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This Master's Thesis examines how value is co-created in Company x, a provider of operational
leasing solutions. The aim of the study is to define the potential gaps in the value co-creation process
and how expectations on delivered and received value might differentiate. The pandemic has shifted
most customer interactions online, which has posed both difficulties and new possibilities for service

providers.

A qualitative research approach is used, with semi-structured interviews conducted with both
customers and Key Account Managers from case company. This method was chosen to give a
detailed view of how service providers and customers interact and to find any gaps in what value is
perceived versus what is delivered. By examining these conversations, the research seeks to identify
where customer expectations differ from the service provided, which is essential for improving

service quality.

The recommendations will focus on aligning services with customer expectations, especially in the
wake of the pandemic, helping service providers stay competitive and keep customers satisfied. The
study combines theoretical frameworks with real-world data from interviews to offer a deep

understanding of customer needs and service capabilities.

Finally, the thesis aims to contribute to better strategies for improving customer service. The research
will provide practical recommendations and a strategic roadmap for service providers in the leasing

industry to boost their value creation in the evolving business environment.
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Tama pro gradu -tutkielma tarkastelee, kuinka arvoa yhteisluodaan yrityksessd X, joka tarjoaa
operatiivisia leasing-ratkaisuja. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on maédrittdd mahdollisia aukkoja arvon
yhteisluontiprosessissa seka selvittdd, kuinka odotukset tuotetusta ja vastaanotetusta arvosta voivat
erota toisistaan. Pandemia on siirtdnyt suurimman osan asiakasvuorovaikutuksista verkkoon, miké

on tuonut palveluntarjoajille sekd haasteita, ettd uusia mahdollisuuksia.

Tutkimus perustuu kvalitatiiviseen ldhestymistapaan, jossa kaytetddn puolistrukturoituja
haastatteluja, jotka on toteutettu seka asiakkaille, ettd case-yrityksen avainasiakaspaéllikoille. Tama
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valilla. Tutkimalla nditd keskusteluja pyritddn tunnistamaan, missd kohdin asiakkaiden odotukset

eroavat tarjotusta palvelusta, mikd on olennaista palvelun laadun parantamiseksi.

Suositukset keskittyvit palvelujen linjaamiseen asiakkaiden odotusten kanssa erityisesti pandemian
jélkeisessé tilanteessa, auttaen palveluntarjoajia pysymédn kilpailukykyisind ja séilyttiméién
asiakastyytyvidisyyden. Tutkimus yhdistdd teoreettisia viitekehyksid ja haastatteluista saatua

reaalimaailman dataa, tarjoten syvéllistd ymmarrysté asiakkaiden tarpeista ja palvelukyvykkyyksist.

Lopuksi tutkielma pyrkii tuottamaan parempia strategioita asiakaspalvelun parantamiseen. Tutkimus
tarjoaa kaytannollisid suosituksia ja strategisen tiekartan leasing-alan palveluntarjoajille heidén

arvonluontinsa tehostamiseksi muuttuvassa liiketoimintaympéristossa.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter gives an overview of the thesis, beginning with the context and reasons for the research,
and highlighting important studies and literature in this area. It then introduces the main goals and
questions of the study, which are based on identified gaps in current knowledge. The introduction
also explains important terms necessary for understanding the research. The final parts outline the

limits of the study and describe how the thesis is organized.

1.1 Research foundations and context

Nowadays, organizations on the B2B sector are more likely to be better buyers than yesterday and
they understand that a service needs to provide a clear value for the organization — for this reason,
companies must find a way to create significant value for the customers. This concept of value is not
merely a one-sided offering from businesses to customers; it has evolved into a more interactive and
collaborative process known as value co-creation (Rusthollkarhu, 2021). This approach emphasizes
a mutually beneficial relationship where both customers and service providers actively engage in the

value creation process, shaping outcomes together rather than functioning in isolated capacities.

The Covid-19 pandemic has triggered major shifts in business practices, especially by speeding up
the switch to virtual connections. This change, motivated by acute health issues and the need for
social distancing, has transformed conventional business practices and the core of professional
relationships. This transition is more than logistical changes — service delivery is being challenged

by the traditional way of serving clients face-to-face.

For businesses, particularly those within the service sector such as IT, consulting, or financial
services, the pandemic has fundamentally transformed how services are delivered. Remote work is
not just a temporary adjustment but is becoming a permanent way of working in many industries,
influencing everything from daily operations to strategic planning. This new mode of operation has
also led to elevated customer expectations. Clients now anticipate more flexible, digitally enabled,
and responsive service provisions that align with the new work-from-home realities. These

heightened expectations necessitate a deeper integration of technology and a more robust digital



strategy to facilitate effective remote collaborations that maintain, if not enhance, the quality of

service provided.

Moreover, the need for flexibility and responsiveness is at an all-time high. Companies are required
to continuously innovate and adjust their strategies to meet the rapidly changing needs of their clients.
Creating value together with remote platforms requires firms to have not only strong technological
skills but also strategic vision in designing experiences and solutions that match their clients'
changing needs. In this context, value co-creation becomes a critical element in maintaining
competitive advantage and fostering long-term client relationships in a largely virtual business

environment.

The concept of value co-creation, where businesses and clients work together to create value,
underwent significant changes during the pandemic. Physical interactions being limited, businesses
turned to collaborative digital platforms to co-create value with clients. Tools such as collaborative
project management software, virtual brainstorming sessions, and online feedback mechanisms

became vital for maintaining co-creation processes (Deloitte Insights, 2020).

The pandemic also necessitated rapid innovation and agility. Companies that quickly pivoted their
strategies and offerings to meet the evolving needs of their clients were more successful in
maintaining value co-creation. This included developing new products and services, rethinking
business models, and leveraging technology to enhance client engagement (McKinsey & Company,

2020).

Understanding and managing these expectations have become even more critical because most
service agreements in the private sector are non-binding. This lack of contractual obligation means
customers can relatively easily switch to competing service providers if their expectations are not
met, putting additional pressure on businesses to adapt and respond effectively. Such non-binding
agreements are beneficial in sectors where flexibility and ongoing adjustments to terms are necessary
due to the evolving nature of the business environment. They allow companies to explore potential
relationships and projects without the immediate constraints and potential liabilities associated with
binding contracts (Hwang, 2017). This can be particularly advantageous in industries where quick

adaptation to market conditions and customer needs is critical.

Key Account Managers are pivotal in this scenario. Their role involves not just understanding but
actively shaping the co-creation of value. They need to ensure that the services provided align
seamlessly with customer needs and expectations, particularly in a landscape where face-to-face
interactions have diminished. The strategies they develop, and implement must cater to the nuanced
demands that have evolved from the shift to remote operations, ensuring that customer engagement

remains strong even in the absence of physical contact.



1.2 Objectives and research questions

This study centers on understanding how customer value is created and perceived, with a particular
emphasis on the process of value co-creation. The aim is to explore how customer expectations are
realized through co-creation, as this approach has become increasingly important in modern customer
value strategies. There are a lot of studies about value co-creation and how value is created between
two parties in the joint sphere, but this study aims to find out if there’s a gap in the value between the

case company’s key account managers and the customers

Gronroos and Voima (2013, 7-9) introduced a framework for value co-creation, which divides the
process into three distinct spheres: provider, joint, and customer. These spheres represent different
stages and roles within the value co-creation process. In the customer sphere, the customer acts as
the ultimate creator of value, since the actual value is realized on their end. However, the service
provider facilitates or co-creates value across these spheres to ensure the customer gains the full

benefit from the service offered.

The study places particular emphasis on the joint sphere, where service providers and customers
collaborate directly to maximize the value creation process. To better understand how companies can
support customers in realizing this value, it also considers the independent processes customers
engage in to generate value on their own (Moller, 2006; Payne et al., 2007). Previous research on
value co-creation (e.g., Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola, 2012) has often overlooked this customer-led

sphere in the context of value realization, creating a gap that this study seeks to address.

The objective of this thesis is to examine the interactions between case company’s Key Account
Managers and customers, identifying any discrepancies between the value perceived by customers
and the value actually delivered. By analyzing these dynamics, the research aims to uncover where

customer expectations diverge from what is provided, which is critical for enhancing service quality.

RQI1: How can the gap in the value co-creation process between SME customers and Key Account

Managers (KAMs) be evaluated?

To address Research Question 1 (RQ1): this study examines the potential discrepancies between the
value customers expect and the value Key Account Managers believe they are delivering. Identifying
this gap is crucial, as effective value co-creation hinges on the alignment between these perspectives

(Gronroos & Voima, 2013).



By breaking down the value co-creation process, we can investigate whether KAMs are fully aware
of and responsive to customer needs. KAMs play a pivotal role in facilitating the interaction between
the customer and the company’s resources, and if there is a misalignment in their understanding of

customer expectations, the co-creation process may fall short (Johnson & Selnes, 2004).

This gap can manifest in various ways, such as misunderstandings about customer goals, mismatches
in communication, or differences in prioritizing value elements. To enhance the value co-creation

process, it is essential to pinpoint where these misalignments occur and understand their root causes.

