaborative activities, which establish the process of value co-creation in complex
offerings. Figure 3 presents the collaborative activities, value co-creation roles, and supplier
and customer resources that are involved in the joint problem-solving process. The value co-
creation processes, roles and activities in the context of knowledge intensive business
services are discussed further below. In addition, role ambiguities are discussed alongside
the activities and processes of value co-creation. Ronnberg Sjédin et al. (2016, 116) present
that the co-creation of value is central to providing product-service solutions and that
acknowledging customer and supplier positions, roles and scripts regarding how they
communicate and what they expect of each other are challenged when transitioning towards

value co-creation.

Figure 3. Joint problem solving as value co-creation in knowledge intensive business services (Aarikka-
Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22)
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Diagnosing needs

Value co-creation begins by diagnosing the needs and defining the goals for the exchange.
Usually the supplier leads the diagnosing activity since they have more knowledge about the
proposed solution. During this activity, the supplier assists the customer to articulate and
define the problem that needs to be solved. An active dialog between the customer and the
supplier is vital, since the parties may lack mutual understanding of the benefits, goals,
methods, and needed resource allocations, for example. An active dialog also helps to find

the mutual path to optimize the created value. Despite the information asymmetry between
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the customer and the supplier, it is essential for the customer to act as co-diagnoser in the
process since the customer’s role is to appoint the preconditions such as needs, budget,
schedule, business context and purpose. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 20) To support
the customer in decision-making, the supplier should provide enough information to support
customer’s evaluation of the risks and benefits that are related to the decisions (Prahalad &
Ramaswamy 2004). When considering the roles of the requirement definition phase, role
ambiguities can arise from vague role expectations and requirements. As a response to these
ambiguities, roles should be clarified by organizing a joint sense making session regarding

roles and investing resources for reducing role ambiguity. (Ronnber Sjodin et al. 2016, 112)

Designing and producing the solution

After diagnosing customer’s needs, the supplier and the customer engage in designing the
solution. First, the supplier proposes the value-in-use potential of the possible solutions and
presents the related resource requirements. The supplier can also demonstrate the solution
through relevant reference cases to ease customer’s evaluation. A crucial challenge in this
process is how well the parties communicate the value-in-use expectations and solutions’
potential. In the knowledge intensive business service context, customers often think that
suppliers should lead the solution formation and customers count on experts’ opinions,
suggestions and ideas. However, the suitability of the solution depends strongly on how well
customers can share their industry knowledge, interests and other factors that affect the
solution. Sharing knowledge and details with the supplier makes the customer a co-designer
of the solution. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 20) According to Rénnberg Sjodin et
al. (2016, 112) the role ambiguities related to the customization and integration co-creation
phase can origin from unclear role descriptions such as unspecific operative requirements
and complex contracting. To respond to these challenges, a role redefinition should be made
by building knowledge about partner operations and roles and shaping operational roles
together (Rénnberg Sjodin et al. 2016, 112).

If the customer proactively informs the supplier of new requirements and specifications or
offers their existing materials for integration, they are described as co-producers. In this kind
of situation, the customer becomes a partner rather than a follower. In long-term
collaborations, the supplier starts to understand customer’s business logic and can recognize

favorable solutions and avoid detrimental ones. Hence, the supplier starts to act as a value
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amplifier. Nevertheless, customers do not always adopt the role of co-producers
independently and might need supplier’s assistance. Even if the solution design takes time
and resources, it is the most important phase of creating value-in-use. Therefore, if the parties
fail to collaborate in the solution design, the value-in-use potential is less optimal or
negative. When the supplier is identified as a trusted professional, the customer is more
willing to engage to additional services offered by the supplier. Instead of for extra sales, the
proposed additional services are considered as value adding and problem-solving solutions.
(Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 21) Payne et al. (2008, 85, 89) suggest that value co-
creation incorporates understanding of customer’s processes and experiences and
relationship learning is an encountering process. Kohtamaki and Partanen (2016, 2504)
extend this view of value co-creation by stating that co-creation of value requires relationship

learning and that the relationship learning improves supplier’s performance.

Organizing process and resources and managing value conflicts

An essential part of the value co-creation process is to organize the process and the resources.
Hence, project management skills are required to structure the value co-creation process. To
make the value creation possible, the supplier often adopts the role of value process organizer
to identify, activate, collect and integrate resources. This might also include managing
customer resources since part of the suppliers’ role is to educate customers regarding the
progress of the process. Customers are often insecure about the usability of their knowledge
and resources in problem solving process, so they need clear motivation and structured
instructions from the supplier. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 21) According to
Rénnberg Sjodin et al. (2016, 112) a core challenge to understand jointly defined co-creation
goals is related to unclear roles, responsibilities and expectations. Their study states that role
ambiguity in the co-creation process have negative influence on both suppliers and

customers.

Shared goals can lead to value conflicts between the supplier and the customer and therefore
the interaction between supplier and customer requires effort and managing possible value
conflicts. In addition, managing value conflicts requires managing expectations. Value
conflict can emerge if the supplier relies solely on its own evaluation of the value proposal
and dismisses customer’s contribution. Often customers that are not familiar with the offered

solution might have unrealistic expectations about the benefits or customer might not
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recognize the level of sacrifices needed to achieve the desirable benefits. (Aarikka-Stenroos
& Jaakkola 2012, 21) To clarify, in RPA implementations customers often want to achieve
as high automation level as possible, but achieving full automation level is not profitable in
most cases. It is the supplier’s role to guide customers to adjust the level of automation and
remind that RPA processes can be further developed after the first implementation. Solving
value conflict might be an extensive process and require external help, but when supplier is
able to manage the conflicts, they enable the joint value creation (Aarikka-Stenroos &
Jaakkola 2012, 22). RPA project’s value conflicts can be discussed within the project group
but also with project’s steering group, for example.

Implementing the solution

After the solution has been designed and produced, it should be implemented. Either the
customer or the supplier, depending of the nature of the solution, can make the
implementation. If both the supplier and the customer participate on implementing the
solution, the customer acts as a co-implementor and the supplier as value experience
supporter (Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola 2012, 22). In RPA, the customer often acts as a
co-implementor, since the supplier implements the process and the customer verifies that the
process provides wanted the results. In some cases, there are no clear implementation, but
the service can still be seen as delivered (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). To give
an example, this could be a situation where a customer buys resources from the supplier and
there are no clear end-result to be implemented, but the customer still experiences that the
service is completed. Ronnber Sjodin et al. (2016, 112) connects uncertain role scripts to the
implementation and operation phase and states that role ambiguities origin from unclear
view of how to address unanticipated role requirements and resistance to role change. As a
response to these ambiguities, their study presents that a role adaptation should be made by
clarifying roles and responsibilities through operational frameworks and building trust

through performance-based outcome arrangement.

Value co-creation process

According to Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 22) the presented value co-creation
processes do not necessary progress linearly and the activities may occur in diverse order or
be parallel to each other. In the context of RPA, the development often raises notions, new

definitions and use cases so the need to diagnose, design, organize resources and manage
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resource conflicts emerge continuously. In the context of knowledge intensive business
services, customers have great influence on the formulation of the value proposition by
contributing and negotiating their own resources (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22).
When considering the role ambiguities and the relational coping strategies process, the
occurrence of them is divided to requirement definition, customization and integration, and
implementation and operation phases. New ambiguities emerge and new coping strategies
are needed when the collaboration matures. By identifying the presence of role ambiguities,
managers can improve their understanding of the relational complexities in different phases
of co-creation. (Rénnber Sjodin et al. 2016, 112) As RPA and value creation are both tightly
connected to both supplier’s and customer’s strategies and resources, the support and

understanding of management is a necessity.

3.2 Value co-creation in the context of robotic process automation

RPA is a new business area and therefore, the academic literature rarely combines value co-
creation and RPA practices. This chapter covers RPA and value co-creation literature and in
addition, presents elements of RPA that may relate to value co-creation. Kedziora and
Kiviranta (2018) argue that the use of modern technology such as RPA allows service
businesses to set value for end customer experience through efficient operations and to focus
on their core business development. Digital business value co-creation affects company’s
market and brand identity development and suppliers aim for customer centric value co-
creation to maximize common technological development, business growth opportunities
and value creation (Kedziora and Kiviranta 2018, 161). RPA is considered as a relatively
easy technology to learn and implement (Hallikainen et al. 2018, 52) and the technology
enables the human workforce to focus on more value adding activities and adjust the cost
structure of the company (Rutaganda et al. 2017, 104). In a recent survey conducted by
Hindle et al. (2018), RPA users acknowledge that RPA leads to benefits such as greater
service quality, increased process automation, improved ROI, improved process agility and

compliance, and thus improved total business value.

Vargo & Lusch (2008, 6) state that the ‘operant resources are the fundamental source of
competitive advantage’ and therefore, the understanding that the exchange and value co-

creation are based on knowledge and skills should be obtained. The term operant resources
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is used to refer to the skills and knowledge of an individual (Vargo & Lusch 2008). Value
co-creation in an RPA service may be enabled when the supplier develops a process in co-
operation with customer’s subject matter expert, for example. In this case, the supplier learns
from the customer about the business process and the customer learns from the developer
about the functionalities of RPA without going further on the technical side. According to
Kedziora and Kiviranta (2018, 162) specific value co-creation determinants have been
recognized in the field of accounting. These determinants are supplier’s and customer’s
mutual understanding of customer’s business logic, possibilities to harmonize business
processes, digital business development competencies, in-house systems, ICT infrastructure,
settled KPIs (Key Performance Index), business targets and mutual trust between all parties
(Kedziora & Kiviranta 2018, 162). Supplier’s and customer’s mutual understanding of the
business process and possibility to harmonize the process means that both parties need to
understand the business process in a similar way and aim to harmonize the process before
automating it. The digitalization of business process is critical because an RPA process
cannot handle physical materials and therefore the customer needs the ability to digitalize
their processes. The systems and the ICT infrastructure affect the created RPA processes.
Therefore, the company must know the version update cycle of an application and determine
maintenance breaks for the RPA infrastructure, for example. In addition, the company that
automates processes with RPA should have goals and ways to measure the performance to

make the value visible.

There are common themes found in RPA projects that were not able to deliver the desirable
results and thus failed to create and co-create value. According to Rutaganda et al. (2017,
109) RPA implementation that had incorrect RPA leadership at the top level, had no long-
term vision or roadmap, had dated project delivery approach for RPA, tried to deliver
benefits on shifting sands, and selected incorrect RPA use cases, and lacked KPIs were most
likely to fail. Moreover, the importance of acknowledging that RPA is a function that
requires co-operation in all levels of the organization (Lacity & Willcocks 2016) and the
capability to combine and deploy it into organization’s unique IT and process landscape
(Rutaganda et al. 2017, 114) are key success factors in enabling value creation. Kedziora
and Kiviranta (2018, 171) argue that digital value co-creation and change management

processes are important and that before actual RPA implementations personnel competence
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development, extensive vendor networks, teamwork, trust, innovations and process

harmonizing should be considered.
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4. Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework of this study is based on the reviewed literature and is presented
in the Figure 4 The framework covers the key concepts of the study and aims to describe the
central theories and form the base for the research approach. The conceptual framework is
based on the idea that customer-supplier environment defines the value co-creation and thus
controls the benefits, challenges, perceived value and customer experience.

Figure 4. The conceptual framework (ex-ante framework)
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As the existing literature suggests, value co-creation is joint problem-solving activities and
joint value creation between the customer and the supplier. Value co-creation requires
constructing an environment in which the customer can have a dialog with the service
provider and is able to co-construct personalized experiences. (Prahalad & Ramaswamy
2004; Vargo & Lusch 2004; Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012; Payne et al. 2008) The left
side of the framework presents value co-creation, which includes value co-creation processes
and activities that aim to create value-in-use. The examined value co-creation processes are
the ‘process of problem solving’ and the ‘process of value co-creation’, and the activities are
‘diagnosing needs’, ‘designing and producing the solution’, ‘implementing the solution’,
‘managing value conflicts’, and organizing processes and resources’ (Aarikka-Stenroos &
Jaakkola 2012, 22). Value co-creation roles are always involved in the value co-creation
process and this study will examine the value co-creation roles from customer perspective.
Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012) suggest that customer roles in value co-creation
process are ‘co-diagnoser’, ‘co-designer’, ‘co-producer’, co-implementor’, ‘co-marketer’

and ‘co-developer’. Hence, this study will aim to find similar roles in the context of RPA.
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New digital technologies are allowing professionals to engage together in a co-creation
process where the incentives are better aligned and where the probability of
misunderstandings decreases (Kostis & Ritala 2020, 16). Therefore, the customer and
supplier value co-creation processes is assumed to be connected to the benefits and
challenges in the customer-supplier environment through mutual goals. The middle of the
framework presents benefits and challenges that are resulted from the value co-creation
process. Benefits and challenges are highly dependent of the customer company, but the
existing literature identified the typical benefits (related to quality, satisfaction and finance)
and challenges (related to organization, process and technology) of RPA, and therefore this

study will examine them as a baseline.

The customer perceived value is constructed from customer’s overall assessment of the
trade-off between benefits and sacrifices (Zeithaml 1988; Ravald & Grdnroos 1996; Eggert
& Ulaga 2002) and the customer experience refers to any contact between a customer and a
supplier that sets off a reaction in the customer (Gentile et al. 2007; Meyer & Schwager
2007). The right side of the framework describes the perceived value and customer
experience, which are assumed to result from the benefits and the challenges through
customer’s experiences and expectations. In addition, supplier’s expectations and prior
experience from similar cases affect the perceived value and the formation of customer
experience. The value experience is constantly changing depending of the situation.
Moreover, learning capabilities must be in place to create value, and customers and supplier
should implement mutual learning processes and mechanisms (Kohtaméaki & Partanen
2016). Hence, the framework assumes that the customer perceived value and customer

experience reflects to the value co-creation relationship through shared learning.
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5. Methodology and data collection

This chapter elaborates the research methodology and data collection process for this study.
First, the background of the data collection will be presented to understand the context of
the research. Next, the research design and methodology, data collection, and data analysis
practices will be introduced. Finally, the reliability and the validity of the study will be
discussed.