RQ2: What is important for case company s customers and what is considered as value for the

customers?

To address Research Question 2 (RQ2): "What is important for the case company’s customers and
what is considered as value for the customers?", this study focuses on understanding the key elements
that customers prioritize and perceive as valuable. Since value is subjective and varies from one
customer to another, it is critical to identify what customers in the case company actually value in

their interactions and outcomes (Gronroos & Voima, 2013).

As suggested by Johnson and Selnes (2004), the supplier must have a deep understanding of customer
priorities to align their offerings, resources, and activities effectively. This sub-question delves into
the specific factors that customers in the case company find essential, whether it be product quality,
service reliability, or responsiveness. By clearly identifying these aspects, the company can ensure

that they focus on the right areas to enhance value co-creation and better meet customer expectations.

Moreover, this investigation is not only about recognizing what customers find valuable but also
understanding how these values influence the overall relationship between the company and its
customers. By doing so, the research can provide insights that help bridge any gaps between customer

expectations and the value delivered by the company’s offerings.

1.3 Literature review

Value co-creation has garnered substantial attention in marketing and service literature, particularly
in the wake of the shift towards customer-centric business models. Pioneered by Prahalad and
Ramaswamy (2004), and further developed by Vargo and Lusch (2004), the idea of value co-creation

represents a transformation in how companies engage with customers. Traditionally, businesses
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focused on delivering value to passive customers, but in the co-creation model, both the customer
and the company actively participate in generating value. This has redefined the relationship between
the firm and the customer, emphasizing collaboration and interaction throughout the process of value

realization (Gronroos & Voima, 2013).

Scholars such as Gronroos (2008) argue that in the service business, value is co-created when the
firm and customer interact, with the customer playing a central role in determining the value through
their experience of the service. This idea of "value-in-use" underscores the notion that value is not
inherent in the product or service itself but emerges when it is used and applied in the customer's
context (Gronroos & Voima, 2013; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). The firm's role is to facilitate this process
by offering resources, capabilities, and opportunities for engagement that align with the customer's

needs (Gronroos, 2006).

In addition to theoretical insights, empirical research has demonstrated the practical implications of
co-creation. Payne, Storbacka, and Frow (2007) conducted field studies that revealed how companies
can better manage value co-creation by actively involving customers in the development process.
Although their research focused primarily on supplier interactions, it underlined the importance of
understanding customer expectations and roles in the value creation process, particularly in complex

business-to-business (B2B) environments.

Furthermore, as businesses move toward more complex service offerings, the intricacies of value co-
creation become increasingly significant. Research indicates that companies in knowledge-intensive
sectors, such as technology and software, often struggle to grasp how customers realize value from
their services (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola, 2012; Barus et al., 2010). This gap in understanding
can limit a firm's ability to create effective co-creation frameworks and fully leverage customer

engagement.

The literature has also identified several challenges in the co-creation process. Woodruff and Flint
(2006) argue that while many studies focus on the firm's role in co-creation, less is known about how
customers actively engage in these processes. This gap is particularly relevant in sectors where the
service is highly complex or technical where customers may need more direct involvement to co-
create meaningful value. Studies by Moller (2006) and Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola (2012)
suggest that firms need to develop a deeper understanding of the customer's role and expectations to

maximize the effectiveness of co-creation.

Recent research has started to explore the dynamics of co-creation from a customer expectation
perspective. Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and Berry (1990) introduced the idea that the gap between
customer expectations and the actual service provided significantly impacts perceived value. This

concept aligns with more recent studies, such as those by Hsieh and Yuan (2010), which emphasize
10



the importance of aligning service offerings with customer expectations to enhance value realization.
In a co-creation context, firms must ensure that their resources and capabilities not only meet but

exceed customer expectations to foster loyalty and long-term engagement (Verhoef, 2003).

In conclusion, while the concept of value co-creation has been widely studied from a theoretical
perspective, there remain gaps in empirical research, particularly regarding customer participation
and value realization in complex industries. As the landscape of customer engagement continues to
evolve, further research is needed to explore how firms can better align their value co-creation
processes with customer expectations and behaviors, particularly in knowledge-intensive business

contexts.

1.4 Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework for this study centers on understanding and bridging the gap between
customer value expectations and the service provider’s value assumptions, particularly in the context
of Key Account Management (KAM). The central premise is that customers and service providers
operate within distinct spheres of value creation but come together in a joint sphere where value is
co-created. However, discrepancies in understanding and expectations between these two spheres
can lead to gaps in perceived value. This framework aims to identify these gaps and propose

strategies for minimizing them, thus enhancing value co-creation.

Value Assumptions Value Expectations

GAP

Customer
Sphere

Provider
Sphere

Joint Sphere
(Value Co-
Creation)

[ ]

Actual value

Customer value realization

Figure 1. Theoretical framework, Created by the author
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In the customer sphere, customers engage with products or services independently to create value
based on their own resources and contextual needs. According to Gronroos and Voima (2013),
customers play a pivotal role as value creators by integrating various resources in their specific
operational environments. Their perception of value is shaped by direct experiences, prior
interactions, and anticipated future benefits (Gummerus, 2013). However, because this value creation
is highly subjective and shaped by individual contexts, it is often difficult for service providers to

fully understand how customers process value without direct interaction.

In this sphere, a potential gap arises if the service provider does not fully comprehend the customer's
independent value creation processes. Customers may have specific value expectations that are
influenced by cognitive, emotional, and behavioral factors. If service providers assume that
customers will use their service in a standardized way, they may overlook opportunities to align their

offerings with the customer’s unique needs.

In contrast, the service provider sphere is focused on facilitating potential value for the customer.
Service providers, as described by Gronroos (2008), strategically design their offerings to enhance
the customer’s ability to generate value from the service or product. This involves understanding
customer needs, planning operations, and developing services that are aligned with the customer’s

business processes.

The challenge here is that the provider's assumptions about what constitutes value may not fully
match the customer's expectations. In case the provider does not recognize the customer's operations
or the specific way value is generated, this misalignment can lead to a gap in the service offering and
received value. The provider may believe they are facilitating value effectively, while the customer

may experience unmet expectations.

The joint sphere represents the space where the customer and service provider engage directly to co-
create value. In this interactive environment, as noted by Gronroos & Voima (2013) and Payne et al.
(2007), the quality of the interactions between the two parties is crucial for effective value co-
creation. This sphere is where Key Account Managers (KAM) play a critical role, as they interact

with customers to align the provider’s services with the customer's needs and expectations.

In this sphere, any misalignment between the customer’s value expectations and the provider’s value
assumptions becomes evident. The success of co-creation depends on how well both parties
communicate and collaborate. Gaps in understanding may arise if the provider is not proactive in

identifying the customer’s evolving needs or if the customer’s expectations are not clearly
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communicated. This gap can hinder the co-creation process and limit the customer’s ability to realize

the full value of the service.

1.5 Key definitions

Referring to the introduction of this study, the thesis focuses on examining the dynamics of value co-
creation in the business-to-business (B2B) sector, particularly through the lens of Key Account
Management (KAM) and customers. The key concepts explored in this thesis include value co-
creation, Key Account Management, customer value, and the gap in perceived value. Since these
terms are critical in understanding the interactions between businesses and their key clients in the
evolving post-pandemic digital environment, this chapter aims to clarify the definitions of these core
concepts. The explanations provided will offer a foundational understanding of how companies and
their key account managers collaborate with customers to co-create value and how potential

discrepancies in perceived value can influence business outcomes.

Customer Value: Refers to the perceived worth of a product or service from the perspective of the
customer. It is determined by the balance between the benefits received and the costs incurred by the
customer. In the B2B sector, value creation is essential, as companies expect services to contribute

meaningfully to their organizational goals (Gronroos & Voima, 2013).

Value Co-Creation: A collaborative process where businesses and customers actively engage in
creating value together. It emphasizes the joint efforts of the service provider and the customer to
shape outcomes that meet mutual expectations, rather than value being generated solely by the

company (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Vargo & Lusch, 2004).

Service Provider Sphere: In the value co-creation framework, this refers to the activities and
resources that the service provider contributes to create value for the customer. The service provider
must understand the customer’s needs and align their service offerings to support the customer’s

value creation process (Gronroos, 2008).

Customer Sphere: This sphere focuses on the independent actions taken by the customer to generate
value. Customers integrate resources, such as the product or service, within their own operational
context, which leads to the realization of value. The service provider can only facilitate this process,

but the actual value is created by the customer (Gronroos & Voima, 2013).

Joint Sphere: The space in the value co-creation framework where direct interactions between the

customer and the service provider occur. It is within this sphere that Key Account Managers (KAMs)

13



play a crucial role, ensuring alignment between the service provider’s offerings and the customer’s

needs to collaboratively create value (Payne et al., 2007; Gronroos & Voima, 2013).

Customer Expectations: Refers to the anticipated value or outcomes that customers believe they will
receive from a service. Meeting or exceeding these expectations is crucial for the success of value
co-creation, especially in environments where service agreements are non-binding, allowing
customers to switch to other providers if their needs are unmet (Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry,

1990).