5.1 Background of the data collection

RPA is a new technology that has emerged during the last few years and the market is
growing rapidly. To give an example, an RPA technology provider called UiPath, has been
recognized as one of North America’s fastest growing technology companies in 2020
according to Financial Times (2020) and listed among Deloitte’s 2019 Technology Fast 500
(UiPath 2019). To form a better understanding of the RPA technology provider market,
Gartner (2020) releases a report called ‘Magic Quadrant for Robotic Process Automation’,
which describes the current market situation and compares different RPA technology
providers. In the report for 2020, UiPath, Automation Anywhere, Blue Prism and Work
Fusion were listed as leaders (Gartner 2020). It should be noted that these reports present the
RPA technology provider field but the RPA suppliers that are discussed in this study are
often common IT companies that have emerged to provide RPA services. Currently in
Finland, RPA suppliers include companies like CGlI, Tieto, Digital Workforce, Microsoft,

IBM, Knowit, Fujitsu, Google, Valamis, Sofigate, and Solita, for example.

The use of RPA has been widely adopted in Finland in the fields of finance, insurance
services, manufacturing, IT, and healthcare for example. According to the report of
Capgemini (2020), the respondent companies are adopting RPA mostly on accounting and
finance, customer service, human resources, production, IT, and supply chain and logistics.
In Finnish companies, the ownership of RPA is often divided between IT and business, but
there are also companies where only business or only IT department owns the RPA practice.
Collaborating with a supplier in RPA delivery is stated to be common, and in the
collaborations, the partner may be local or global. The attitude towards the partner is stated
to be relatively neutral. The most commonly, RPA platform runs in company’s standard IT

provider’s servers that are managed by company’s own employees. It is indicated that there
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is an increasing demand to understand and validate the efficiency of ongoing RPA initiatives,
to centralize platforms and operations, and to scale the operations. (Capgemini 2020) The
typical benefits and challenges that were presented in the chapters 2.5 and 2.6 participate in
creating the perceived value and customer experience in the context of RPA. Supplier’s role
in RPA is often to act as an advisor for the customer and to help to implement the RPA
initiatives. The form of co-operation might vary depending of the customer’s capabilities
since an RPA service may be based on resource allocation, consulting or full development
and maintenance services, for example. RPA supplier may also provide platform services

to the customer that often include the platform, license and basic maintenance of the robot.

In this study, the supplier, later referred as case company or supplier, is a global IT supplier
that provides a variety of IT services to multiple industries. One of the case company’s
business areas is to provide RPA services to customer companies. Supplier’s RPA business
includes consulting, development, and RPA process maintenance and platform related
services. In addition, the supplier provides RPA roadmap related services to help customers
to identify automaton possibilities. The RPA services provided are grouped under RaaS
(Robotics as a Service) service concept. Even if the global presence and the industry
knowledge from the supplier’s other business units can be an advantage when providing
RPA services, this study will only cover the RPA service related business unit since other

units are not directly involved in RPA service provision.

The supplier has their own RPA CoE (Center of Excellence), which provides consulting,
development and maintenance services. The maintenance service is divided to process and
platform related maintenance services. In the case company, development and consulting
service is separated from the RPA maintenance, but they collaborate actively. Typically, a
development team develops the RPA processes and then the processes are transferred to the
RPA maintenance team to be operated and further developed. The case company has
provided RPA services for several years and the RPA service catalogue is being developed
based on customer demand and feedback. In addition, the case company has developed own
models and templates for RPA to respond to customer needs. The case company has dozens
of RPA customers and they have developed hundreds of automation processes in co-
operation with their customers. Most of these RPA processes are maintained and further

developed by case company’s RPA maintenance service team.
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This study covers the case company by researching its customer companies. The customer
companies, their industries and the co-operation model with the case company is

summarized in Table 8 and presented in more detail below.

Table 8. Customer companies, their industries and the co-operation model with the case company

ID Industry Co-operation model

Customer 1 Facility Supplier provides consulting, development and maintenance
management services. Customer has own RPA CoE.

Customer 2 Construction Supplier provides RPA as full-service that includes consulting,

development and maintenance services. Customer does not have

own RPA organization yet.

Customer 3 Health care Supplier provides consulting, development and maintenance
services. Customer has established own RPA organization,

which develops and maintains processes.

Customer 4 Financial Supplier providers consulting, development and maintenance

administration services to customer’s RPA organization.

The first studied customer company is a global facility management company that utilizes
RPA in their internal functions. The case company provides consulting, development,
process maintenance and platform services to the customer who also has their own RPA
CoE. This company is referred as Customer 1. The second studied customer company is a
global construction company that uses RPA in their internal operations. The case company
provides consulting, development, process maintenance and platform services to the
customer. This company is referred as Customer 2. The third studied customer company is
a private health care provider that uses RPA in their internal operations. The case company
provides consulting and development services to this customer and co-operates with
customer’s RPA team. This company is referred as Customer 3. The fourth studied customer
company is a financial administration company that utilizes RPA in their internal operations
and external operations. The case company participates in customer’s RPA architecture

planning and provides developers. This company is referred as Customer 4.

The study aims to understand the value co-creation process from the customer perspective.

It will address the value co-creation activities and roles by discussing RPA and value co-
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creation related themes with the case company and customer personnel. The data will be
collected by interviewing case company representative and customer company
representatives. The interviews aim to find insights on factors that are explaining the
customer side value co-creation by discussing roles, demographic factors and supplier’s

actions.

5.2 Research methodology

To understand the interrelations in the process of value co-creation, the research will be
conducted by using qualitative research methods. Typically, qualitative research is
comprehensive knowledge acquisition, in which the data is collected in real-life scenarios.
(Hirsjarvi et al. 2014, 164). Often qualitative study is well suited for ‘what’, how’ and ‘why’
questions and for topics that have little or no previous research (Eriksson & Koistinen 2005,
5). Since RPA is covered rarely in the academic literature from value creation perspective
and qualitative research method supports gaining descriptive insights and allows to examine
the influence of the context, it is natural to use qualitative research methods in this study.
The qualitative research is guided by the theory, which can be the theoretical part of the
study or the theoretical framework that has been created for the research (Tuomi & Sarajérvi
2018, 23).

The most common data collecting methods in qualitative research are interview,
questionnaire, observation and data collection from documents (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018,
83). Interview was chosen as the method of the data collection for this study, because it
enables to collect data by discussing with customers who have implemented RPA practices.
In addition, semi-structured interviews allow asking specifying questions from the
interviewees and therefore it is a flexible method to work with. Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2018,
85) present that interview’s flexibility becomes from allowing the researcher to ask the

questions in an order that he or she sees appropriate.

This research can be divided into two parts, which are theoretical and empirical. The
theoretical part that was presented in earlier chapters is based on academic literature and
provides insights about value, value co-creation and RPA literature. The theoretical part of

this study acts as a baseline for the empirical research that is presented in the following
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chapters through the created conceptual framework and later providing possibilities to reflect

the empirical data.

5.3 Data collection

This study is conducted to address the research question ‘What are the factors that explain
customer side value co-creation?’. The study incorporates data that is collected by using
semi-structured interview in which the researcher has created themes and formed questions
to support the information gathering. A semi-structured interview is based on half open
questions and the interviewer may add questions or leave something unasked during the
interview (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018, 88-90) The order of the questions may also be changed
(Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018, 88). The interview frameworks of this study are presented in the
appendices. Preselected interview themes are based on the conceptual framework of the
study (Tuomi & Sarajérvi, 88). The semi-structured interview aims to discover the customer
perspective on value co-creation in the context of RPA. To gain a comprehensive
understanding both the case company and customer company representatives were

interviewed.

Sampling strategy was created in co-operation with the case company to ensure a suitable
sample that widely represents the users of RPA as an automation method. First, it was
defined that the sample should include companies from different industries. Next, it was
identified that there should be companies in which the ownership of RPA under the IT
department and in which the ownership of RPA is under some other business unit. Finally,
it was defined that the sample should include companies that have implemented multiple
RPA processes with a supplier. Based on the presented sampling principles, four suitable
customer companies were selected from case company’s customer base. The interviewed
customer companies operate locally in Finland and some of them have global operations as
well but the interviewed customer representatives are mainly working with the local
automation operations and initiatives. To achieve a comprehensive understanding of
customer companies’ RPA operations, the interviewed persons were selected based on their
role. It was important to make sure that the interviewed persons are familiar with the day-

to-day operation of RPA but are also able to reflect the strategical side as well.
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The chosen interviewees work primarily with RPA on executive role. The identities of the
interviewed customer representatives are anonymized by referring to them as interviewee.
The interviewed persons, roles and interview details are presented in Table 9 and in this
chapter. Interviewee 1 is an RPA owner who is responsible for the company’s RPA CoE and
is financially and strategically responsible for the RPA operations. Interviewee 2 works as a
Business Analyst, is responsible for defining new RPA processes, and is primarily in contact
with the suppliers regarding the development of new automations and the maintenance of
existing ones. Interviewee 3 works as a service manager and product owner in the customer
company and is responsible for multiple IT system services of which one is RPA.
Interviewee 4 is an RPA owner and is responsible for organizing company’s RPA operations.
Interviewee 5 works under company’s IT department and is responsible for organizing
company’s RPA operations. Interviewee 6 is a senior RPA consultant who has experience

from traditional software solutions and knows the RPA field widely through the current role.

Table 9. Interview details

Interviewee Role Duration

Interviewee 1 RPA owner 50 minutes
Interviewee 2 Business Analyst 56 minutes
Interviewee 3 Product owner 39 minutes
Interviewee 4 RPA owner 49 minutes
Interviewee 5 Head of RPA 49 minutes
Interviewee 6 Senior RPA consultant 37 minutes

The interview process

Individual interview date and time was agreed with the company representatives and all
interviews were conducted individually. According to Tuomi and Sarajérvi (2018, 88) the
interviewees can prepare to the interviews and the themes may be sent to the interviewees
prior to the interview. Therefore, a short summary about the content, the structure and the
duration of the interview was sent to the participants prior to the interview. The summary
included the themes that were going to be discussed to enable the interviewed representatives
to familiarize themselves with the topic in advance. To be able to conduct the interview,
multiple questions were prepared but the exact questions were not sent to the participants.
The interview framework for customer companies can be found in Appendix 1 and the

framework for supplier can be found from Appendix 2. Each theme of the interview was
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carefully chosen and based to the theoretical review and conceptual framework of the study.
The questions and their order may have varied depending on the interview situation and the
interviewee, but all topics were discussed with each interviewee. The interviewees were
informed that the interview results will be provided to the case company anonymously, the
data may be used by the case company, and the study will be public but not connectable to

any customer company or interviewee.

The interviews were conducted through Teams application, recorded digitally and
subsequently transcribed verbatim. The interviews lasted between 37 and 56 minutes and all
interviews were conducted in Finnish. First, general information and instructions were given
and then the interview started to follow the interview framework presented in Appendix 1.
The order of themes was the same in all interviews. The interviewees were informed that the

recordings and transcripts will be deleted after the study has been conducted.

5.4 Data analysis

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed description of the data analysis process
applied in this study. The semi-structured interviews were transcribed and a separate
document was formed for each interview to enable studying the common factors and the
differences between the interviews. Both deductive and inductive reasoning were used for
the analysis of data. First, deductive reasoning was used to examine the empirical findings
against the relevant theoretical assumptions and then inductive reasoning was utilized to
draw out new insights to enable providing an integrated theoretical approach. The deductive
reasoning was used to recognize the value co-creation roles and activities from the
interviews, for example. Inductive reasoning is the most suitable method to analyze data
when the subject of analysis is complex, uncertain, and difficult to define (Arthur 1994). As
the subject of this study fulfils these conditions, inductive reasoning was chosen for the main
method of analysis. The inductive reasoning was used to recognize new concepts and
perspectives regarding the value co-creation in the context of RPA and then the findings
were again compared to the previous literature. Moreover, inductive reasoning grasps the
phenomena by generating hypotheses, identifying patterns and constructing simplified
models (Arthur 1994).
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In inductive reasoning, general assumptions are composed by examining, analyzing, and
observing data and then moving towards the general assumptions (Eskola & Suoranta 1998,
83). The purpose of the inductive content analysis is to describe the studied phenomena both
in summarized and general forms (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018, 87). When analyzing the data,
the expletive words and the tone of the voice were not analyzed. Hence, the analysis was
focused on the content of the interview. During an inductive content analysis, the data is
classified and processed through the research problem and the key concepts (Ruusuvuori et
al. 2010, 14). The content classification is necessary to compare the data because it provides
a baseline, which allows interpreting, simplifying, and summarizing the data (Hirsjarvi &
Hurme 2015, 147). In the data analysis phase, the data is handled by the researcher, concepts
are separated, and marked and then the data is classified, themed and coded to allow making

conclusions (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018, 104).

The empirical data of this study was classified according to the interview themes, which
were background information (Figure 5), roles (Figure 6), diagnosing needs (Figure 7),
designing and producing the solution (Figure 8), implementing the solution (Figure 9), and
organization and value conflicts (Figure 10). First, the coding was done deductively to search
for value co-creation related role descriptions. The identified descriptions were classified for
the analysis. Then, the first order codes were inductively identified from the original
interview data and grouped to form second order themes. To give an example, first order
code was ‘problems with managing resources’ and the corresponding second order theme
was ‘project management’. After recognizing the second order themes, the codes were
grouped again to form concepts. The concept under which the theme ‘project management’
was classified was ‘experience and expertise’, for example. Then the concepts were
examined under the presented interview themes and the value co-creation role descriptions
were combined under the themes by using deductive approach. During the data analysis
phase, each found concept was analyzed and compared to other themes to find connections
and to allow forming the synthesis presented in the chapter 6.7. In addition, the analyzed
empirical data was compared to the theoretical literature to form conclusions. Finally, the

empirical results were summarized to achieve a more consistent view of the topic.
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Figure 5. Data analysis framework for theme Background information
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Figure 6. Data analysis framework for theme Roles
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Figure 7. Data analysis framework for theme Diagnosing needs
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1% order codes
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Figure 8. Data analysis framework for theme Designing and producing the solution
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1°! order codes
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Figure 9. Data analysis framework for theme Implementing the solution
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Figure 10. Data analysis framework for theme Organizing robotic process automation and value conflicts
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5.5 Reliability and validity

When evaluating the quality of a study, it is important to consider the concepts of reliability
and validity (Hirsjarvi & Hurme 2015). Reliability is used to refer to the consistency and the
replicability of the results over time and with similar methods (Yin 2014). In other words,
reliability evaluates the possibility to repeat the study with similar methods and then end up
with similar results. In this paper, the research background, methodology and sampling
practices are described in detail to enable to replicate the study. In addition, research themes
and interview questions are presented in the appendices of this paper to ensure the
transparency. However, the phenomena studied in this research are constantly evolving and
taking new forms especially in the field of RPA due to the novelty of the technology and

practices. Therefore, the temporality of the subject has been taken into account in the
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research design by including customers from different industries, from various stages of

RPA implementations and with different operational models.

Validity is used to refer to the study’s ability to measure or analyze what it is expected to
(Yin 2014). In other words, validity examines how suitable the chosen methodology is for
the studied subject. The data analysis and empirical study conducted in this research are
guided by the conceptual framework and thus based on the existing literature and theory. In
addition, this research has examined the existing literature of RPA and concluded it as a
comprehensive baseline for the conducted empirical research. As discussed earlier in this
chapter, qualitative research methods are well suited for complex and rarely covered topics.
Hence, the use of qualitative method, semi-structured interview in more detail, is justifiable
in this context. Therefore, it can be argued that the validity of this study is good. Even if the
validity of this study is good, the generalizability of the results is moderate since the study
is tightly connected to a certain demographic area. It is assumed that similar results would

arise in other areas as well, but this would require further research.
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6. Empirical findings and analysis

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze and present the empirical findings of the conducted
study. The collected qualitative data allows this study to examine the value co-creation from
customer perspective and understand the case company’s actions that result to creating value
in co-operation. Moreover, the qualitative data enables to analyze the reasons behind the
findings and recognize different activities that contribute to the studied subject. Both
customer and case company representatives were interviewed to enable a simultaneous
analysis and to create a combination of the two perspectives. The findings of this chapter

allow drawing conclusions and forming opportunities for further discussion and research.

6.1 Background information

RPA is often used in finance, HR and procurement related processes (e.g. Kedziora &
Kiviranta 2018; Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018; Aguirre & Rodriquez 2017) and the
interviewed customer representatives confirm that they use RPA especially in these fields
due to the high volume tasks and repetitive work often found in these business operations.
Previous literature indicated that the RPA function could be situated under company’s IT
department or under a business unit (e.g. e.g.Willcocks, Lacity & Craig 2015a; Lacity &
Willcocks 2016; Schmitz et al. 2019; Rutaganda et al. 2017; Capgemini 2020). The
interviewees confirmed that there are structural and organizational differences between
companies. In addition, there are differences in roles and especially naming the RPA
functions. Following quotations present the model of organizing in different companies.

“I am working in company’s finance department as a development manager
and | am responsible of organizing different automation projects there. The
rest of our RPA team is situated under the IT department, so we are a divided
team. Our team consists of three persons of which only one works full time in
RPA projects -- One’s role is to define the future RPA processes and control
the backlog -- and another’s fo acts as a full time RPA developer.”
(Interviewee 4)

“We are living in a so-called hub model in which separate units represent
different RPA hubs and in these hubs certain things are centralized and certain

things are handled individually by the hub. For example, the hubs are
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responsible of their own backlog, prioritization, automation candidates,
resourcing, and RPA costs. The architecture, governance and way of working
are centralized and new things are introduced to hubs through them. -- The
hubs have high level of independency. -- The Hub model works well for us
because our organization has a high level of independency in itself and we
would not have been able to provide fully centralized RPA services to our units
due to the organizational limitations. Our units are not co-operating in a level
that it would be possible to bring them together and form a common backlog,

for example.” (Interviewee 5)

“-- We are not part of our IT department nor business departments. We are
part of our company’s development unit. \We are responsible of recognizing
possible RPA processes and responsible of the RPA functions, but all
development and maintenance work is handled by an external supplier”

(Interviewee 2)

“We have an internal RPA executive board, which contains our company’s
upper management, IT department representative and RPA CoE
representatives. The executive board supervises RPA’s strategic KPIs and
strategic direction. In addition, we have an RPA CoE, which is responsible

for recognizing individual processes and running RPA projects.’

(Interviewee 1)

The study recognized that the RPA functions can be situated under IT or business

departments. In addition, a third option was found in which RPA might be situated under

some kind of a development unit, for example. Even if the model of organization seems to

be different depending on the company’s organizational structure, there are common factors

in all functional RPA operations. Interviewee 5 reminds that the importance is not to have

the RPA functions under the IT department but to have centralized coordination somewhere.

Hence, RPA needs to be controlled and managed in a structured manner depending on the

company’s organizational structure, Strategy, management and RPA related goals.

Moreover, the RPA functions need to comply with company’s existing organization and

support the open communications and transparency. In addition, all interviewees
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acknowledged that wherever the RPA is situated in the company’s organizational structure,

the support of IT department is vital.

Collaboration

The collaboration models between supplier and customer are dependent of the customer
company. Customers want to purchase personalized services that are fit for their needs (e.g.
Velamuri 2013), and the use of customer specific communication channels between a
customer and a supplier are appreciated. Even if all companies use the same technology, the
model of organizing RPA work is not the same. Customer companies are expecting that a
supplier will adapt their operational model to comply with customer’s RPA functions. In
addition, interviewees name flexibility, adaptability and ability to provide reference cases as
the most important factors when co-operating with suppliers. Moreover, the requirements of
what kinds of services customer needs and is willing to purchase are connected to the

customer’s needs but also to the maturity of their RPA operations.

According to the interviews, customers purchase RPA resources from a supplier to perform
analyzing, definition, development or maintenance related work. Suppliers are also involved
to the architectural planning of the solution and used to ramp up RPA functions and CoEs.
As Gronroos (2008) presented, the customer and the supplier have the possibility to affect
the outcome of the service when they are both involved to the service consumption process.
When starting a new relationship with a customer, supplier should proactively examine
customer’s needs and communicate openly the status and possible future directions with the
customer company. The customers expect the purchased services to have a certain quality
within and the development is expected to anticipate the maintenance of the process.
Interviewees state that they expect the supplier to act more as a partner than a regular supplier
with SLA sanctions. The customers describe the collaboration as follows:

“We do not have this kind of high technological expertise inside our
organization so we buy it from outside. It is in a strategically important role
so we do not want a supplier, we want a partner, who is ready to commit to us,
to our objectives and who wants to be involved to our company’s journey.”

(Interviewee 1)
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“When making the contracts, the supplier should really know the customer’s
needs and be willing to adapt their own operational model. -- The supplier
needs to have ability to transform. The needs and the expectations of customers

will be changing over time so certain agility is needed.” (Interviewee 2)

“We have two suppliers that we use and they make development projects to the
existing processes that are in production if needed. It is effective when same
persons further develop the existing processes. -- We have our own developer
that has always two-three projects at the same time and we use supplier if our
developer does not have time and the business case is strong enough. The cost
of our developer comes as an internal expense and there is no need for

investment decisions, which is slightly unfair for suppliers. (Interviewee 4)

The above quotations reflected the supplier’s relationship and status in customer
collaboration. Some companies use both internal and external developers. In these situations,
supplier developer can be a part of customer’s RPA team and work under customer’s work
management or the developer can work individually under supplier’s work management. As
interviewee 4 highlighted, the use of external suppliers might be dependent on investment
decisions. In addition to monetary perspective, also quality and expertise should be taken
into account. The value of an RPA supplier does not construct only on the provided resource
advantage but also the additional value components such as knowledge. The interviewees
highlight throughout the interviews that bringing best practices, recent reference cases and

technological advancements are crucial.

Customer’s input to RPA operations is important and interviewee 4 highlights that the
supplier’s RPA developers are not business experts. In addition, customer’s subject matter
experts, the process’ supervisors and team members, should be involved to the creation of it
to make sure that the process complies with the needs. In this situation, the customer is a co-
designer of the solution (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012). From the supplier perspective,
Interviewee 6 presents that the experience from other customers and RPA projects and
certain best practices can help to make sure that the services are well fit to the customer’s
needs. Interviewee 2 highlights that when discussing processes that are not limited to a

certain industry, the supplier can adopt ideas and examples from other customers. In addition
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to monetary value, supplier also gets knowledge, experience and reference cases from

customer interactions.

Benefits and value

The benefits of RPA were previously divided to quality, satisfaction or finance related
benefit according to the existing literature (e.g. Kaya et al. 2019; Aguirre & Rodriquez 2017,
Lacity & Willcocks 2016; Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018; Willcocks, Lacity & Craig 2015a;
Kroll et al. 2016). The study confirmed that the benefits that the interviewees expect to arise
from RPA are similar as the ones found in the previous studies. Interviewee 1 and 3 mention
that RPA aims to free time for more complex work by automating so called back office tasks
and Interviewee 2 states that RPA can limit the human errors, improve the quality of business
processes and ensure constant handling of certain tasks. Interviewee 2 also highlights the
indirect effects of RPA such as limiting the amount used to make sure something is done or
removing the need for corrections. In addition, the interviewees describe the value that is
created in the co-operation with the supplier. According to Ravald and Gronroos (1996), the
supplier can increase the benefits of their service by adding something the customer
perceives unique. The interviewee 4 described that they had tried other suppliers to validate
the value of the existing supplier and they had realized the effectiveness and uniqueness of

the current supplier’s services. The supplier provides value through:

“The benefits of RPA are very tightly connected to the goals and we measure
them as automatized hours or as time returned to the business. These are of
course tightly connected to the number of automations that is connected to the
development work and through which the value is created to us by the

supplier.” (Interviewee 5)

“The purchased services provide us a resource advantage of course and
enable tasks to advance regardless of our schedules. Of course it requires input
from our organization as well but the development resource exists and we can

expect that results are generated in certain amount of time” (Interviewee 4)
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The benefits that result value to customers through the collaboration are related to supplier’s
knowledge of the technology, the business processes and the understanding of customer
needs. The interviewees referred that they need the supplier to question why something is
done or why something should be done when creating new processes. The interviewees
expect the same open discussion in the relationship between the customer and the supplier.
As Gronroos (2008) presents, value can be measure financially but it also includes an
attitudinal component such as trust, affection or comfort. Interviewee 3 reported that
measuring RPA processes and setting common goals increased the perceived value of the

solution.

6.2 Roles

Interviewees presented the common RPA related roles, which are described in Table 10. The
supplier and customer representatives described similar roles, but the names of the roles may
differ and therefore the table below elaborates the most commonly used roles and terms.
RPA may offer interesting new roles and responsibilities to company’s employees and as
Interviewee 5 describes, their RPA personnel is recruited from inside the organization. First,
the personnel need to complete predefined trainings and then they can start working in

company’s RPA operations.

Table 10. The common roles in RPA

Role Description
RPA Owner Owns the RPA practice, typically IT or business department.
RPA Sponsor Typically member of upper management. Advances RPA operations in the

company level. Usually not part of daily operations.

Head of RPA or
Head of CoE

Coordinates RPA daily operations and RPA projects in different business units.

Usually co-operates with supplier’s project or service manager.

Process Owner Responsible of the automated business process. Often the future supervisor of the

RPA process. Monitors processes KPIs.

SME (Subject Matter
Expert)

Business personnel who currently performs the process. Has the best experience
of the current business process, systems and exceptions.

RPA Architect

Responsible of the RPA architecture of infrastructure, processes and practices.

Business Analyst

Analyses the business processes in co-operation with the SME and aims to

transfer the business process to robot process.

RPA Developer

Develops the defined process into RPA process.

RPA Maintenance

Maintains and further develops the RPA processes.
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IT personnel Responsible of IT systems, access management and network configurations.

Project Manager Manages the RPA process development related projects.

Service Manager Manages the maintenance of RPA processes.

Third parties Outsourced service providers that provide systems or infrastructure to the
customer.

The understanding of the organization of RPA functions is often limited to examining the
key roles of RPA. Interviewee 1 states that they have three persons of which one is working
in defining RPA processes, one is responsible for technical questions and one handles the
contractual side. Interviewee 4 describes that they have one person who has the ownership
of RPA, one who defines new RPA processes and one who develops and maintains RPA
processes. Interviewee 3 presents that they currently have only the product owner in the core
RPA team. Interviewee 3 adds that they have business owners and process owners in their
business units and new technologies often involve business ambassadors who share positive
technology related information. In addition to these key roles, also business personnel such
as process owners, SMEs, robot supervisors and robot’s team members should be considered
as a part of company’s RPA operations. To summarize, even if the key roles are named
differently in different companies, they fulfill the same basic needs. The interviewees

describe the automation organization as follows:

“There is that team where the process will be made. -- The robot becomes a
subordinate or team member for someone and the team is responsible to
supervise the development and testing of the process. And when the process is
in production, it kind of reports to its supervisor or team about whatever it

does.” (Interviewee 4)

“Everyone wants to automatize everything but it seems that nobody wants to

be the business owner of the process. ” (Interviewee 3)

Interviewee 2 describes that the supplier often has a manager who is responsible for the
contractual side of the delivery and then the supplier has a project or service manager who
is responsible for the daily operations and that the delivery is completed in agreed time with

the agreed quality. The business analyst and developer roles can be on from customer or
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supplier resources. Interviewee 5 states that they have both internal and external developers,

but the business analysts are decided to keep as internal for the following reason:

“I believe strongly that the person who analyses the processes needs to be an
internal person because if we don’t know our processes, we are in a bad

situation.” (Interviewee 5)

Interviewee 2 presents that their developers are always external but business analysts might
be internal or external, and highlights that even if an internal analysis is made, the supplier
should always verify that the customer’s non-technical business analyst has made the correct
assumptions. Interviewee 6 presents that typically customers start with an external business

analyst and then learn from the supplier and start to perform the job by themselves.