Key Account Manager (KAM): A strategic role within organizations responsible for managing and
nurturing relationships with high-priority clients. KAMs play a pivotal role in the value co-creation
process, acting as the main point of contact between the service provider and the customer. They
ensure that the service offerings align with customer needs, particularly in environments where
remote operations are prevalent. KAM:s also facilitate communication and collaboration to maximize
customer satisfaction and foster long-term relationships (Johnson & Selnes, 2004; Payne, Storbacka,

& Frow, 2008).

Gap in Perceived Value: Refers to the discrepancy between the value a customer expects to receive
and the value they believe they are actually receiving. This gap can arise due to misaligned
expectations, poor communication, or insufficient service delivery. Identifying and minimizing this
gap is essential for successful value co-creation, as it directly affects customer satisfaction and
retention. In the context of Key Account Management, understanding and addressing the gap in
perceived value is crucial for ensuring that the services provided meet or exceed customer

expectations (Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry, 1990; Gronroos & Voima, 2013)

1.6 Research methodology and case company

When conducting research and determining the appropriate methodology, three key factors must be
addressed: how data will be gathered, analyzed, and rendered. Data collection involves obtaining
relevant information about the subject of study, which is then followed by an in-depth analysis and

interpretation to draw meaningful conclusions (Bryman, 2012).

For this study, a qualitative research approach has been selected due to its ability to create a rich,
nuanced insight of the phenomenon of value co-creation (Creswell, 2013). Given that the objective
is to achieve a comprehensive understanding of a specific case, a case study design is employed (Yin,
2018). This design allows the researcher to concentrate on the value co-creation process within a

particular company, offering a more focused and detailed examination of the phenomenon (Stake,
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1995). The case study approach is particularly appropriate for this research, as it supports the
investigation of specific activities and interactions within the joint sphere, contributing to a deeper

understanding of how value is co-created between service providers and customers.

In this study, the goal is to understand the expectations and value perceptions of the case company’s
current customers. To achieve this, data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with
key decision-makers, who are familiar with the services that they purchased and also the value that
the company expects (Creswell, 2013). These interviews, conducted in person, via phone, or
remotely, allow for flexibility and in-depth discussion, enabling follow-up questions that can provide

richer insights (Silverman, 2016).

Semi-structured interviews are ideal for this research as they ensure key topics are covered while
allowing room for spontaneity in conversation (Bryman, 2012). The focus of the interviews will be
on areas such as what type of value the customers expected to receive from the case company and
how they see the value created between them and the key account managers. It is crucial to
understand what type of value customers are expecting in order to meet the expectations. The data
will be recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using qualitative methods, specifically through coding to

identify themes and patterns within the responses (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

IT-service company was selected as the case company for this study, as it operates within the
business-to-business (B2B) sector and focuses on value co-creation with its clients. This company
provides long-term solutions designed to help businesses manage their IT assets throughout their
entire lifecycle, from acquisition to disposal. The context aligns with the study's aim to explore how
companies in industries offering recurring services can effectively co-create value with their

customers (Gronroos & Voima, 2013).

The selected company was chosen due to its commitment to delivering continuous value to existing
customers. Its business model revolves around close collaboration with clients to ensure they not
only utilize the solutions efficiently but also gain significant benefits such as cost savings, enhanced
sustainability, and operational improvements. This makes the company a fitting case for studying
value co-creation, as it emphasizes working alongside clients to achieve mutual success (Vargo &

Lusch, 2004).

By examining this company, the study can explore how B2B service providers actively engage with
their clients to meet and exceed customer expectations, particularly in the area of IT asset
management. This allows for a practical understanding of value co-creation in a real-world setting,

bridging theoretical insights with actual business practices.
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1.7 Use of AI applications in the thesis

In alignment with the guidelines provided by LUT University on the responsible and ethical use of
artificial intelligence (Al) in academic work, this thesis utilized Al tools to enhance specific aspects
of the research process. Al applications played a supportive role, particularly in language refinement,
reference management, and transcription of interview results, without generating any content
presented as original work. They were also instrumental in locating relevant information and

verifying references to maintain accuracy and adherence to academic standards.

The use of Al was limited to providing a structured framework for writing, verifying sources,
transcribing interviews, and polishing the language for fluency and style. These applications were
used as supplements to traditional research methods, not as replacements. All information sourced or
verified through Al was critically evaluated for reliability and relevance, maintaining the academic

standards required in this field.

To ensure transparency, this chapter highlighted where Al was applied in the thesis, in accordance
with LUT University's guidelines. This approach shows a careful and responsible use of Al to support

academic work, fully respecting standards for honesty and ethics.

1.8. Structure of the study

The structure of this study is designed to help reader to understand the most relevant points around
the topic of value co-creation. The first chapter introduces its reader to value co-creation and specially
in the B2B markets. It is crucial to understand what is considered as value and how it is created with
different elements and strategies. Customer retention is one of the key elements in the field of key
account management. It is also important to understand how the different perspectives have impact

on the value co-creation process.

The second part of the study focuses on how customer value is formed and expectation created during
the process. Understanding customer value expectations is essential for businesses aiming to increase
customer satisfaction and foster loyalty. Customer value expectations refer to the perceived benefits
that customers believe they will receive from a product or service prior to making a purchase. These

expectations play a crucial role in influencing purchasing decisions and post-purchase satisfaction.

After theoretical part follows the research methodology. This chapter introduces the methods that
were used the in the research to define whether there is a gap in value understanding and value co-

creation between the case company's Key Account Managers and SME customers. Also, the
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interview process in being presented to give its reader a better understanding of who was interviewed
and how. Chapter six presents the data and concludes the findings that were raised in the research.
The findings will be analyzed through the three perspectives in value co-creation and the gaps will
be investigated. The last part of the paper covers discussion, conclusion and discusses the limitations

of the study.
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2. Value Co-creation in B2B

2.1 Understanding customer value in B2B markets

Customer value is a critical concept in marketing that reflects the perceived worth of a product or
service from the customer's perspective. It measures customer satisfaction with a purchase relative
to what they paid, using the ratio of benefits to costs (Kotler & Keller, 2006). For businesses aiming

to enhance customer satisfaction, loyalty, and market share, creating customer value is pivotal.

The foundations of customer value is located to the early days of commerce, where bartering systems
required a clear understanding of value to make fair trades. Over time, as markets evolved, so did the
concept of customer value. During the Industrial Revolution, mass production techniques shifted the
focus to production efficiency and cost reduction, which indirectly influenced customer value by

making products more affordable and accessible (Lancaster, Massingham, & Ashford, 2002).

In the mid-20th century, marketing theories began to emphasize the importance of understanding and
meeting customer needs and preferences. The marketing mix (4Ps: Product, Price, Place, Promotion)
introduced by McCarthy in 1960 highlighted the importance of product quality and pricing strategies
in creating value. Later, the concept of customer value was further refined by scholars like Philip
Kotler, who emphasized the importance of delivering superior value to achieve customer satisfaction

and loyalty.

2.2 Creating Customer Value in B2B Markets

In the context of Business-to-Business (B2B) markets, creating customer value involves several
strategies aimed at enhancing the quality of products or services, reducing costs, improving
convenience, and fostering emotional engagement. These approaches are crucial for building strong

and long-term relationships with business customers.
Improving Product Quality

In B2B markets, product quality is fundamental. Businesses must ensure their products not only meet
but exceed customer expectations. High-quality products contribute to fewer defects, lower return
rates, and greater customer satisfaction. For instance, industries like manufacturing rely heavily on
precision and reliability. Suppliers who consistently provide high-quality components can command
premium prices and secure long-term contracts. This strategy aligns with the findings that customers

value not just the product, but the reliability and reputation associated with it (Eggert & Ulaga, 2002).
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Cost Reduction

Offering products at competitive prices without compromising quality is another way to create
customer value. B2B purchasing decisions often involve significant investments, making cost-
effectiveness essential. Companies can achieve cost reductions through economies of scale, efficient
production processes, and strategic sourcing. For example, a technology firm that offers high-
performance servers at reduced costs can become the preferred supplier for data centers and large

enterprises (Hinterhuber & Nilles, 2021).
Enhancing Convenience

Adding value by enhancing convenience includes streamlining ordering processes, offering flexible
payment terms, and providing comprehensive after-sales support. For instance, a software company
that ensures seamless integration with existing systems and offers prompt technical support can

significantly enhance the perceived value of its products (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015).
Emotional Engagement

Emotional engagement is also a critical aspect of creating value in B2B markets. Building strong
relationships through effective branding, personalized customer service, and consistent
communication can elevate perceived value. A logistics provider that understands a client’s specific
needs and offers tailored solutions, for instance, can foster loyalty and establish long-term

partnerships (Chandrashekaran et al., 2007).
Value Propositions and Relationship Building

In B2B contexts, value propositions must clearly articulate how a product or service addresses the
specific needs of business customers. Effective value propositions are built on a thorough
understanding of the customer’s pain points and objectives, highlighting how the product can
improve efficiency, reduce costs, or enhance competitiveness (Chesbrough, 2003). Long-term
relationships, grounded in trust and reliability, are vital. Companies that consistently deliver on
promises and maintain transparent communication can build enduring relationships with their

customers (Frow & Payne, 2011).
Customization and Personalization

B2B customers often require customized solutions tailored to their unique needs. Offering such
solutions can significantly increase perceived value. This customization might involve modifying
products or providing specialized services that address specific business challenges. For example, a
supplier that adapts its components to fit a client’s unique manufacturing processes can provide
significant value (Gronroos & Voima, 2013).
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2.3 Customer Retention in B2B Markets

Customer retention is a critical cornerstone of creating long-term value in B2B markets. Acquiring a
new customer is always more expensive than retaining the current customer relationship — long-term
customers often lead to stable revenue streams. According to Reichheld and Sasser (1990)
increasing customer retention rates by 5% can increase profits by 25% to 95% . Several strategies
can improve customer retention in B2B markets, such as delivering consistent value, building strong

relationships, offering excellent customer service, and using loyalty programs.