Role related challenges

The challenges that are related to the roles of RPA include the organizational challenges that
were discussed in the theoretical part of this study (chapter 2.6). Interviewee 5 describes that
they have problems in the project management side since their organization is not familiar
with the project type of work that RPA functions require. Contrariwise, interviewee 3 states
that the project nature of RPA comes naturally to them since they are a project organization
throughout. It can be summarized that the organizational structure of the customer company
affects the challenges and the supplier should be able to recognize customer’s maturity and
organization and through that, provide suitable propositions and solutions. Most studies
emphasize that RPA should be made familiar for the organization to avoid further problems
(e.g. Lacity & Willcocks 2016; Gotthard et al. 2017; Asiatini & Penttinen 2016; Willcocks
et al. 2015a ). The interviewees conclude that they have challenges to get their organization

to understand what it is and what it requires:

“It is hard to achieve such a flow that all parties would know that what we are

dealing with” (Interviewee 5)

“The supplier may come to discuss with our business personnel but the
challenge is that even we do not always know in which direction the idea and

the need may arise.” (Interviewee 2)
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When the organization has only few key RPA team members the challenge is that the roles
can be easily mixed up or someone’s role contains too many tasks. Interviewee 1 highlights
that it is necessary to have sufficient number of people in the key roles so that the internal
and external responsibilities can be aligned. Therefore, the challenges might concern the
division of roles and defining who is responsible of what. All necessary parties should be
involved to the implementation of an RPA process (e.g. Rutahanda et al. 2017), but often it
is a challenge to define who are the required participants. The challenge in defining roles
and their content may be customer’s internal challenge or it may include supplier as well.
Especially in the definition phase, both the supplier and the customer should know their
responsibilities. Interviewee 4 elaborates that they have had challenges with the supplier in

defining the processes:

“We had problems with a supplier on the definition side of the RPA process
development. It was not as disciplinary as it should have been and the
definition was slightly too agile. The definitions ended up being faulty and they
had to be changed multiple times during the development. -- We both learned
from that and now we won 't start doing anything before the definitions are

ready” (Interviewee 4)

Even if the development of an RPA process can be divided to specific steps, the process flow
requires synchronization between the steps and the persons involved. Multiple RPA related
roles might be in one person’s responsibility. A business analyst might perform development
and a developer could be a business analyst, for example. Nevertheless, it is important that
the person performing multiple roles is capable of doing them as described in the following

quotation.

“If we only have a developer that acts also as a business analyst, the person
must have the business understanding in addition to the technical
understanding. The person should have the capabilities to understand the

business process and not to blindly create the code.” (Interviewee 2)

Interviewee 6 states that a typical role related challenge is that the roles are not specifically

defined and then people perform same tasks simultaneously or something is left undone.
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Role ambiguities may arise from unclear role expectations and requirements in the
requirement definition phase (Ronnber Sjodin et al. 2016, 112) and usually these challenges
can be prevented by creating responsibility matrixes and by agreeing responsibilities in
advance. RPA involves high amounts of special elements and typically first automation cases
need to be strongly led by the supplier. According to Grénroos (2008), the service provider
cannot create value for customer because their role is to facilitate the customer value
creation. Moreover, Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 21) have noted that the value is
created in the joint problem solving and even if the supplier is expected to take the leader
role, the customer participation should not be bypassed. In addition, the interviewee 6
reminds that even if RPA technology suppliers provide courses for the RPA development,

some of the best practices are learnt through experiences.

6.3 Diagnosing needs

When considering ramping up customers RPA operations, interviewee 6 explains that the
first step is to help customer to find a suitable model to organize their RPA functions.
Possible models are establishing a CoE or using hub or spike model in which certain parts
are centralized and certain functions decentralized to units. Interviewee 6 would not
recommend fully decentralized model to anyone. The supplier should provide enough
information for the customer to support the decision-making process (Prahalad &
Ramaswamy 2004). Typically, Interviewee 6 recommends customers to use a fully
centralized model first and then transfer to the hub or spike model. When considering the
automation of business processes, RPA is used to automatize manual repetitive tasks that are
currently performed by humans in digital environments (e.g. Asiatini & Penttinen 2016;
Rutaganda et al. 2017). Interviewee 4 explains that their RPA needs arise when a manual
repetitive processes are found within their organization. Often those manual processes
contain multiple human errors and requires significant amount of human work. The needs

diagnosis includes following tasks:

“Our process analyzer starts to discuss the organization of the automation
whether it is with RPA or with some other tool. The supplier is not included in
this phase but our process analyzer challenges the business and tries to figure

out how the process could be leaned--. ” (Interviewee 4)
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“Few years ago our partner helped us to recognize suitable RPA process
candidates by being involved, by discussing with our business personnel and
by helping us to understand what kinds of processes are potential for
automation. Nowadays our own maturity has increased and we have noticed
that some of our business personnel communicate better when we do not
involve third parties to the discussions. -- Nevertheless, the partner should
challenge our choices -- and bring their expertise through open

communication. The partner should support the diagnosing phase.’

(Interviewee 1)

“The supplier could share anonymous examples from other customers. -- |
believe that different companies’ finance and HR functions are constructed

from similar processes.” (Interviewee 2)

“The supplier can offer us a business analyst and we will connect the analyst

with our business personnel.” (Interviewee 3)

From the supplier perspective, interviewee 6 recognizes that they can support customer’s
own diagnosing process by facilitating trainings, workshops, and mapping possible
processes together with the customer. The supplier can also present what kinds of processes
are good candidates for RPA and what are not. Interviewee 6 elaborates that the supplier can
use practical examples by introducing processes that other customers have created or by
showing what the customer’s other unit has created with RPA. After giving customer ideas

of what can be done the supplier initiates the idea collection:

“In the idea collection and analyzation phase, processes frequency, regularity,
information structure, input data, level of digitalization, technical systems,
system solutions, amount of manual work and saving potential is examined. In
addition, other indicators such as quality, velocity, customer service quality,
and employee satisfaction are discussed and then the process is estimated and

prioritized.” (Interviewee 6)
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The collaboration between the supplier and the customer demands open and honest
discussion that requires sharing confidential information about customer’s processes and
business. According to Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 20) value co-diagnosing role
and the information sharing is a prerequisite for the initial diagnosis As a value co-diagnoser
in RPA, the customer provides information about the business process, its goals and
challenges to the supplier representative. Interviewees state that it is impossible for the
supplier to start developing an RPA process without the help of their SMEs’. Interviewee 3
elaborates that the customer has the responsibility of defining the business processes and the
supplier has the responsibility of making sure that the processes are defined accurately. Only
after verifying that the business processes are defined correctly, the supplier can start to
transfer them to a robot process. The supplier involvement in the designing phase is

described as follows:

“The supplier could be involved to analyzing the initial ideas that has arisen
from all over our company. They could be involved in deciding that can we
automate the process with RPA or should we use some other technologies. So
that I wouldn’t directly abandon the idea because I think it is not suitable for
RPA.” (Interviewee 2)

“The thing that provides us value in the planning phase is helping to plan the
scope of the automation and if the developer sees that we are starting with a
scope that is too wide or that the automation could be done differently by taking
first this piece and then separating the rest. -- That would help us to move agile
through the sprints and development so there would be progress.”

(Interviewee 5)

Interviewee 3 suggest that better project management would prevent the challenges that
might arise in the diagnosing and designing phases. Typically, projects are started by
organizing a kick-off event. Interviewee 3 thinks that the supplier should be actively
organizing the event and require preparations from the customer side as well. Interviewee 3
also states that often there are no clear role descriptions and the customer participants’
supervisors have not made the needed reservations, for example. When considering the

nature of RPA, and that it requires significant amount of work from both supplier and
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customer, the roles, responsibilities and communication methods should be predefined to

avoid role ambiguities.

RPA can be considered as a novel technology since it has been on the markets for
approximately five years. During the first few years, RPA was marketed ad fast and easy
solution and like the previous academic literature suggests (e.g. Kroll et al. 2016; Hallikainen
et al. 2018). However, the following quotations highlight the importance of understanding

that RPA is not a tool that fits every need and it is not always the fastest or smartest solution.

“Companies have fault understanding that you can build an automation in 45
minutes and then it runs somewhere till the end of world.-- A supplier should
bring realisms into this and explain that when you are building a scalable
architecture, it is definitely not done in 45 minutes. RPA’s easiness is defined
by the landscape and the way of working of the company. You can never
manage expectations too well. -- We all have learnt here that the complexity
needs to be addressed. Not that RPA should sound like the most difficult and
scary thing in the world, because it is not, but that companies would
understand what kind of complexity we are dealing with and that there are

more aspects than just pressing buttons for 45 minutes.” (Interviewee 5)

“The supplier should really explain to what RPA is a suitable tool and where

is should not be used.” (Interviewee 1)

“The buying organization should really understand what RPA is. Our
management pays the bills but they do not know what can be actually done
with it. -- things are not always advancing so that they are ready within a week
and the supplier should make us to understand that when things are done well,
it takes time. They could also give good examples from other organizations
and keep us up to date on what is happening in the field of RPA.”

(Interviewee 2)
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6.4 Designing and producing the solution

The customer has a key role in defining the right path among all possibilities. As a co-
designer, the customer is involved in planning the solution and evaluating the potential
benefits and sacrifices related to the alternative solutions. (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola
2012, 20) The co-designer role in RPA requires that the customer is explaining the existing
business process in detail to the supplier and is involved in creating the required
documentation in co-operation with the supplier. An RPA process requires such detailed
information about the business process, used applications, user rights, timings, handled data,
and process exceptions that the customer representative’s involvement is necessary. The
RPA process can be only as good as the information gained from the SME. Interviewee 5
concludes that the supplier can help customer by being involved already in the early planning
of the automation and acting as a technical expert in the process definition phase. The
supplier should also be familiar with customer’s organization, its structure and have

experience from multiple customers as can be seen from the following quotations.

“The supplier should have enough capabilities for analyzing customer’s
business needs and they have to know how medium sized and big enterprises’
basic processes work. -- The supplier has experience from other customers so
they know how some processes can be automatized. They cannot apply the
same process exactly between customers but they can give ideas.”

(Interviewee 3)

“One big advantage is the experience that the supplier has. We expect it to
provide certain speed to our RPA functions. -- In this kind of schedule, we
would have not been able to have enough development resources from our own

personnel to be able to reach our goals.” (Interviewee 5)

Interviewee 5 elaborates that the supplier is expected to work according to the commonly
agreed standards and thus facilitating the maintenance and further development of processes.
Interviewee 4 emphasizes that the supplier should always be interested about why something
is done and the developer should always have the full understanding of the business process.
The RPA solutions are created in co-operation with the customer SME. Customers might be
involved by informing changes and new practices and offering materials (Aarikka-Stenroos

& Jaakkola 2012, 21). In the context of RPA, interviewees highlight customer’s informant
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role during the process development and therefore, the customer can be seen as a co-producer
of the solution. As a co-producer, customer becomes more like a partner than a follower
(Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 21).

Customer satisfaction arises when customer has received outcomes against expectations
(Oliver 199). The expectation management is pointed out to be necessary and the supplier
should make the customer companies have the understanding that it is not always profitable
to aim for 100 percent automation level. Hence, sometimes 70-90 percent automation level
is good enough. The processes may be further developed as can be seen from the following

quotation.

“I hope that when these solutions are planned and developed, the developer
would pay attention to the measuring of the process and reporting so that we
can see what is being automated and what is not--. We should be also able to

see what we can further develop to improve the automation.” (Interviewee 4)

The interviewees agree that the supplier’s developer can bring value to the customer by
having a comprehensive understanding of the process and by considering both definitions

and maintenance side when developing the automation. The interviewees state that

“The developer needs to understand the business process and stop blindly
following the definitions. They should think about the problem handling, and
not only consider the process from the technical side but also think it from the
business user perspective. They could propose that the robot could inform the

team about an exception, for example.” (Interviewee 2)

“-- Every process that is done should be seen as part of the entirety and it has
to be part of customer’s chosen strategy. -- If we have chosen to utilize reusable
components in our RPA processes then the developer needs to have the ability

to follow the chosen strategy, for example.” (Interviewee 1)

“The supplier can minimize the unstable parts of the process by using their

expertise. -- The developer is not providing value if he do not understand the
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business process and makes it as complicated as it was before. Leaning and

standardizing the process provides value to us.” (Interviewee 3)

“If the developer or the business do not understand the process, they might
create an ineffective process all over again. Yes, the process is faster with

robot but still; iz is not a good process” (Interviewee 6)

Interviewee 6 elaborates that the supplier discusses the current process’ status and challenges
with the customer and then proposes possible solutions for the robot process. The customer
representative needs to be open minded since the process might differ from the manual
process itself. It is important that the customer is involved throughout the planning and
development phases and participates actively on testing the process. Moreover, the developer
should consider the customer’s need to follow the process and as Rutaganda et al. (2017)
present, RPA can improve compliance through better traceability, detailed logs and
documentation. However, interviewees emphasize that the business personnel often
underestimate the need for documentation even if it brings visibility and secures the future

operations of the RPA process.

Typically, the supplier brings value to the planning and development phases through their
experience. Interviewees mentioned multiple times that the supplier could present options
and reference cases to them. In addition, Interviewee 6 describes that they can encourage the
customer to utilize lean or other process simplifying techniques and thus reduce ineffective
work and bring value to the business processes. Moreover, according to interviewee 6, the
supplier can add reporting or analyzing to the process to make it more valuable. The supplier
has established best practices when working with multiple customers and they should be

able to share them from customer to another.

The challenges and the solutions

The RPA processes are vulnerable to environment changes and updates in source or target
systems (e.g. Gadre et al. 2017). Robots use accounts created by company’s IT, such as
humans, and they need access rights and permissions to be able to work. Interviewee 5
elaborates that they have faced problems on limiting processes’ scope and using applications

that are not suitable for RPA or their technical environment. They have also experienced
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challenges regarding access and permission rights and matching development, test and
production environments. In the first RPA processes, the typical problems are connected to
used applications and access right management. Therefore, it is important to design the
access right policies and practices already from the beginning. It should be noted that the
access rights management does not end after the development phase and continues when the

automation is in production.

Interviewee 4 elaborates that first common problem is the used applications and their
suitability for automation. Sometimes the problem may be avoided by using APIs, for
example. Second common problem is application updates, interruptions and differences
between test and production environment. These challenges may be avoided with good
planning. Third common problem is that people do not understand what RPA is and think
that all automation is RPA. In addition, they do not understand that the robot needs the input
on structured format and they cannot change the names of the files that robot uses, for
example. Fourth common problem is that people do not understand that the RPA process is
not intelligent and it cannot make decisions. These challenges can be addressed by sharing
information and training business users. Knowledge sharing is named as one part of creating
value-in-use (Ranjan & Read 2016) so while sharing information, the customer company
might also create value-in-use. Interviewee 1 also mentions the application updates and the

problems of connecting to some technical environments.

In addition to the described technical challenges, interviewees name process and personnel
related challenges that are similar to the ones discussed in the theoretical part of this study
(see Moffit et al. 2018; Asiatini & Penttinen 2016; Jussila van Leeuwen 2019; Hallikainen
etal. 2019; Deloitte 2018; Gotthard et al. 2019; Gadre et al. 2017). The process and personnel
related challenges are described in the following quotations.

“The most common challenge is in how we describe the business process.
When documenting the process, assumptions are made. We assume to
understand the process but in the same time, there might be two or three ways
to understand the same thing. If we misunderstand the business process, the

automation process will be faulted as well.” (Interviewee 1)
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“The challenge might be that the business analyst or developer does not have
the courage to change the process because of the business. Our business is
used to doing things in certain way and it is hard to go tell them that something
needs to be changed. -- Sometimes the business does not want to give their

work away.” (Interviewee 3)

“If you are talking with people, they might not remember in the definition or
analysis phase that what kind of problems or exceptions the process has. Even
if the process is being recorded, not all use cases are described. Some

problems do not arise until we are in production.” (Interviewee 6)

“There might also be change resistance within the personnel. -- People might
be worried that the robot is taking their jobs. These are of course controllable”
(Interviewee 6)

Even if RPA needs the support of upper management (Lacity & Willcocks 2016),
interviewees describe that the management, the head of RPA or the account manager, are
too far from the daily operations. Typically, the targets and goals are placed from the
management level but at the same time, they do not know what is happening in the daily
operations. The interviewees describe that the upper management needs to understand the
daily operations and include the RPA operative personnel to defining goals. In addition, role
ambiguities may arise from unclear contracting (Rénnberg Sjodin et al. 2016, 112) and some
interviewees elaborated that the contracts are not been made familiar enough to all
participants. Interviewee 3 explains that business might also have time related pressure and
other time-consuming projects going on at the same time when developing the RPA process.
Therefore, the business may lack resources for the definition and testing phases. The
resource problem may also consider the supplier and Interviewee 2 elaborates that they have
had resourcing problems with one of their suppliers and hopes that the supplier’s upper
management would be closer to understand the effects of their resource allocations. Role
ambiguities may arise from unclear role descriptions and unspecific operative requirements
and as a solution, the supplier and the customer should concentrate on sharing knowledge

(Ronnberg Sjodin et al. 2016, 112). Therefore, the supplier and the customer should
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communicate the targets, resource related needs and challenges clearly and truly engage

themselves to the service.

As a solution to the arisen challenges, Interviewee 2 proposes continuous, open and honest
discussions between the customer and the supplier. The customer should be able to
communicate their needs, schedules and requirements while the supplier should be able to
understand that what looks good on paper does not necessary work on reality. Interviewee 2

highlights that the supplier needs to be able to commit. The interviewees proposed that

“Taking time on the definition phase is necessary. The analyzer needs to
explain the process to the business and make sure that they understand the

required commitment” (Interviewee 4)

“--The process needs to be gone through over and over again to understand it.
-- A second person should verify the analyzers work because then we can make

sure that the documentation is done well enough” (Interviewee 1)

When considering the technical problems, we should note the risks and treat
them through risk management practices. In addition, the developer can make
sure that the process logs enough error details so when something is broken,

we will found out what it is and be able to fix it.” (Interviewee 1)

Interviewee 6 describes that measuring and managing processes might ease the RPA related
challenges. In addition to measuring and monitoring the RPA process, the customer should
measure what the process removes from their personnel’s to do list and what is readier to
work with than before, for example. The implemented RPA practices should consider the
risk that the personnel thinks that RPA is implemented to replace them (e.g. Hallikainen et
al. 2018; Lacity & Willcocks 2015a). The interviewees state that RPA and its benefits and
challenges need to be communicated openly and the practices need to aim to improve the
quality of company’s business processes. Therefore, the company that is using RPA should
consider if their operative personnel is getting improvements on the quality of their work, is
receiving better input data or is being able to concentrate on more complex work than before

due to RPA, for example. To make the robots more easily accepted, the companies could
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name the robots or give them a symbolic form (Hallikainen et al. 2018; Lacity & Willcocks
2015a). Interviewees elaborate that they have used these methods to familiarize RPA to their

personnel.

6.5 Implementing the solution

The customer acts as a co-implementor when they actively participate in the implementation
process of the solution that has been created during the joint problem-solving activities
(Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). In the context of RPA, the customer has a major
role as a co-implementor in the production transfer of the RPA processes. The supplier is
responsible for the technical implementation and the customer verifies that the robot is
performing work to their business unit. Interviewee 6 describes that the implementation
phase starts long before the actual production implementation and requires preparations from
both the supplier and the customer. After the development is completed, an UAT (user
acceptance testing) is performed. Consequently, Interviewee 2 refers that the supplier is
responsible for the technical testing and the customer is responsible for preparing the test
cases and verifying the results. Usually the supplier is responsible for documenting the UAT
and the customer is responsible for approving the results and documentation. Interviewees

describe the process implementation as follows.

“The supplier creates value with us in the implementation when it is as smooth,
simple and well managed as possible. The supplier should present the benefits

to the business in written. (Interviewee 3)

“I think that already the first process should be done by using the practices
that will be used later. The process definition needs to be very precise. -- And
if the team includes people from the customer that are going to work in the
field of RPA, the supplier could train these persons at the same time when
developing and implementing the first processes. The customer organization
needs to have someone who understands RPA and it is supplier’s responsibility
to support our understanding.-- I do not see that a collaboration in which the
customer does not understand about the RPA or the RPA process could work.

” (Interviewee 4)
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“The supplier has a big role on the consulting side. They see how the new
process fits the existing production environment and of course, they have big
role on testing and technical production transfer as well. The supplier needs
to make sure that the code is reviewed and the process is documented, as it
should. -- The business has the responsibility to inform their business users
about the automation. -- The supplier’s responsibility is to put the automation
in production in agreed manner and business’ responsibility to share the

information inside the business.” (Interviewee 5)

“We need to plan the RPA project and make sure that we have booked all
necessary meetings in advance. The developer should anticipate and evaluate
the readiness of the process and schedule the testing meetings in advance, for
example. Hence, the developer might have time tomorrow to do some testing
but the business personnel’s calendar might be booked for the next three
weeks.-- The supplier could also use time to go the test cases through with us.”

(Interviewee 2)

Interviewee 6 describes that the supplier can bring value to the implementation by offering
code and maintenance reviews for the processes and by making sure that, the process fits the
agreed quality standard. In addition, the supplier might provide support for business users as
well especially when their daily operations are changed by the new automation. The
supplier’s role is to support customer’s value creation process by facilitating the interactive
processes (Gonroos 2008, 299). Interviewees also describe that the value created included
elements of relationship in the implementation phase as Ravald and Gronroos (1996)

suggested.

The maintenance of RPA processes

Some of the interviewees highlight that RPA processes’ lifecycle should be considered and
designed in advance. RPA is not only a temporary solution and it requires maintenance,
management and collaboration between the supplier and the customer after the process
development is completed. The following quotations represent interviewees’ ideas of RPA

maintenance and its requirements.
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“I believe that the supplier should make the customer to understand that RPA
is a permanent solution and it requires ongoing investments. There might be
need for further development, fixing bugs or version updates that require work
from the supplier. Therefore the maintenance model needs to be agreed”

(Interviewee 4)

“The maintenance work should be visible for both parties and there would not
be any extra surprises. The exception alerts should be as automatized as

possible. (Interviewee 3)

“When we are doing hyper care for an automation, we should establish a
common way to collaborate and the customer and the supplier should book

resources for the hyper care as well.” (Interviewee 2)

“Customers are expecting us to be cost efficient, provide quality services, and
be open and positive. -- In addition, a constant development of our practices
and the evaluation of what could be improved is necessary. -- Staying put is

not enough within this market.” (Interviewee 6)

According to Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 22) the experienced value is not only
related to the solution outcome itself but also generated through the process of exchange.
Interviewee 5 elaborates that they expect to get help when needed and in timely manner. In
addition, they want to feel that their process is still important for the supplier and expect to
have similar technical capabilities in the maintenance team as in the development team. It is
highlighted that RPA automations are not something to leave in the production and that
automation processes need care and attention on regular basis. Interviewee 1 points out that
they expect the supplier to monitor their processes and make small corrections immediately.
Hence, the supplier should take care of the process, as it was their own. Moreover,
Interviewee 2 explains that they expect the supplier to be proactive and that the code should
be developed to give alerts for the maintenance team as well. In addition, Interviewee 2
appreciates that the communication with the maintenance team is made as easy as possible.
This could mean that the support team would have multiple channels on receiving the

malfunctioning information from the customer’s business personnel. Interviewee 5 agrees to
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the need for functioning communications and understands that they may not have a one
specific person who is responsible for the process maintenance but regardless of that, the
information flow should be fluid and the customer needs to know how their processes are

doing.

Uncertain role scripts are connected to the implementation and operation phases and the role
ambiguities origin from unclear view of how to address unanticipated role requirements and
resistance to role change (Rénnber Sjodin et al. 2016, 112). Interviewee 3 concludes that
clarifying roles and responsibilities would help to decrease the uncertainty during the RPA
implementation and operation phases. Moreover, Interviewee 3 elaborates that defining roles
and increasing the visibility by using measuring and reporting tools decreases the change

resistance and resolves role ambiguities.

6.6 Organizing robotic process automation and value conflicts
Interviewee 5 describes that previously RPA was sold as a tool for the business to automate
their processes but now RPA is seen in a way that is more comprehensive. Interviewee 5
elaborates that they tried to use RPA in their business unit, but the challenge was to involve
IT and thus be able to proceed with the automations. The interviewees recognize the
importance of centralized coordination in RPA projects and describe it as follows.

“The role of centralized coordination is vital. RPA needs to be seen as a one
technology in company level--. This kind of widely spread way of working
needs to be managed and have strategic management model, strategic goals
and development ways. If there is no centralized coordination, there will be

chaos.” (Interviewee 1)

“I don’t see that the SPOC (Single Point of Contact) needs to be in the IT, but

RPA needs to be managed on a centralized way.” (Interviewee 5)

Interviewee 3 elaborates that centralized coordination improves the communications and
brings openness to the RPA operations. The process owners, upper management and RPA
team is more involved when they know what is going on and the communication is fluid. In

addition, when RPA is coordinated, the solutions are standardized, the maintenance can be
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organized in a planned manner and there are no surprises when applications are changing,
for example. Moreover, the updates on applications can be anticipated when the RPA
practice is managed from a single point. Centralized coordination may also affect
organization’s attitude towards RPA. If there are multiple ways or actors performing RPA,
misunderstandings and badly developed processes may cause reputational harm. The
coordination role is often divided between the customer and the supplier. The interviewees

describe project and service management as follows.

“Project and service management is used to assure that work is done at
reasonable places, with right capabilities and in organized manner.
Management helps to detect problems as soon as possible and supports that
the proactive actions will take place. To summarize, quality, lower costs,

scheduled and right resources.” (Interviewee 6)

“We coordinate our RPA program internally and our hub members work under
the hub’s project manager. -- We have also few centralized resources from the
supplier who act as a floating resources for certain hubs.-- In this model we
do not have a specific need for a project manager but when we transfer to the

maintenance, the need for supplier’s coordination increases.” (Interviewee 5)

“We manage our RPA functions, we create the backlog, and we decide what is
to be automated. -- When the definition is ready, the supplier provides us the

development resource.” (Interviewee 4)

“The supplier’s project manager should always be up to date about where
each process development goes, what is the next step, what is coming and what
is needed from us to advance, for example. And our role would be to provide
missing information or at least know when the information will be coming.”

(Interviewee 2)

“In our projects, the supplier is a master project manager. -- and the supplier

has greater responsibility on the entirety management”. (Interviewee 3)
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Suppliers often adopt their project management skills to structure the value co-creation
process (Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola 2012, 21). It can be seen from the interviewees’
responses that in the RPA operations, the role of supplier’s project manager depends on the
customer’s organization and needs. According to Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 21)
suppliers are sometimes required and expected to manage the customer resources. However,
in RPA, the need to manage customer resources is highly dependent on the operational
model, customer’s own involvement and their operational maturity. Interviewee 6 elaborates
that the division of the project management role varies from customer to another. When
considering the change management related communication, Interviewee 6 presents that
often the supplier supports customer’s project or service managers to communicate with their
own organization. Even if the supplier’s project or service manager would be in the leading
role, the support of the customer project or service manager is needed. Interviewee 6 reminds
that the customer knows their resources, suppliers, contracts and right management practices
the best, for example and thus the customer involvement is necessary.. Interviewee 6
describes that typically the lack of customer’s project or service manager causes delays,
increased costs, misuse of time and resources, and lowers the customer satisfaction. The
similar disadvantages are expected when the supplier does not have a project or service

manager.