Regularly providing high-quality products and services that meet or surpass expectations is key to
retaining customers. In B2B markets, where products and services are often crucial to the customer's
daily operations, any drop in quality can have serious consequences. If the service or product fails,
it can disrupt the customer’s workflow, lead to increased costs, and potentially damage the business
relationship. Therefore, businesses must regularly assess and adjust their offerings to ensure they
remain competitive and aligned with customer needs. By maintaining high standards and
continuously innovating, companies can sustain customer satisfaction and loyalty. Anderson, Fornell,
and Lehmann (1994) emphasize that customer satisfaction is a key predictor of loyalty and,

consequently, long-term profitability.

Strong relationships based on trust, transparency, and mutual benefit are essential for retention in
B2B markets. These relationships are built over time through regular communication, proactive
problem-solving, and a deep understanding of the customer's business. Trust is particularly crucial
in B2B transactions, where the stakes are often high. Transparent communication helps manage
expectations and resolve issues swiftly, reinforcing trust. Moreover, a thorough understanding of the
customer's business allows for tailored solutions that address specific needs, further strengthening
the relationship. Relationship marketing, which focuses on long-term engagement rather than short-

term transactions, is highly effective in B2B settings (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).

Exceptional customer service is a key differentiator in B2B markets. Fast responses, knowledgeable
support staff, and a willingness to go the extra mile can significantly enhance customer satisfaction
and loyalty. In B2B contexts, where products or services are often complex and critical to the
customer's operations, having access to reliable and expert support is invaluable. Effective customer
service can prevent minor issues from escalating and demonstrate the company's commitment to its
customers. According to Homburg, Wieseke, and Hoyer (2009), superior customer service directly

correlates with increased customer loyalty and retention.

In conclusion, customer retention is vital for creating long-term value in B2B markets. By focusing

on consistent value, strong relationships, excellent customer service, and loyalty programs,
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businesses can improve customer satisfaction and loyalty. These strategies not only help retain
existing customers but also contribute to more stable and profitable revenue streams, reinforcing the

overall success and sustainability of the business.

2.4 Strategies for Creating Customer Value

One of the key aspects of sales is to create value for customers, and to do that, companies must first
have a clear understanding of what their customers want and like. This means finding out the
customer's problem or creating need if the customer doesn't have any. There are ways of finding out
the needs of customers — as an example, companies can make detailed market research, create
customer satisfaction surveys with detailed questions and that way analyze the data to understand
buying behaviors and preferences. (Kotler & Keller, 2016; Sheth & Sisodia, 2015). Personalization
of products and services is another crucial strategy, where offerings are tailored to meet the specific

needs of individual customers (Pine & Gilmore, 1999).

Enhancing the customer experience is another vital strategy. Superior customer service is essential,
as it helps resolve issues promptly and efficiently, thereby boosting customer satisfaction and
perceived value. When customers can easily switch between different platforms, from physical stores
to online websites, they feel more satisfied and comfortable (Verhoef et al., 2009) This method
guarantees that customers experience reliable and top-quality service no matter which channel they

decide to use.

Loyalty programs and community engagement can also help build long-term relationships with
customers. Loyalty programs encourage customers to keep coming back, while interacting with them
on social media and online forums can create a feeling of community and attachment among
customers (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). These strategies not only enhance customer retention but also

promote a deeper emotional connection between the brand and its customers.

Lastly, leveraging technology is indispensable in today’s digital age. The use of Customer
Relationship Management (CRM) systems, artificial intelligence, and data analytics can provide
valuable insights into customer behaviors and preferences, enabling more targeted and effective
marketing strategies (Boulding et al., 2005). Additionally, developing mobile solutions can enhance

accessibility and convenience, further increasing customer value (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019).
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2.5 Value co-creation

Value co-creation has increasingly become a focal point of discussion and research in recent years,
particularly as concepts like customer orientation and service improvement to achieve higher
customer retention. As business models become more focused on customers, they require companies
to change their capabilities and resources to deliver more value to customers. This shift highlights a
transition towards an interactive process involving both the customer and the firm in the value
creation journey (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). The notion of co-creation was notably advanced
by Prahalad and Ramaswamy, who identified it as a critical source of competitive advantage through
new value creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Simultaneously, researchers such as Vargo and
Lusch (2008), along with Grénroos (2008), began exploring this concept from a customer-centric
viewpoint, positing that value is not merely delivered but is co-created with customers, particularly
within service industries. This view claims that customer value is determined by the customers
themselves but created in partnership with the firm. Researchers have explored how value is co-
created as a dynamic process, emphasizing the significance of 'value-in-use'—the concept that
customer value emerges during and through the use of a service (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). This aspect
of co-creation emphasizes the ongoing nature of value generation, where continuous customer
engagement and interaction play pivotal roles. It suggests that understanding the mutual roles of both
the firm and the customer is crucial in effectively managing and navigating this process (Gronroos,

2008).

Much of the research on value co-creation has been mainly conceptual, with many academics
performing literature surveys to integrate current knowledge. However, some have adopted empirical
approaches, such as field studies and qualitative interviews, to dive deeper into how companies
manage the co-creation process in practice. For instance, Payne, Storbacka, and Frow (2008) engaged
in field-based research involving workshops with managers from global organizations, though their
focus was more on the suppliers rather than directly on customers. Although there is a lot of
theoretical research, there is not much practical knowledge about how customers participate in co-
creation processes. Researchers like Mdller and Woodruff (2005), along with Flint (2007), argue for
a deeper understanding of how solution providers can effectively facilitate co-creation, particularly
for complex offerings in business-to-business contexts. This is crucial for industries that rely heavily
on collaborative innovation and customized solutions. Additionally, while previous studies have
highlighted the roles of customer expectations in service quality and value creation, few have directly
linked these expectations to the co-creation process itself. Understanding customer expectations
alongside co-creation could provide significant insights into enhancing customer experiences and

aligning service delivery more closely with customer needs (Payne et al., 2008).
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In conclusion, the concept of value co-creation is integral to contemporary business strategies,
emphasizing the collaborative role of customers and firms in creating value. As businesses continue
to evolve towards more interactive and customer-centric models, understanding and optimizing the
co-creation process will remain a critical area of research and practice. This will involve not only
theoretical advancements but also empirical studies that offer practical insights into the mechanisms

of co-creation, ultimately enhancing service delivery and customer satisfaction in various industries.

2.6 What Value Co-Creation is Not

Value co-creation is frequently misunderstood in business contexts. It does not equate to simply
treating customers as kings or solely delivering exceptional customer service (Saarijérvi, Kannan, &
Kuusela, 2013). Co-creation means that firms and customers work together more closely and share

ideas, instead of just having one-sided service excellence.

Moreover, value co-creation is not about mass customization of products to fit the industry's supply
chain needs. This approach focuses too much on operational efficiency rather than genuine customer
involvement in the creation process. Likewise, shifting activities such as self-service to customers
by claiming to improve their experience is a false portrayal of co-creation. This method often shifts
the burden onto the customer without truly engaging them in meaningful ways. Additionally, value
co-creation does not imply that customers should manage product development. Effective co-
creation involves collaboration and mutual input rather than delegating development responsibilities
to customers. It also does not mean merely offering a variety of products through detailed market
segmentation. Genuine co-creation requires active customer participation and feedback, not just

passive consumption of tailored products.

Lastly, staging experiences or innovating new products without authentic customer input misses the
mark. True value co-creation necessitates ongoing customer engagement and collaboration, ensuring

that innovations align with customer needs and expectations (Saarijarvi, Kannan, & Kuusela, 2013).
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Figure 2. Breaking down value co-creation into its key components (Saarijiarvi, 2013)

2.7 Value Co-Creation from the Seller’s Perspective

From the seller's perspective, value co-creation is increasingly viewed as a strategic approach that
extends beyond traditional transactional relationships. According to Vargo and Lusch (2004), the
seller’s role in value co-creation is grounded in the Service-Dominant (S-D) Logic, where value is
not created and delivered by the firm alone but emerges through interactions with customers. This
perspective shifts the focus from the firm as the sole creator of value to an enabler and collaborator

in the value creation process.