According to Woodruff (1997) customer perceived value varies over time. Hence, the
supplier should discuss the organization of roles and the expectations in the beginning of the
delivery and remember to verify from time to time that is this the direction or the operational
model that is still favorable. To understand jointly defined co-creation goals and avoid role
ambiguities, the customer and the supplier should concentrate on defining roles,

responsibilities and expectations (Ronnberg Sjodin et al. 2016, 112).

Interviewee 4 states that they expect the supplier to present new technological solutions and

ideas on a regular basis. The interviewees also require direct communication:

“I think that the supplier should be able to tell openly if something is not going
right.-- If our organization is not capable on delivering something or we are
not performing our side, the supplier should have the courage to discuss about

it with us, for example. -- We pay them to endure us but they could be
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sometimes more strict and oblige us to find a way to solve our problems.-- In
addition, if something is not going as planned, the supplier could help us to

explain it to our management” (Interviewee 2)

Value conflicts
Shared goals may lead to value conflicts between the supplier and the customer (Aarikka-
Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22) and the RPA related value conflicts might also emerge

internally in the customer side. Interviewees contemplate value conflicts as follows.

“In our company, the goals for the RPA are very aggressive and the pressure
to reach the goals is very strong. | am fearing that in the hub level they are
starting automate anything to reach the goals.-- | am seeing it as a conflict that
when you start aggressively leading through a certain target, the operational
side loses its meaning and it does not matter anymore what is being
automated.-- One may think that was it all for nothing to ramp up the RPA

operations.” (Interviewee 5)

“The definitions of the processes have caused conflicts both internally and with
the supplier. -- Our business has not been happy that invoices keep coming and

they feel that they haven 't received any value.” (Interviewee 4)

“I think that one of the biggest conflicts may have been in the terminology

between a business process and an RPA process.” (Interviewee 1)

“The conflict have arisen from schedules that have gone over. The amount and
the speed of making automations has not been what we wanted. -- Our goals
have been too optimistic and the way of collaborating or the capabilities have
not matched. -- | think that the supplier needs to know our goals from the
beginning to help us to reach them and commit by themselves as well.”

(Interviewee 2)
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“-- First, some of customer’s business personnel resist the change.-- and this
is where the upper management’s sponsor could help. Second, the conflict may
be in the prioritization and who receives the service. -- and in this conflict may
be solved by customer’s head of RPA or similar who is be able to discuss with
the involved businesses and make the prioritization practice transparent.”

(Interviewee 6)

The value conflicts need to managed and one way is to manage them through expectation
management practices (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). Interviewee 6 elaborates
that the supplier could help to solve value conflicts by supporting customer, bringing the
conflicts visible and providing information about how similar problems are solved in other
companies, or providing prioritization or communications models that are proven effective.
Interviewee 6 states that the supplier’s possibilities to help customers to solve internal value
conflicts is limited. The interviewees stated that the typical value conflicts are related to the
goals and targets of RPA. Gotthard et al. (2019, 40) reminds that RPA processes are done
for business so also the goals should become from the business. In this study, interviewees

referred that the management predefines the goals.

The interaction between the customer and the supplier provide value also to the supplier.
Interviewee 6 refers that in addition to the monetary benefits, the supplier gets knowledge,
and industry and business unit related knowhow, for example. The customer acts as a co-
developer of value when they help building supplier’s knowhow of the solution (Aarikka-
Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). Customers might help the supplier to understand the business
area or give examples of reusable processes, for example. The supplier might also improve
their services and service quality through the feedback received from customers and thus
provide better services to other customers as well. The customers become co-marketers of
the solution when they are willing to act as reference customers to promote supplier’s
services to other companies (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22) that consider engaging
in RPA. Interviewee 5 underlines that the customer needs to see the supplier through their
capabilities. However, the customer is able to realize supplier’s capability promises only
after the contract is signed and the supplier has started the work. Therefore, it is important

that the supplier engage the satisfied customers to share their good experiences.
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The customer and the supplier should work together to resolve the value conflicts. According
to the Interviewee 5, it would be important to have the business to desire to automate their
work. The business should understand that the RPA processes are actually useful team
members and subordinates to them, which help to perform better and to reach business goals.

The interviewees propose the following solutions to the value conflicts:

“The goals should be defined in co-operation with the supplier and then we
could be on the same page and decide together can we reach the defined goals

and make necessary adjustments.” (Interviewee 2)

“We need upper management to support the RPA operations. The lower we go
on the management, the harder the automation approvals get.”

(Interviewee 3)

According to the research of Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012, 211) there are so-called
super professionals, whose attitude is arrogant and who do not facilitate solving problems in
co-operation with the customer. The Interviewees 1 and 3 explain that they expect certain
humanity from the supplier and Interviewee 5 states that it does not matter what title the
business card says, because we are in this together. Moreover, the connections between the

supplier and the customer are perceived important:

“The human factors from both sides affect. The project team must know each
other and everyone needs to look at each other on the same level. The turnover
should be minimized because it makes things harder. The continuity

management is very important.” (Interviewee 3)

The continuity of the RPA service is important and the supplier and the customer should try
to minimize the turnover on their personnel. However, the RPA practice should not be on
one person’s responsibility as the Interviewee 2 states. Solving value conflicts might be an
extensive process (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 211) and interviewee 2 elaborates
that the supplier and the customer need to be open and honest regarding value conflicts and

the reasons behind them.
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Customer-supplier relationship

To form a good customer-supplier relationship, both parties need to adapt. Interviewee 5
emphasizes that even if both parties are responsible of their own teams, the supplier needs
to have flexibility and willingness to adapt to customer’s operational model. Interviewee 4
states that the quality of supplier’s work is important and the supplier needs to follow agreed
response times and have social skills and good service attitude. In addition, Interviewee 4
highlights that the understanding must apply for both sides and in a balanced co-operation,
the customer cannot humiliate the supplier. Based on the interviews, it can be stated that the
development of the RPA practice requires seamless co-operation in addition to the required
technical compliancy. The interviewees name following factors that affect the formation of

a good supplier-customer relationship.

“People, honesty, openness, transparency and real willingness to develop the

collaboration.” (Interviewee 1)

“Openness, punctuality, -- and common goals. Of course, we know that we get
different advantages from this, but there must be a common state of mind. We
want to succeed together rather than just we pay and you perform. A good
customer-supplier relationship is formed through partnership. You need to
want to provide services for us because you think that it is nice when we
succeed.-- We pay our bills happily when we know that you have done the best

you can” (Interviewee 2)

Customers may evaluate the perceived value through the received benefits and required
sacrifices by identifying the trade-off between price and quality (Ulaga & Chacour 2001,
531). The supplier’s actions during the service provision were stated to affect customer’s
perception of value. Customers evaluate supplier’s performance constantly and the supplier
should develop way to discuss the co-created value-in-use with the customer and thus

improve the service quality based on the feedback.
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6.7 Concluding the empirical findings and analysis

Based on the empirical findings of this study, it can be stated that the value co-creation
processes, its activities and roles are connected to the benefits and challenges through mutual
goals as anticipated in the conceptual framework. Moreover, the benefits and the challenges
are expected to result to perceived value and customer experience through customer
expectations. When considering the shared learning aspect and reflecting it to the empirical
data, the service improvements were highlighted over shared learning and thus the
anticipated shared learning aspect seemed to refer more to service improvement through
feedback from all customers. This conclusion is made because the empirical data emphasized
that customers are expecting the supplier to develop practices through feedback and present
new ideas and innovations on regular basis. Moreover, the data suggested that customers are
expecting the supplier to propose continuous improvements based on their experiences.
Based on the empirical data, it is recommended that the service team should create feedback
channels and facilitate open and honest discussion regarding the development of the service.
In addition, the data highlighted that customer organization’s needs are not static. Customer
company’s needs may differ based on the maturity of their operations or based on the
experiences that they are getting from other projects, for example.

Therefore, the conceptual framework of this study will be stated to be functional except
regarding the shared learning aspect, which will be changed to service improvement aspect
in the ex-post framework presented in Figure 11. In addition, the empirical findings pointed
out that the customer-supplier environment referred to a relationship in the context of this
study. For the customer companies, it was natural to operate in the customer-supplier
environment and therefore, the environment was interpreted more as a relationship and thus
the customer-supplier environment will be changed to customer-supplier relationship in the

ex-post framework to describe the environment’s nature better.
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Figure 11. The conceptual framework (ex-post framework)

ﬂustomer—Supplier relationship \

Value co-creation

Value co-creation
process

Perceived
value and
customer
experience

Benefits and

Mutual goals challenges Expectations &
experiences

Value
co-creation
roles

Service improvements

\ /

The presented conceptual framework visualizes the relationship between value co-creation,

benefits and challenges, and perceived value and customer experience. The framework
draws the used theories together and builds a way to analyze the empirical findings. To gain
a comprehensive understanding of the discussed topic, Figure 12 synthetizes the concepts
that were found during the empirical analysis. An RPA process is a central element of
company’s RPA operations and therefore presented in the middle of the picture with
customer side value co-creation roles that enable value co-creation in the customer-supplier
relationship. The presented value co-creation roles are placed over each phase of RPA
process development to represent the phase in which the role most commonly appears in
based on the empirical data. It needs to be noted that the role may appear in other phases as
well. To give an example, new needs can arise during the process development or the process
maintenance phases and thus the customer might be a co-diagnoser or co-designer during
both of those phases.

An RPA process and customer’s value co-creation roles are key elements in RPA operations
but they do not construct the entire RPA function. In addition to connecting value co-
creation’s customer roles to the phases of an RPA process creation, the study revealed factors
and supplier’s actions that affect customer’s RPA value co-creation. The empirical data
connected the factors and the actions to some RPA process development phases but their
effects on RPA operations can be seen before, during and after the creation of a single RPA

process and therefore the analysis will concentrate on presenting the found factors. The RPA
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process creation and the actions and factors are presented in Figure 12 and discussed in the

following chapters.

Figure 12. Synthesis of the empirical findings
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Factors and their effect on value creation

The empirical findings presented that organizational structure, centralized management,
collaboration models, RPA roles, communication and goals are factors that affect customer’s
RPA operations. The factors are recognized to be separate but at the same time connected to
each other, to the supplier’s actions, to customer side value co-creation roles, and to the RPA
process creation. Company’s RPA functions are tightly connected to the company’s
organizational structure. A small organization requires different type of support than larger
organization and therefore the collaboration model and roles between the supplier and the
customer must be agreed separately based on the customer organization’s abilities and
available resources. Moreover, different RPA organization models work for different types
of companies. Some companies advantage from fully centralized RPA operations whereas
some organizations and their business units have more independence and thus require a
model that allows the business units to own their RPA operations by using Hub model, for
example. Customer’s needs may change over time and some companies might start with a
fully centralized model and transfer to more decentralized model when the operations grow,

for example.
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The same phenomenon was identified with the collaboration models. Some companies
require more support from the supplier whereas some companies use the supplier as a
resource to support their own operations, for example. The supplier is considered as a partner
who provides the needed services that depend on customer organization. During the creation
of an RPA process, the organization and collaboration model affect the roles, the
responsibilities and the division of work between the customer and the supplier. Process
recognition, analysis, development, implementation and maintenance phases often include
both supplier and customer work. During all of these phases, the customer should be
responsible of their data and systems, and the RPA process output’s validity whereas the
supplier has more of a professional role on the technical side. The collaboration might also
change over time when customer’s abilities evolve and the supplier knows customer’s needs
better.

The study recognized RPA related roles and pointed out that all interviewed customer
companies have similar roles but the division of roles and the organization model differs.
Some companies give more value to the business unit related roles whereas some companies
centralize the roles more strongly to the RPA team, for example. The synchronization of
roles between a supplier and a customer is important but the customer should align the roles
internally as well. The process recognition phase can be enabled by organizing events, in

which the customer personnel can present ideas for suitable automation ideas, for example.

During an RPA process development project, roles and responsibilities need to be defined
and the project team should discuss them actively. When the customer is able to appoint the
correct SME to discuss the process with the business analyst and the developer, the quality
of the received information is expected to be better and the exceptions can be taken into
account in more detailed level, for example. It is important that the supplier has a
comprehensive understanding of customer’s organization and their RPA related roles to
serve them better. Typically, in the beginning of an RPA collaboration customers question
the supplier’s need to know their business but in long term the collaborations in which the
supplier knows customer personnel, organization, industry and goals, and participates

actively to the decision making, the RPA operations are perceived more successful.
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Communication is a key to share information between the supplier and the customer.
Typically, communication channels and responsibilities are discussed in the beginning of a
project but the study highlighted that more effort should be put into defining the
communication methods, channels and responsibilities. An RPA process development was
recognized to require constant and open conversation between the business analyst,
developer, project manager, process owner and SME. The process maintenance was noticed
to require communication within the support team and with customer’s team that is working
with the process. Moreover, the RPA operations require discussions in the strategical level
between customer’s RPA owner, customer’s management and supplier’s agreement
responsible. Even if the need for communication was highlighted more in some themes, the
need for communication is recognized to affect all phases of an RPA process development
and generally the RPA initiatives. The need for communication is not limited only between
the supplier and the customer but also to customer’s internal operations. Some companies
were noticed to use internal communications such as intranet to present RPA processes as
workmates and thus making RPA more approachable by humanizing the software robots as
Hallikainen et al. (2018, 49) and Willcocks et al. (2015a, 21) presented.