Technological advancements play a critical role in enhancing the seller’s ability to engage in value
co-creation. Payne, Storbacka, and Frow (2008) discuss how digital platforms facilitate richer
interactions between firms and customers, enabling more personalized and responsive value creation.
These technologies allow sellers to integrate real-time customer feedback into the service delivery
process, thereby aligning their offerings more closely with customer expectations and enhancing
overall satisfaction. Gronroos and Ravald (2011) emphasize the importance of organizational culture
in value co-creation from the seller's perspective. They argue that a culture focused on customer
engagement and proactive interaction is essential for successful value co-creation. This involves
training and empowering employees to recognize and act on co-creation opportunities, fostering an
environment where customer inputs are valued and utilized effectively. In a B2B context, value co-
creation often involves complex interactions that include not just the end user but various
stakeholders. Lindgreen and Wynstra (2005) highlight that in B2B settings, sellers must navigate
diverse expectations and collaborate with multiple customer touchpoints to co-create value
effectively. This requires a deep understanding of the client’s business, customization of solutions,

and ongoing support to ensure that the co-created value is sustained over time.

24



2.8 Value Co-Creation from the Buyer’s Perspective

From the buyer’s perspective, value co-creation provides a platform for enhanced customization and
personalization of products and services. Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) illustrate how buyers,
through interactive platforms, contribute to the design and development of the offerings that best
meet their needs. This active involvement ensures that the end product or service is highly tailored
to individual preferences, leading to greater satisfaction and perceived value. Buyers are not just
passive recipients in the value co-creation process; they are empowered participants. Gronroos
(2008) discusses how through knowledge sharing and active engagement, buyers contribute to the
creation of value by informing the firm about their specific needs and contexts. This empowerment
helps buyers feel more in control of the transactions and increases their investment in the relationship.
The emotional connections established through value co-creation processes are significant from the
buyer’s perspective. According to Hsieh (2010), buyers who engage in co-creation activities tend to
develop stronger emotional bonds with the brand, leading to higher levels of customer loyalty. This
emotional involvement is crucial as it goes beyond the usual customer-vendor relationship, creating
a stronger sense of collaboration. However, emotions are difficult to manage and the chemistry

between people might vary a lot.

Value co-creation facilitates the development of long-term relationships and trust between buyers
and sellers. Saarijérvi (2013) note that when buyers actively participate in the creation of value, they
are more likely to trust and commit to the seller long-term. This trust is built on the transparency and
mutual respect inherent in the co-creation process, where both parties benefit from the open exchange

of ideas and information.

In conclusion, the literature reveals that value co-creation is a dynamic and interactive process that
offers significant benefits to both sellers and buyers. For sellers, it enhances strategic engagement,
leverages technological advancements, requires supportive organizational cultures, and demands a
comprehensive approach in B2B contexts. For buyers, it empowers customization, fosters emotional
connections, builds trust, and strengthens long-term relationships. Understanding these perspectives
helps firms better navigate the complexities of co-creation and harness its full potential for mutual

benefit.
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2.9 Formation of Customer Value Expectations and the Zone of Tolerance

Understanding customer value expectations is essential for businesses aiming to increase customer
satisfaction and foster loyalty. Customer value expectations refer to the perceived benefits that
customers believe they will receive from a product or service prior to making a purchase. These

expectations play a crucial role in influencing purchasing decisions and post-purchase satisfaction.

The concept of the "zone of tolerance" refines our understanding of these expectations by delineating
a range within which service performance is considered acceptable by customers. This zone shows
the range between the service level that customers aims to receive and the minimum level that is
acceptable. When service falls within this zone, customers are generally satisfied, but when it falls
below, dissatisfaction arises, potentially affecting loyalty and customer retention (Yap & Sweeney,

2007).

Managing the zone of tolerance is crucial, as businesses should aim to consistently meet or exceed
the adequate level of service while striving to approach the desired service level to delight customers.
This strategy can help improve overall customer satisfaction and loyalty, which are pivotal in

maintaining competitive advantage in the marketplace.

Formation of Customer Value Expectations

Customer value expectations are shaped by a variety of factors, including previous experiences,
word-of-mouth, marketing communications, and personal needs or desires. According to Zeithaml,
Berry, and Parasuraman (1993), expectations are beliefs about a service that serve as standards or
reference points against which performance is judged. They are crucial for measuring customer
satisfaction; dissatisfaction follows when performance is worse than expected, while satisfaction and
even delight can result from performance that matches or surpasses expectations. Marketing
messages play a significant role in setting these expectations. Through advertising, branding, and
promotional activities, firms communicate value propositions that set anticipatory standards in the
minds of consumers (Kotler & Keller, 2016). For instance, luxury brands often set high expectations
through promises of superior quality and exclusive customer service. Customer reviews and
testimonials, particularly in the digital age, have a profound impact on the formation of expectations.
A study by Hennig-Thurau (2004) noted that peer-to-peer communication through social media and
review platforms could significantly alter consumer expectations by either inflating or deflating them

based on the experiences shared by others.
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The zone of tolerance is a concept introduced by Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1991) in their
seminal work on service quality. It describes the range of acceptable service levels between desired
and adequate service standards as defined by customers. The desired level is what the customer hopes
to receive, influenced by personal needs and past experiences. The adequate level, on the other hand,

represents the minimum acceptable level of service.

Adequate Desired

Low High

Zone of Tolerance

Figure 3. Zone of Tolerance (Parasuraman 1991)

This zone varies from customer to customer and can be influenced by several factors, including the
nature of the product or service, the situational context, and individual customer characteristics. For
example, in high-stakes services like healthcare, the zone of tolerance might be narrower compared
to a restaurant meal, where customers might be more forgiving of lapses. Fluctuations in the zone of
tolerance are particularly noteworthy. As Woodruff and Gardial (1996) suggest, the zone can expand
or contract based on ongoing experiences and changing circumstances. For instance, during peak
business hours, a customer might tolerate slower service at a cafe but expect more prompt service

during off-peak times.

Managing customer expectations within this zone is critical for maintaining satisfaction. Service
providers must strive to consistently operate within this zone and ideally perform close to or above
the desired service level. Oliver (2010) points out that exceeding the upper limit of the zone can lead
to increased customer satisfaction and loyalty, potentially transforming regular customers into brand

advocates.

To manage customer expectations well, companies should first measure what customers want and
need with market research and feedback methods. One of the significant tools for sales is to define
the potential pain for customer — this enables a successful solution sales model. Expectations and
zone of tolerance is easier to handle if the purchased product is actually meeting the needs of the
customer. Regular interaction with customers through surveys, focus groups, and online feedback

platforms can provide valuable insights into customer expectations and how they evolve over time.
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Moreover, firms should invest in training and development programs to ensure that all employees
understand these expectations and are equipped to meet them. Consistency is key in maintaining trust
and satisfaction; thus, operational processes must be aligned to deliver service that meets or exceeds

the adequate level while striving for the desired level.

In conclusion, the formation of customer value expectations and the management of the zone of
tolerance are integral to achieving customer satisfaction and loyalty. By understanding and
strategically managing these expectations, businesses can enhance their service delivery, meet or
exceed customer expectations, and thereby ensure sustained success in competitive markets. Firms
that adeptly navigate these dynamics are well-positioned to build strong, enduring relationships with
their customers, capitalizing on the benefits of increased customer loyalty and positive word-of-

mouth.
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3. Framework for Managing Customer Expectations: Exploring
the Customer, Provider, and Joint Spheres

Customer value co-creation is a complex process that involves interactions among three main areas:
the customer area, provider area, and the shared area. Each of these components plays a pivotal role
in shaping how value is conceived, developed, and realized in business contexts, particularly within
service industries. This perspective aligns with the theories presented by Gronroos & Voima (2013)

and is further explored by examining the interactions and focus areas within each sphere.

Joint
Sphere
value co-creation
in interaction
(real value)

Provider Sphere Customer Sphere

independent value
creation (real value)

value facilitation
(potential value)

Customer’s role: Value ereator/co-creator: By inviting the provider into the
process of value creation, value is co-created with the provider

Provider’srole: Co-Creator: By engaging in the customer’s value creation
process, the provider becomes a co-creator

Figure 3. Value creation spheres (Gronroos and Voima, 2013)

3.1 Customer Sphere: Independent Value Creation

Starting from the right (see figure 3) in the customer sphere, the primary focus is on the customers'
independent actions that facilitate their own value creation. Gronroos and Voima (2013) argue that
customers combine different resources on their own to create value. This sphere underscores the
importance of the customer as the ultimate value creator, emphasizing the need for service providers
to comprehend and support these independent value creation activities. This sphere is characterized
by the customer's engagement with the service or product in their own operational environments.
The experiences and interactions that customers have with the service directly influence their
perception of value. As noted by Gummerus (2013), customers assess the service based on their direct

interactions, past experiences, and anticipated future benefits. This evaluation is inherently
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subjective, with cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components contributing to how value is

perceived and constructed.