Communication is a central element also in the field of expectation management. The study
highlighted that to create a functional relationship, open and honest communication is
required. The need for expectation management is acknowledged to start already from the
agreement phase. The empirical findings showed that customers expect the supplier to
explain RPA in a realistic way already from the beginning of a collaboration. RPA process
development requires expectation management especially in the analysis and development
phases. The data emphasized that customers expect the supplier to help to define the scope
of an automation in the process analysis phase and to keep the customer up to date of the
changes during the development phase. The data showed that even if the supplier is not able
to handle customer’s internal expectation management, they could support the customer

representatives through their expertise and experience.

According to the study, goals were identified as a factor that guides the whole RPA
operations. Moreover, common goals and setting goals together were named to influence the
perceived value. It was interesting that most commonly the data referred to goals when

discussing the designing and producing phases and considering the organization of RPA.
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Typically, customer companies receive their goals from upper management who is not
involved in the daily operations. For this reason, the RPA operations need to be transparent
and communicated throughout the company. If the RPA operations are measured only based
on the number of processes, the provided value might decrease because business units might
automate processes that do not provide value but need to be automated to reach the goals,
for example. Hence, RPA goals need to be based on business units’ own goals and needs
rather than to company’s upper management’s perceptions. It is recommended to include the
supplier to the goal setting and communicate clearly what is expected and needed.
Communicating internal goals to the supplier customer enables the supplier and the customer
to align their common goals and operative models to be suitable for reaching the goals.

Supplier’s actions and their effect on value co-creation

The findings of the empirical study discovered supplier’s actions that affect value creation
through RPA services. Understanding needs, experience and expertise, comprehensive
understanding, practices, processes, documentation, and expectation management were
identified as supplier’s actions that create value. The findings of the study emphasized the
importance of customer involvement and the supplier’s support. The supplier should
understand customer needs and provide their expertise and experience not only on given
tasks but by innovating and giving ideas for new processes and practices. Typically,
companies have similar processes in the area of HR and finance, for example, thus the
supplier can present existing RPA processes anonymously to give ideas and examples.
Customers also appreciate that the supplier has worked with same systems previously and
knows how to automate them. In addition, suppliers might help customers to avoid common
pitfalls by providing best practices to guide their operations. Understanding customer needs
occurs through effective communications and industry expertise in all RPA process
development phases and during the continuous maintenance operations. Understanding
customer needs and having experience and expertise affect the creation of RPA processes

and the RPA co-creation roles.

An RPA process is stated to be more than a technological solution and therefore supplier’s
comprehensive understanding of customer’s business is necessary. The supplier’s personnel
need to be curious in nature and able create conversation between them and the customer.

To create a good RPA process, a question ‘why this is done’, is vital especially in process
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analysis and development phases. Since RPA is more people than technology, social skills
are required from both sides during the collaboration. Supplier’s comprehensive
understanding is based on industry knowledge and the knowledge of similar companies and
processes. Not everything can be learned prior to the collaboration since all companies have
their own way of performing their activities. Therefore, the supplier-customer relationship
needs to be built for the project and maintenance teams and the supplier should not make

assumptions when defining and developing RPA processes.

When customers are collaborating with suppliers, they expect to receive practices, processes
and documentation. Based on the study, the supplier needs to adapt to customer’s needs but
when disagreeing on customer’s decisions during the process development or maintenance
phases, the supplier should use their expertise and try to present the consequences of the
decision to the customer. It is recommended that the operational model that includes the
processes and the practices should be in place already from the beginning and the supplier
should provide different options depending on customer’s situation. The study revealed that
companies that have had not created process documentation in the analysis, development
and implementation phases have had problems with the process maintenance. Resolving
value conflicts and organizing the resources and the capabilities is vital in all RPA initiatives.
According to the data, the arisen conflicts were closely connected to the expectation
management practices. It is interesting that based on the empirical findings, expectation
management was recognized to create higher perceived value. It can be stated that when the
customer knows what they are buying, they were able to adjust their expectations. The study

emphasized that it needs structure to be functional.
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7. Discussion and conclusions

This chapter provides an overview of the key findings of the empirical study and discusses
them through the reviewed literature. Moreover, this chapter aims to answer the research
questions and presents theoretical and managerial implications. In addition, the limitations

of the study are discussed and suggestions for further research are presented.

This thesis has taken a systematic perspective on the value co-creation in the context of RPA.
More specifically, the value co-creation has been examined from the customer perspective
through the activities and roles of value co-creation. The process of creating an RPA process
starts when the customer has an idea of a process that could be automated. When the process
has been identified and the customer has prioritized it, the business analyst starts to go
through the process with the subject matter expert. The study showed that the interviewees
who had been involved with RPA for several years recognize that this is the most important
phase in the creation process. The previous study of RPA (e.g. Kaya et al. 2019; Aguirre &
Rodriquez 2017; Lacity & Willcocks 2016; Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018; Willcocks, Lacity
& Craig 2015a; Kroll et al. 2016) has not directly emphasized the importance of the
definition phase, but based on this research, many of the presented challenges of RPA can

be seen to result from inadequate definition of the process.

When the definition phase is completed, the business analyst transfers the RPA process to
the developer. The study showed that the developer needs to have more than only technical
capabilities to provide value to the customer and the importance of customer participation
was highlighted. The evaluation of the RPA process should be constant during the
development phase from both the customer and the supplier representatives. Supplier’s
responsibility is to evaluate the technical quality of the code and the customer should
evaluate the quality of the provided results. Moreover, the purpose of the RPA process
should be discussed and the needs of the business considered on ongoing bases. In the service
dominant logic, the unit of exchange is the operand resources and goods are only
intermediate products that are used by customers in value creation process (Vargo & Lusch
2004, 7). In the context of RPA this would mean that, the technology is secondary compared

to the knowhow of the supplier’s resource.
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Value-in-use consists of experience, relationship and personalization (Ranjan & Read 2016,
22) and the perceived value originates from direct or indirect monetary benefits (Aarikka-
Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012, 22). The study showed that the customer-supplier relationships
are based on multiple forms of value and include trade-offs between the sacrifices and the
received benefits. In the service dominant logic, value is determined and perceived by the
customer on the basis of value-in-use (Vargo & Lusch 2004, 7). When the automation is
ready, its lifecycle continues in the production. Therefore, the supplier should use their
expertise to consider the lifecycle of the automation and develop it to match the future needs
as well. The study showed that customers who are familiar with RPA do not expect the
automations to run in the production without costs, and the findings of the study elaborated
that standardized development and documentation practices help in the further development.
When a company automates processes for the first time with RPA, it considered that the
supplier’s role includes the expectation management practices. When the expectations match
the received benefits and sacrifices, customer experiences positive value (Parasuraman 1997;
Woodruf 1997; Zeithaml 1988).

7.1 Answering the research questions

Examining the customer side value co-creation in the context of RPA presented an
opportunity to deepen the understanding of what creates value for customers in RPA services
and how the suppliers may affect the value creation through their actions. The purpose of
this research was to examine the factors that explain value co-creation and find common
factors in perceived value among different customers. Based on the reviewed literature and
the analysis of the empirical data, the following conclusions are made to answer the research
question and its sub-questions. First, the sub-questions SQ1, SQ2 and SQ3 are answered and

then, the main research question will be derived.

SQ1: Which roles are involved in the value co-creation process in RPA?

The value co-creation process and its roles in RPA are based on mutual trust. The empirical
study discovered that even if the RPA related roles differ between studied companies, they
all have common elements. In other words, the role names may differ, but the content of the
roles is similar. The importance of role descriptions and division of roles was highlighted.

Nevertheless, the study revealed that the supplier has an important role in guiding customer
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companies to form the RPA roles and advising customers by giving examples and sharing
role related best practices. In addition, the analysis discovered that an RPA process itself has
arole. The process acts as a company employee and thus is a subordinate or a team member

for someone.

When examining the roles in the value co-creation activities, the importance of customer
participation was noticed. As value creation literature highlighted, the customer participation
is a key element in value co-creation (e.g. Vargo & Lusch 2008; Aarikka-Steenroos &
Jaakkolla 2012). The creation of an RPA process requires an extensive amount of joint
problem solving which requires participation from both the customer and the supplier. The
study emphasizes customer’s role as a co-diagnoser and co-designer in the definition phase
of an RPA process. Customer is required to provide confidential information about the
business process, its goals, and challenges to the supplier. Hence, customer acts as a partner
to supplier’s business analyst and thus participates to the diagnosing and designing activities.
The customer is expected to provide the business perspective while the supplier applies their
technological expertise and best practices. Typically, process development is performed or
enabled by the supplier and the customer acts as a co-producer by giving valuable
information and insight about the process and validating the process’ test results. However,
customer can also technically develop RPA processes and then the supplier typically acts as
a mentor for customer’s RPA developer. When implementing RPA process, the customer
acts as a co-implementor. Most commonly, the supplier is responsible of the technical
implementation and the customer verifies that the process has started to perform work.

Customers expect that suppliers share their experience from other customer assignments by
giving ideas and insight of what has been automated in other companies. Typically, these
so-called reference processes are anonymous. Some customers even allow suppliers to use
them to market their solutions and thus become co-marketers of the solution. Usually the co-
marketing activities are communicated in high level and process or technology related details
are not shared. The study revealed that the customer’s might act as co-developers of value
for the supplier by sharing their business understanding with the supplier. This is valuable
for the supplier and helps them to engage new customers. The value co-creation roles that

were found in this study support the study of Aarikka-Strenroos and Jaakkola (2012).
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SQ2: Which demographic factors affect the perceived value of RPA?

The organization of RPA operations depends on customer’s organizational structure and
division of internal units. In addition, customer’s RPA strategy defines how to organize and
develop the RPA practices. As previous literature suggested, some companies run their RPA
operations under the IT department (see Willcocks, Lacity & Craig 2015a; Lacity &
Willcocks 2016; Schmitz et al. 2019) and some companies organize RPA through business
units (see Rutaganda et al. 2017; Capgemini 2020). However, the empirical study recognized
that RPA could be managed through a development unit in addition to the before mentioned
options. The supplier can recommend different organization models for RPA depending on
customer company’s needs and RPA maturity. The RPA organization might first be more
centralized and then decentralized systematically. The study implicated that a fully
decentralized model is not recommended for any company. RPA requires the upper
management’s commitment and therefore some companies have established separate RPA
steering groups, which creates a connection between the RPA operations, management and

IT department.

The study emphasized that the centralized coordination of RPA operations improves
communication and increases transparency. Moreover, the centralized coordination results
to better involvement, which is believed to create new ideas and increase the willingness to
use RPA. In addition, centralized coordination might decrease costs and reduce risks by
standardizing the RPA operations and business processes. The study showed that common
RPA practices are an important factor on making RPA operations successful. The data
emphasized the importance of the definition phase and highlighted that the process

development and maintenance practices need to be standardized to create value.

The division of work between the supplier and the customer depends on customer’s
organization and RPA capabilities. Some companies want to manage their RPA operations
and use supplier’s developers only as resources while some companies expect the supplier
to take the main responsibility. In both cases, the expectations, working methods, and
communication practices should be agreed before starting the collaboration, and reviewed
on regular basis. The study presents that with an open communication on roles, needs and
common practices, the service’s value increases. In addition, the empirical data showed that

the perceived value is connected to the benefits of RPA and that the value of RPA is
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perceived higher when goals are reached. Moreover, the study implied that the co-operations,
which include common targets and measuring the performance of the RPA processes, the

customers perceive higher value.

SQ3: Which of supplier’s actions result in positive perception of value?

The study shows that customers expect the purchased RPA service to be tailored to fit their
needs and that the supplier should have flexibility and adaptability when providing the
services. However, customers also appreciate that the supplier evaluates customer’s RPA
related decisions and provides honest opinions and suggestions. Customers expect the
supplier to proactively examine and anticipate customer’s needs and propose possible future
directions. Typically, supplier creates value to customers through their knowledge of the
technology and the business processes, and previous experience. This finding is in
accordance with the research of Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012). The empirical data
emphasizes that the supplier needs to know their customers and involve their organization
as well. RPA collaborations can be seen as outsourcing (Asatiani & Penttinen 2016, 68) and
therefore the co-operation in the operational level requires support from the upper
management. Customers might have problems on understanding what RPA is and the
supplier’s role is seen to include explaining RPA and its requirements to the customer
organization. It is recognized that the supplier might not be able to do explain RPA directly
to the customer’s business personnel, but customers expect to be supported and guided on
how to do that.

Even if the customer would be leading the RPA initiatives, the supplier is expected to
organize their work, provide expertise and predict the next steps. The empirical findings
showed that customers appreciate that the supplier reports on how the work advances and
when the next step should be taken. Moreover, the supplier should communicate clearly what
is expected and needed from the customer and be able to reach a comprehensive
understanding of the business process that is being automated. The study showed that
customers expect the supplier to ask as many questions as needed and to avoid making
assumptions when creating an RPA processes. In addition, customers highlighted the
importance of automating good business processes, which supports the findings of

Kaarlejarvi and Salminen (2018, 55). The supplier’s developers should widen their
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perspective and stop creating only technical solutions since there are always someone who

will be working with the process when it is in production.

Selling RPA as a fast, easy, cheap, and temporary solution is not recommended. The study
emphasizes that automating a business process requires time and resources from the
customer and the supplier, and demands careful planning. The supplier should communicate
clearly that RPA process will cause costs also during the production and it is not something
that is created and then forgotten. The complexity of the solution needs to be addressed and
standardized definition, development, and maintenance practices are to be used from the
beginning. The expectation management is a key to success when considering both ramping
up RPA operations and creating new RPA processes. The expectation management can also

help to prevent and solve value conflicts.

RQ: What are the factors that explain customer side value co-creation in robotic
process automation?
Based on the sub-questions (SQ1-SQ3) the research identified the following factors that

affect customer side value co-creation.

Centralized management

Definition of common working methods
Definition of roles and responsibilities
Open communication and mutual trust
Support from both organizations

Common goals

N o g s~ w D Pe

Expectation management

The study recognized the above factors that were common in all studied customer
companies. The research highlighted that companies that utilize RPA should choose their
operational model based on their organizational structure. Moreover, the centralized
management was seen a key to successful co-operation and was highlighted in the context
of RPA. The service dominant logic refers to the emergence of complex adaptive systems in
which the focus is shifted to intangibles like skills and knowledge (Vargo & Lusch, 2004,

15) and the factors found in this study reflected well that even if the provided services were
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intangible, they needed to be defined, managed and structured in a centralized way. Defining
common working methods and discussing the roles and the responsibilities were noticed to
increase the perceived value of the solution. This finding supports the study of Aarikka-
Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012), which highlighted the importance of the customer-supplier

information sharing and collaboration in value co-creation processes.

The factors concluded from this study also conformed Payne et al. (2008) in finding
customer and supplier value co-creation processes that were related to relationship, customer
learning, planning, implementation and measuring. In addition, open communication,
support from both organizations and common goals were presented to support the RPA
initiatives. The open communication, trust and mutual goals were an expected result based
on the service logic, which stated that interaction is needed for customer value creation
(Gronroos 2008, 311). Payne et al. (2008, 93) state that ‘goods and services should be viewed
from a flexible process perspective rather than as a static entities’ and the study showed that
the presented factors reflected the same idea as well. The presented factors are not static and
therefore they need to be adapted based on customer’s needs. Finally, expectation
management was emphasized to be a common factor in RPA’s high perceived value and
good customer experience. The expectation management was emphasized in the context of
RPA because RPA operations include multiple stakeholders that are not familiar with the

technology and its practices.

7.2 Theoretical implications

This study attempts to contribute to the existing literature by filling the research gap that was
identified in the beginning of this thesis. The academics have discussed the value co-creation
from various perspectives (e.g. Payne & Frow 2008; Roénnberg Sjodin et al. 2016) and
especially in knowledge intensive business services (e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola
2020; Kohtamaki & Partanen 2016). However, value co-creation has not been previously
connected directly to RPA. Studying value co-creation in the context of RPA was interesting
because RPA is a methodology that requires collaboration between multiple parties. RPA
can be stated as a knowledge intensive business service that requires expertise and it can be
separated from traditional software projects by the amount of the needed collaboration and

its dependencies. The supplier can carry out traditional software projects mostly by
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themselves but RPA projects need constant attention from the customer and require seamless
collaboration. For this reason, RPA is studied and should be further researched in the context

of value co-creation.

This study is based on service dominant logic (e.g. Vargo & Lusch 2004; Vargo & Lusch
2008; Gronroos 2011) and service logic (Gronroos 2008). In addition, the study examines
the concept of value (e.g. Woodruff 1997; Rintaméki et al. 2007; Gronroos 2008) and value
attributes (Velamuri 2013). Moreover, the customer perceived value (Parasuraman 1997;
Woodruf 1997; Zeithaml 1988), the trade-off between received benefits and sacrifices
(Ravald & Gronroos 1996; Eggert & Ulaga 2002) and customer experience (e.g. Gentile et
al. 2017; Meyer & Schwager 2007; Holbrook 2006) are covered. RPA has been often studied
from process implementation or benefit perspectives (e.g. Hallikainen et al. 2018; Kaya et
al. 2019; Lacity & Willcocks 2016, Moffitt et al. 2018; Kedziora & Kiviranta 2018). Even
if RPA is a technological solution, it is recognized to be tightly connected to company’s
business logic and strategy and thus to require special attention. RPA can be compared to
outsourcing (e.g. Asiatini & Penttinen 2016, 68) but at the same time, it requires
collaboration and especially customer participation to create value. The RPA literature
would advantage from further examining RPA in the context of value and service dominant
logic because of the nature of the required collaboration. As this study shows, instead of
concentrating on technical implementations, the factors and actions derived by both the

customer and the supplier are important in understanding the value creation mechanisms.

This study contributes to the existing value co-creation literature by examining the value co-
creation processes, activities and roles. The findings of this study are similar to the existing
literature and indicate that value co-creation is a joint problem-solving activity, which
consists of the process of problem solving and process of value creation (Aarikka-Stenroos
& Jaakkola 2012, 19). This study supports the research of Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola
(2012, 22) by recognizing that value co-creation occurs through diagnosing needs, designing
and producing the solution, implementing the solution, managing value conflicts and
organizing processes and resources. In addition, the results of this study conform that role
ambiguities arise in collaboration and require active work to be solved and prevented as the
study of Ronnberg Sjodin et al. (2016) implies. The customer roles of value co-creations

process, which are co-diagnoser, co-designer, co-producer, co-implementor, co-marketer
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and co-developer (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola 2012), are also supported by this study. In
addition, the results of this study support the theories related to the service dominant logic.
Service dominant logic is based on the idea that the object of exchange is intangible (Vargo
& Lusch 2004) and even if RPA is based on a technical software solution and requires
technological expertise, creating an RPA process requires knowledge, skills and social
capabilities. The study contributes to the service dominant logic by giving an example of a
service that is tightly connected to a tangible product but requires high amount of intangible
goods. It is interesting that the studied customer companies named some technological
problems during the interviews but often the solution to them was related to knowledge or
practices.

When considering the existing RPA literature, the results of this study support most of the
reported benefits (Kaya et al. 2019; Aguirre & Rodriquez 2017; Lacity & Willcocks 2016;
Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018; Willcocks, Lacity & Craig 2015a; Kroll et al. 2016) and
challenges (Moffit et al. 2018; Asiatini & Penttinen 2016; Jussila van Leeuwen 2019;
Hallikainen et al. 2019; Deloitte 2018; Gotthard et al. 2019; Gadre et al. 2017) of RPA. The
current RPA literature presents the benefits and the challenges of RPA well, but the
understanding of RPA from strategic perspective is insufficient. This study also supports
the value co-creation determinants that Kedziora and Kiviranta (2018, 162) found in the field
of accounting. The study contributes to the existing RPA literature by connecting RPA to
strategical level. This study describes RPA as an operation that needs to be managed in a
centralized manner and thus provides a more comprehensive perspective to the strategical
side of RPA.

According to the previous research (e.g. Kaarlejarvi & Salminen 2018, 54; Rutaganda et al.
2017, 106), RPA is often described as a fast, easy and cheap solution for automating business
processes. However, the results of this study elaborate that RPA is a technical tool that
requires management and continuous investments. The study indicates that RPA needs
proper structures and practices to be successful. Asatiani and Penttinen (2016, 69) have
identified RPA as a temporary solution, but this research states that RPA processes may be
temporary but the need for RPA is continuous. This remark also implicates that RPA should
be studied less from process perspective and more from entirety point of view in the future.

This study complements the existing research by providing solutions and possibilities
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regarding the process related challenges. Moreover, this study presents an RPA process as a
team member who works beside humans and requires comprehensive understanding during
all phases of its lifecycle. Therefore, if an RPA process is studied, also its supervisor and

team should be included to the scope of the study.

7.3 Managerial implications

Digitalization has opened a possibility to automate computer based human work. High
volume, manual and repetitive tasks consume time and are vulnerable to human errors.
Moreover, employees are seeking for meaningfulness in their work life and necessary low
value tasks are consuming their time and preventing them to concentrate on work that
actually creates value. RPA is a solution that company can implement to automate business
processes. Typically, companies that are starting their RPA journey need the experience of
a suppler. This chapter aims to give managerial implications on the factors that affect the
perceived value of RPA.

Commit to the RPA initiative. Centralized management of RPA operations is recognized
to increase the perceived value of the solution. Coordinated operations ensure that the RPA
processes follow commonly agreed standards, risk management practices are applied, and
involved parties understand how RPA functions, for example. Typically, the commitment of
the upper management is perceived to result in better co-operation between business and IT
department, and to ease the prioritization of RPA initiatives. In addition, some companies
have applied a steering group for RPA that ensures the strategic alignment of the operations.

Define working methods, roles and responsibilities. According to the findings of this
study, the company’s RPA process creation should follow commonly agreed standards.
Therefore, before starting to develop RPA processes, common working guidelines should be
established. Moreover, the roles and the responsibilities should be discussed and role
descriptions created. If the operations include suppliers, it is equally important to discuss
and plan the common practices. The supplier can bring their expertise from their previous
experiences but the best working methods for a specific customer can be planned only by
knowing customer company’s organization, culture and practices. Therefore, an open

discussion is needed. It should be noted that the most time consuming and important phase
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of the creation of an RPA process is to define and lean the business process and that the

technical development of a process is only a small part of RPA operations.

Concentrate on creating goals. RPA is a technology that is used to automate business
processes. Even if company’s management can enable the utilization of RPA, the need arises
from company’s business units. However, the upper management of the company typically
defines the goals for RPA. A common pitfall is to measure RPA by the number of processes
in production or by only the direct saved FTEs, for example. In both cases, you get what you
measure. The number of automation in production is often seen to be irrelevant since you
may have one big end-to-end process, which involves multiple phases and has excellent ROI.
In contrary, you may have five small processes that are in production, but they do not save
time nor money in long run because they are automated only by keeping the numeric goal in
mind. It is recommended that the company would align RPA goals with their strategical
goals. It should be kept in mind that the RPA processes are created for company’s business

units so the goals should arise from there as well.

Communicate and manage expectations. The communication is one of the key elements
of value co-creation. The customer and the supplier need to communicate openly both
internally and externally. In addition, the common communications channels and
responsibilities should be agreed. The findings the study implicated that the expectation
management is in an extremely important role when implementing RPA. First, everyone
should know what RPA is capable of and second, the expectations should be managed by
communicating the current situation, challenges and goals as clearly as possible. Moreover,
the supplier needs to verify that the customer understands and accepts the requirements of
RPA.

7.4 Limitations and suggestions for further research

This chapter discusses the possible limitations and proposes suggestions for the future
research. The conducted empirical research has some limitations that concern the research
sample and the used methodology. The study is conducted by using qualitative methods due
to the subjectivity of the topic. Semi-structured interviews were the main data collection

method and there were six interviewees, one from a supplier and five from the customer
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companies. Due to the relatively small sample size of interviewees, all aspects of the topic
might have not been covered and even if the study brought valuable insight on value co-
creation in the context of RPA, the observations cannot be connected or generalized to any
specific industry. In addition, the study covers only companies that operate in Finnish market
so the results may not be directly applied to international RPA markets.

One common challenge of the qualitative research is the subjectivity of the interpretations
and analysis. Using semi-structured interviews allowed the interviewer and the interviewees
to add questions and comments during the interview. Therefore, the interview situation
might have varied from one interviewee to another. In addition, the order of the questions
may have changed. It should be also noted that the case company initiated the study and the
interviewed companies were chosen based on a sampling strategy. Therefore, the chosen
research method and the case company’s relationship to the customers might have affected
the results of this study.

Due to the limitations of this study, further research is needed in the field of value and value
co-creation in the context of RPA. The future research could try to test the assumptions that
were made during the empirical analysis of this study and to apply the results to specific
industries or regions. This qualitative study also recognized possible factors that could be
used in a quantitative analysis of the same topic. This study covered only the customer side
value co-creation and thus the further research could study the supplier side value co-creation
in more detail. In addition, this study implied that RPA should be researched more from

strategical entirety perspective and through teams that collaborate with RPA.
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APPENDIX 1
Interview framework for the customer

Background information

Could you please present yourself shortly and describe your role in your company’s
RPA operations?

How your company has organized the RPA functions?

What kind of collaboration do you have with RPA suppliers?

What do you expect from a supplier?

What can the supplier do to ensure that the solutions implemented are fit for your
need?

What kinds of benefits do your receive from the RPA service you are buying and
what kind of value you expect to get?

What kind of RPA related roles and skills do you recognize to be in your company?
How the roles are divided when you co-operate with the suppliers?
What kinds of challenges have you faced regarding the roles?

How have you solved these challenges?

Diagnosing needs

How the supplier can help you to build and develop your RPA operations?

How the supplier may help you to find new RPA processes and RPA possibilities?

Designing and producing the solution

How the supplier can provide value to you when designing and producing the
solution?

What kinds of challenges have you faced regarding the designing and producing the
solution?

How do you measure your RPA operations? How does the measuring affect the

perceived value?

Implementing the solution

How the supplier can provide value to you when implementing RPA processes?



What do you expect from the supplier regarding the maintenance of RPA

processes?

Organization and value conflicts

What the supplier should have told you about RPA?

What is the meaning of coordination in RPA?

How the coordination roles are divided between the customer and the supplier?
What kind of guidance and support you expect from the supplier?

What kind of value conflicts have emerged in RPA initiatives regarding the
objectives of RPA? How the conflicts have been solved?

What affects building a good and confidential customer-supplier relationship?



APPENDIX 2

Interview framework for the supplier

Background information

Could you please present yourself shortly and describe your role in your company’s
RPA operations?

What kind of collaboration do you have with RPA customers?

How do you make sure that the services you provide are fit for your customer’s
needs?

What kinds of benefits do you receive from the co-operation between you and your

customer?

What kind of RPA related roles and skills do you recognize to be in your customer
companies?

How the roles are divided when you co-operate with the customers?

What kinds of challenges have you faced regarding the roles?

How have you solved these challenges?

Diagnosing needs

How can you help your customers to find new RPA processes and build their RPA
operations?
How can you utilize your previous experiences and your vision to support your

customer’s RPA operations?

Designing and producing the solution

How you can involve your customer on solution design and production?
How can you provide value to your customers when designing and producing the
solution?

What kind of challenges there are in the designing and production phase?

Implementing the solution

How can you co-operate with your customers and thus provide value to your
customers when implementing the solution?
What does your customers expect from you regarding the maintenance of RPA

processes?



Organization and value conflicts

What advantages do you see when customer’s RPA coordination is centralized?
What your customers should know about RPA?

How the roles are divided between customer’s project manager and supplier’s
project manager?

What kinds of challenges have you faced when customer does not have a project
manager?

What kind of value conflicts have emerged in RPA initiatives regarding the

objectives? How these conflicts have been solved?