3.2 Service Provider Sphere: Facilitating Value

The service provider sphere focuses on the activities performed by the service provider to facilitate
potential value for customers. This includes planning operations and engaging in service
development to enhance the potential value-in-use for customers, as highlighted by Grénroos (2008).
Service providers must develop a deep understanding of their customers' processes on how the value
is created and where the services are being utilized. This sphere involves strategic actions by the
provider to support the customer's value creation activities effectively. Providers must design their
services and interactions to align with the daily practices and needs of their customers, ensuring that
these services augment the customer's ability to create value. This strategic alignment is crucial for

fostering a conducive environment for value facilitation.

3.3 Joint Sphere: Co-Creation of Value

The joint sphere represents the collaborative space where the customer and service provider interact
directly to co-create value. This is the sphere where co-creation happens, where the two parties have
interactive, conversational processes with each other. As both Grénroos & Voima (2013) and Payne
et al. (2007) suggest, the quality of these interactions significantly impacts the efficacy of co-created
value. In this sphere, the service provider not only supports but actively engages in the customer’s
value creation process. The provider must ensure that these interactions are not only responsive but
also proactive, anticipating the needs and potential challenges faced by customers. The goal is to
enhance the customer's experience and satisfaction by maximizing the value-in-use through effective

and meaningful engagement.

Managing customer expectations effectively requires a holistic understanding of these three spheres
of co-creation. Each sphere highlights different aspects and roles of both customers and providers in
the value creation continuum. Service providers must navigate these spheres adeptly, ensuring that
they facilitate value effectively in the provider sphere, understand and support independent value
creation in the customer sphere, and actively engage in co-creation in the joint sphere. This tripartite
framework not only enhances customer experiences but also drives the continuous improvement of

services, aligning closely with evolving customer needs and expectations.
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4. RESEARCH AND METHODS

This research aims to determine whether there is a gap in value understanding and value co-creation
between the case company's Key Account Managers and SME customers, as well as to explore their
value expectations, the approach to the research have been designed to meet the objectives. This
study uses a qualitative research method, following approach within a case study format. In this
study, a qualitative research approach is well-suited as it allows for an in-depth examination of
participants' personal experiences and perspectives, providing a richer understanding of complex
factors such as value perceptions (Creswell, 2014). This method is particularly useful for exploring
nuanced, context-dependent insights that quantitative methods may overlook. The case study
approach is also ideal, as it enables a focused analysis within the specific context of the company,
capturing how Key Account Managers and SMEs perceive and co-create value. This format allows

for a detailed investigation into the unique dynamics of the case company's interactions (Yin, 2018).

Data was gathered through ten semi-structured interviews, held online meetings with current SME

customers of the case company and the Key Account Managers were interviewed face-to-face.

The next part of the paper explains the research methods that were used in the study. The first section
explains the approach of the research, while the second section focuses on how the data was collected
in order to get the results. The chapter concludes with a discussion on data analysis, research

reliability, and validity.

4.1 Background of the data collection

Careful planning is essential for data collection in qualitative research to ensure the gathering of
high-quality and extensive data, enabling thorough analysis of the studied phenomenon (Patton,
2015). In case studies, various data collection methods can be utilized, including documents,
interviews, archival sources, observations, and physical objects. Among these, interviews,

observations, questionnaires, and literary sources are the most common (Yin, 2018).

Case company, which operates in the IT service sector, five SME customers with varying
backgrounds were selected. Although all chosen customers were SMEs, they differed in industry
background and the length of their customer relationships with the case company. Within the case
company, Key Account Managers focus exclusively on existing clients and do not engage in
acquiring new customers. Each Key Account Manager is assigned specific customers, but for this
study, interviews were conducted anonymously, (Table 1) ensuring that customers and Key Account

Managers were not identified to each other to ensure unbiased feedback.
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Table 1 interview details

Interviewee Role First selling date Industry Duration

Interviewee 1 IT-manager 2007 Logistics 45 minutes
Interviewee 2 CIO 2012 Service industry 55 minutes
Interviewee 3 CIO 2018 Healthcare 65 minutes
Interviewee 4 CFO 2021 TelCo 39 minutes
Interviewee 5 CFO 2024 Automotive 41 minutes
Interviewee 6 KAM Case Company x 45 minutes
Interviewee 7 KAM Case Company x 45 minutes
Interviewee 8 KAM Case Company x 45 minutes
Interviewee 9 KAM Case Company x 45 minutes
Interviewee 10 KAM Case Company x 45 minutes

The study uses semi-structured interviews as the main method to gather detailed information from
participants involved in value co-creation. Interviews are chosen for their effectiveness in
understanding participants' thoughts and behaviors, which is crucial for addressing the research

questions. Case company’s current clients provide their views of the value received and expected.

Interviews facilitate rapid data collection and allow for observation and follow-up questions, offering

a deeper understanding of the studied phenomenon compared to other methods.

4.2 Interview process

Individual interviews with company representatives were scheduled at mutually convenient times.
Following the recommendations of Tuomi and Sarajirvi (2018), interviewees were provided with a
summary of the interview content, structure, and duration in advance. This summary included the
main themes to be discussed, enabling participants to prepare in the best possible way. Although a
set of questions was prepared for the interviews, the exact questions were not disclosed beforehand.
The interview frameworks for customer companies can be found in Appendices 1. Each theme was
carefully chosen based on the study's theoretical review and conceptual framework, ensuring that all
essential topics were addressed during the interviews, though the specific questions and their

sequence varied according to the interview context.

Persons who participated in the interviews were informed that the interview results would be
anonymized before being shared with the case company, and that the data might be used by the

company while ensuring the study's findings would not be traceable to any particular customer
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company or individual interviewee. The interviews were conducted via the Teams application,
digitally recorded, and transcribed by using Microsoft Teams CoPilot. The interviews were
conducted in Finnish and the average interview lasted 40 minutes (From 30 to 50 minutes). The
interview process began with general information and instructions, following the framework
presented in Appendix 1. The sequence of themes remained consistent across all interviews.
Additionally, interviewees were informed that the recordings and transcripts would be deleted upon

the study's completion (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).

5. Data analysis

The interview data was transcripted with a help of Microsoft Teams CoPilot Al tool for the customers
and they Key Account managers were interviewed face-to-face. In this study, a semi-structured
thematic interview approach was used, involving five SME customers and five key account
managers. Only the relevant parts of each interview, those directly related to the research objectives,
were transcribed. Since the interviews were conducted in Finnish, the responses were translated into

English for the purpose of this research.

After transcription, all informants were assigned codes to ensure anonymity. Given that the
interviews were conducted anonymously, no names of the interviewees were revealed. This
precaution was taken to protect their identity, especially in cases where only one person was
interviewed from a particular department, which could otherwise compromise anonymity. Each

participant was coded simply from interviewee 1-10.

The interview questions (Appendix 9.2) were designed to address one theme at a time, facilitating a
structured data analysis process. The responses were then grouped by themes, which allowed for

more effective comparison and analysis.

5.1 Analysis of Value Co-Creation through the Spheres

The customer interviews show that expectations in the B2B setting are both high and multifaceted,
covering financial, operational, and environmental concerns. The case company's clients prioritize
substantial cost reductions, improved operational efficiency, and stronger environmental practices.
This reflects a growing trend in the B2B service industry, where customers are looking for
comprehensive solutions that tackle complex challenges rather than just standard services. It is clear

that customers are willing to pay more if major parts can be outsourced rather than made in-house.
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During the interviews, it was clear that customer see the main value of the service and they are ready

to pay instead of trying to solve the pains in-house.

Service provider sphere

A common theme in the interviews is the critical need for effective IT management and optimization
of IT equipment lifecycles. One participant, a Key Account Manager, mentioned that before
introducing the service to their customers, many organizations struggled to track the status of devices,
who was using them, how they were being used, and the timely return of IT assets. This lack of
proper asset management led to higher operational costs due to underutilized and prematurely
replaced equipment. One of the Key Account Managers managed to conclude this by saying that
“our highest value for the customers is the saved time and efforts as time is money, but still this is

not just about outsourcing. It more about optimizing the lifecycle of assets by using the service”

Moreover, it made it difficult for organizations to predict and manage IT-related expenses efficiently.
However, with the service in place, IT-related expenses became easier for customers to budget in
their annual forecasts. One Key Account Manager highlighted, "Effective IT processes play a major
role in today's business environment as IT is integral to how our customers deliver value to their own
clients." Even though IT budgets are relatively small compared to other costs, such as premises, IT
remains crucial. Without proper IT lifecycle management and reliable ICT, customers are unable to

deliver the value they promise to their end-users.

This scenario underscores the importance of the service provider's initial value proposition. It is
critical for Key Account Managers to identify and address specific customer challenges, ensuring
that the value proposition is closely aligned with the customer’s needs. Rather than simply offering
a set of services, the value proposition serves as a strategic alignment of the provider's strengths with
the customer's operational goals. By emphasizing improved lifecycle management, cost
optimization, and sustainability initiatives, Key Account Managers position the service as a vital

partner in helping customers achieve both operational efficiency and sustainability objectives.

The pandemic also brought a major shift in how Key Account Managers interacted with their
customers. Physical meetings gave way to virtual ones, creating new challenges such as the lack of
personal contact and increased competition for customer attention across digital channels. However,
this shift also brought opportunities—virtual meetings with clients from different time zones became
easier to arrange and more cost-effective. The use of digital tools, data analytics, and frequent virtual
check-ins allowed Key Account Managers to maintain continuous dialogue, which deepened trust
and fostered collaboration. To respond to these changes, Key Account Managers adjusted their value
co-creation strategies by integrating more digital solutions and focusing on data-driven insights to
better understand customer needs. This enhanced the ability to create tailored solutions that aligned
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closely with operational goals, allowing them to highlight the service provider's role in streamlining

IT processes and contributing to customers' success in their markets.

Key Account Managers use various metrics to measure the success of value co-creation, including
customer satisfaction, loyalty, and revenue growth. Some also track Net Promoter Scores (NPS) to
gauge overall customer sentiment and likelihood to recommend the services. Feedback is gathered
through regular customer surveys and direct conversations, with Key Account Managers actively
analyzing this data to drive continuous improvement. Internally, processes like regular audits ensure
that services align with evolving customer needs, creating opportunities for refinement and

innovation.

A key focus in value co-creation is the increasing emphasis on sustainability. Many Key Account
Managers noted that customers highly value the service’s ability to support responsible recycling and
reuse of IT assets. One manager highlighted, "We all need to contribute to a sustainable future, and
if IT equipment is not refurbished and resold, the impact of Scope 3 emissions will be significant.
One of my customers aims to be NetZero by 2030, and sustainable IT management is a key step

toward achieving that target.”

This aligns with the global shift toward green and sustainable practices, where organizations have to
take care of their actions and calculate their impact against climate. As Key Account Managers, it’s
crucial to ensure that the service provider's value proposition not only highlights economic benefits
but also promotes the broader social and environmental impact. With upcoming mandatory Scope 3
emission reporting as part of CSRD regulations, Key Account Managers see an increasing
opportunity to help customers reduce their carbon footprint through effective IT lifecycle

management.

Looking ahead, Key Account Managers plan to further enhance value co-creation through deeper
digital engagement and by involving customers earlier in service development. It was also mentioned
that even though the service provider would like to spend more time in the joint sphere face-to-face,
sometimes the other half (customer) is more willing to do it remotely. As customers increasingly
expect transparency and sustainability in their IT management, the role of value co-creation will
evolve from just providing services to building an integrated ecosystem where sustainability and

operational efficiency go hand in hand.

In the coming years, Key Account Managers expect that value co-creation will play a pivotal role in
driving not just economic performance but also in supporting the broader strategic goals of their

customers, particularly in areas like sustainability and environmental responsibility.
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Customer sphere

The customer sphere is where the theoretical benefits outlined in the service provider's value
proposition are brought to life. In this space, customers apply the service to tackle their unique
operational challenges and achieve real results and actually gain the value. According to the
interviews, customers utilize the service to improve IT asset management, strengthen financial
tracking, and support sustainability initiatives, demonstrating the service's adaptability in addressing

a wide range of organizational needs.

One illustrative example comes from a customer who explained how the service has been pivotal in
reducing equipment downtime. By enabling more efficient scheduling of maintenance and updates,
the service has minimized disruptions to daily operations, thereby enhancing overall productivity. It
is clear that proper working IT assets are the core in the value creation for the companies and the

company’s end customers.

“"We see that the purchase price of an IT-asset in only a part of the total cost during the lifecycle. As

an example, if employee x cant work for two day due to old laptop, it will cost us more”

This has been particularly beneficial in environments where IT infrastructure reliability is critical to
business continuity. Moreover, the service’s capabilities in tracking and managing equipment
throughout its lifecycle have allowed customers to optimize asset utilization, avoid unnecessary

replacements, and reduce total cost of ownership (TCO).

Beyond operational advantages, the service has played a key role in helping customers achieve their
environmental sustainability objectives. One participant noted that the structured approach to
recycling and reusing IT assets offered by the service not only reduced electronic waste but also
enhanced the organization’s reputation as a socially responsible corporate entity. This example
illustrates that the customer sphere extends beyond purely operational and financial outcomes,

contributing to broader strategic goals such as corporate social responsibility (CSR).

“"We need to start reporting our scope-emissions in the future as a part of financial statements and
IT is playing a crucial role in the reporting as laptops and other end-user devices are considered as
scope emissions. We aim to acquire more sustainable ICT-devices in the future in order to meet our

goal”

The successful integration of the service into customers' operations indicates that the service provider
has effectively fulfilled its initial value proposition. However, this success depends largely on the
customer’s ability to fully utilize the service’s features and incorporate them into their established
workflows. The interviews reveal that customers who invest in training and actively engage with the
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service provider’s support resources tend to achieve superior results. This underscores the critical

role of customer engagement and capacity-building in maximizing the service’s potential.

Joint sphere

The joint sphere is where the most significant and dynamic interactions between the service provider
and customer occur. This space is defined by a collaborative approach to problem-solving, planning,
and strategic development, allowing both parties to co-create value that surpasses what either could
achieve alone. In B2B contexts, this sphere is especially important, as the complexity of services and
the demand for customization often necessitate close cooperation and a shared understanding

between the provider and the customer.

The interview data emphasizes the importance of continuous and active support from the service
provider in driving successful value co-creation. Many respondents appreciated the provider's
proactive approach, which included customized training, regular performance assessments, and
strategic consultations. One customer highlighted that ’the provider s readiness to engage in detailed
discussions about their specific operational challenges and adapt the service accordingly was crucial
to their satisfaction.” This level of involvement overcomes a transactional relationship, fostering a
partnership where the service provider plays a strategic role rather than merely acting as a vendor.
Some of the KAMs during the interview mentioned that they feel like they are always talking about
the same things with customers and felt that there are meetings where they don’t bring any value to
the joint sphere. There is a clear gap between the expectations as all of the customers felt that the

regular meetings are necessary.

Nevertheless, the data also points to areas where the joint sphere could be further strengthened.
Several customers expressed a desire for more proactive insights and recommendations from the

service provider, particularly in the realm of data analytics and future planning.

“We know that the service provider is one of the best in class and that why we really value their

insights of the future IT-markets”

While the existing collaboration framework supports regular communication and issue resolution,
there is an opportunity for the provider to take a more role . By leveraging data-driven insights, the
service provider can identify emerging trends, highlight potential issues, and propose innovative

solutions that align with the customer’s evolving business needs.

This feedback underscores a key challenge in the joint sphere: ensuring that both parties are not only
engaged but also contributing meaningfully to the co-creation process. Effective value co-creation
requires that the service provider goes beyond reactive problem-solving to become a proactive

37



partner in innovation. This involves not just addressing current needs but also co-developing new
capabilities and processes that drive future success. For customers, it means being open to new ideas
and willing to invest in the collaborative relationship, recognizing that the value derived from the

service is enhanced through active participation and shared learning.

The middle of the three spheres represents the peak of the value co-creation process, where the
service provider’s expertise and the customer’s operational insights come together to create a
synergistic relationship that boosts long-term business performance. Interview data suggests that,
although the foundation for effective collaboration is solid, there is room for deeper engagement and
innovation. This can be achieved by leveraging data more effectively and adopting a more strategic,

forward-thinking approach to the partnership.

5.2 Value Co-Creation perspectives

Understanding Customer Expectations

From the perspective of a Key Account Manager (KAM), the process of value co-creation begins
with a clear understanding of customer expectations and needs. Customers in the B2B sector typically
have multifaceted expectations of cost efficiency, operational performance, and sustainability. The
initial value proposition must be precisely tailored to address these diverse expectations, integrating

both the customer’s immediate operational needs and their long-term strategic objectives.

As highlighted in the KAM responses, one of the primary objectives for many customers is the
effective management of IT assets. A KAM shared an example where the service helped a customer
optimize the lifecycle of their IT equipment, reducing costs and allowing the customer to focus on
their core business activities. This demonstrates how the initial value proposition is crafted by
identifying and addressing specific pain points such as high operational costs and inefficient asset
management. The Key Account Manager plays a crucial role in this phase, as they not only
communicate the service’s value but also ensure that the proposed solution aligns with the customer’s
unique requirements and this needs to be ensured with the customer regularly. It is also important

that KAMs plan the activities with the customers and remind themselves of the original value.

Furthermore, the value proposition must be communicated clearly and effectively through various
channels. The KAM responses indicate that the value proposition is often communicated through
customer meetings, digital platforms, and marketing materials. This multi-channel approach ensures
that the service's benefits are consistently reinforced, helping to establish a strong foundation for

subsequent interactions in the joint sphere.
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In developing the initial value proposition, it is essential to integrate customer feedback and market
trends. One KAM mentioned the importance of continually refining the value proposition based on

customer insights and market dynamics.

“"Nowadays the market is moving fast and there are different needs that needs to be met, even though

we might differ from the original value proposition.”

This ongoing process not only enhances the relevance of the service offering but also fosters a sense
of collaboration and responsiveness that is critical for successful value co-creation. As the market
dynamics are changing, the value proposition needs to be align with the current market and needs.
As an example, upcoming Al trends requires a lot of calculation power of the IT devices — Al requires
more on-device power in the future which means that market is moving towards more powerful CPUs

in the laptops.

The Key Account Manager's Role in the Joint Sphere

The joint sphere represents the most interactive and collaborative aspect of value co-creation, where
the service provider and the customer work together to refine and enhance the service offering. In
this sphere, the Key Account Manager acts as a strategic partner, facilitating dialogue, coordinating

joint initiatives, and ensuring that both parties are aligned in their goals and expectations.

One of the key functions of the KAM in the joint sphere is to facilitate effective communication and
collaboration. The interviews revealed that KAMs use a variety of digital tools and platforms to
support this engagement, such as virtual workshops, shared project management tools, and customer
portals. These platforms enable real-time collaboration and information sharing, which are essential

for addressing complex challenges and co-developing innovative solutions.

The joint sphere is also where continuous improvement and innovation take place. Several KAMs
described how they collaborated with customers to co-create new service features or processes based
on specific customer feedback. For example, one KAM recounted a project where they worked with
a customer to develop a customized reporting tool that provided deeper insights into IT asset
utilization, supporting more informed decision-making. This level of collaboration not only enhances
the value of the service but also builds a strong, trust-based relationship between the service provider

and the customer.

However, the joint sphere also presents challenges. The KAM responses indicate that while there is
a strong foundation for collaboration, there is still room for more proactive engagement from the
service provider. Some KAMs noted that they would like to see more frequent and structured

opportunities for strategic discussions, as well as greater support for innovation initiatives. This
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feedback suggests that the service provider could benefit from institutionalizing more formalized
processes for joint planning and innovation, ensuring that the collaborative potential of the joint

sphere is fully realized.

5.3 Summary of identified gaps

In the evolving landscape of customer expectations and service delivery, identifying and addressing
gaps between the value customers expect and what service providers deliver is critical to fostering
long-term partnerships. This part of the study aims to structure the gaps that can be identified in the
data by using dual perspectives of both, customers and KAMs.

Customers prioritize cost efficiency, sustainability, strategic communication, and innovation, while
KAMs often focus more on the operational aspects of service delivery. By systematically analyzing
these perspectives, this gap analysis aims to pinpoint the discrepancies that hinder optimal service
delivery and suggest actionable strategies for improvement. Bridging these gaps requires a shift
toward a more customer-centric approach, where KAMs not only deliver operational excellence but
also link their efforts directly to customer outcomes, such as cost savings, corporate social
responsibility goals, and innovation. This introduction sets the stage for exploring these gaps and the
practical solutions needed to enhance both the customer experience and the service provider’s

competitive edge.

Cost savings and efficiency

Customer Perspective: Customers express high expectations regarding cost efficiency and
operational optimization as primary drivers for engaging with the service provider. For example,
customers anticipate significant cost savings through optimized IT asset management and reduced
equipment downtime. They expect seamless integration of the service into their existing workflows

to streamline operations and enhance productivity.

Service Provider Perspective: KAMs acknowledge the importance of cost efficiency but focus more
on the technical and practical steps of service delivery. They emphasize the service's capability to
manage IT assets effectively but often lack emphasis on the broader financial impacts that customers
prioritize. The service provider's narrative is more aligned with operational processes rather than

translating these processes into tangible cost benefits for the customer.

Gap Analysis: There is a gap between the customers' expectation of cost savings and the service

provider's communication of these benefits. While KAMs focus on operational efficiencies,
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customers seek a clearer linkage between these efficiencies and direct financial outcomes. To bridge
this gap, KAMs should adopt a more customer-centric approach, explicitly connecting operational
improvements with financial metrics such as ROI (Return on Investment) and TCO (Total Cost of

Ownership).

Sustainability and Environmental Responsibility

Customer Perspective: Customers are increasingly focused on sustainability and environmental
responsibility as part of their corporate social responsibility (CSR) goals. They value the service’s
role in facilitating IT asset recycling and responsible disposal, expecting the provider to actively

support their sustainability initiatives.

Service Provider Perspective: KAMs recognize the importance of sustainability and articulate their
service's alignment with circular economy principles. They mention various initiatives, such as
leasing models and recycling programs, designed to support sustainable IT management. However,

KAMs often present these initiatives as secondary to operational and cost benefits.

Gap Analysis: The gap here is small but significant: customers see sustainability as a core value
proposition, whereas KAMs treat it as a complementary benefit. To align with customer expectations,
KAMs should integrate sustainability more prominently into their value propositions, highlighting
how sustainable practices not only meet CSR goals but also contribute to long-term cost savings and

brand reputation enhancement.

Communication and Support

Customer Perspective: Customers appreciate the proactive support provided by KAMs but express
a need for more structured and frequent communication. They desire regular updates, proactive
recommendations, and strategic discussions to ensure that the service continues to meet their
evolving needs. Customers also would like to hear more about the upcoming trends in the market as

they see the service providers as professionals who they can trust.

Service Provider Perspective: KAMs emphasize their efforts to maintain open communication
through multiple channels, such as digital tools, virtual meetings, and customer portals. However,
the focus is often on addressing immediate operational issues rather than engaging in strategic,

forward-looking conversations.

Gap Analysis: The gap in communication lies in the depth and strategic nature of interactions. While

customers seek ongoing strategic dialogue, KAMs are more focused on operational support. To
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bridge this gap, KAMs should schedule regular strategic review sessions with customers, leveraging
data analytics to provide insights and recommendations that align with the customer's long-term

business objectives.

Innovation and Continuous Improvement

Customer Perspective: Customers expect the service provider to be a partner in innovation,
proactively suggesting new solutions and improvements. They value co-creation and seek more

involvement in the development of new service features and tools.

Service Provider Perspective: KAMs are aware of the need for innovation but often react to specific
customer requests rather than initiating innovation independently. They describe their role in
gathering customer feedback and implementing service enhancements but do not consistently engage

customers in the co-creation process.

Gap Analysis: There is a clear gap in the proactive initiation of innovation. Customers want the
service provider to lead innovation efforts, while KAMs tend to wait for customer prompts. To
address this gap, KAMs should adopt a more proactive stance by regularly presenting new ideas,
leveraging customer feedback for continuous development, and involving customers in pilot testing

and co-creation workshops.

5.4 Value assumptions vs value expectations

This chapter addresses the research question: How can the gap in the value co-creation process
between SME customers and Key Account Managers (KAMs) be evaluated? 1t investigates the
differing perspectives of KAMs and customers regarding value co-creation in business relationships.
While KAMs often prioritize operational efficiency and the technical aspects of service delivery,
customers expect a more holistic approach that encompasses not only operational benefits but also
financial performance, sustainability, and long-term strategic alignment. By analyzing the
assumptions made by KAMs and contrasting them with the broader expectations of customers, this
chapter seeks to identify the key areas where value perceptions diverge and explore the underlying

causes of this gap.

Value Assumptions by Key Account Managers (KAMs)

The insights from the interviews reveal that Key Account Managers (KAMs) tend to operate with a
strong emphasis on the operational aspects of the service, focusing on delivering IT asset
management, ensuring technical efficiency, and adhering to sustainable practices. However, their

assumptions about the value that customers derive from these services often lean toward what can be
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measured operationally—optimizing IT lifecycles, reducing downtime, and maintaining high
standards of service delivery. While these are critical components of the overall offering, KAMs
often fall short in explicitly tying these operational successes to broader financial and strategic

outcomes that customers prioritize.

For instance, KAMs tend to highlight the process efficiencies enabled by their services, such as
reducing underutilized equipment or improving IT budgeting accuracy. However, they do not always
articulate how these efficiencies translate into concrete financial metrics like cost savings, return on
investment (ROI), or total cost of ownership (TCO). This disconnect shows a gap between the
technical and operational focus of KAMs and the customer’s desire to see more direct financial

outcomes from these improvements.

Value Assumptions Value Expectations

GAP

Operational efficiency
ESG benefit

Cost efficiency
ESG requirement

Strategic dialogue
Waiting for innovations

Operational support
Waiting for needs for
innovations

Lol s
Eali ol

Joint Sphere
(Value Co-
Creation)

[ ]

Actual value

Provider
Sphere

Customer
Sphere

Customer value realization

Moreover, sustainability initiatives, though recognized by KAMs as important, are often treated as
secondary to cost and operational benefits. KAMs emphasize the practical aspects of recycling
programs and circular economy models without fully integrating these environmental benefits into
the core value proposition. This assumption that customers view sustainability as an additional or
complementary benefit overlooks the growing trend where sustainability is becoming a core
expectation for many businesses, especially in light of rising corporate social responsibility (CSR)

obligations.

Value Expectations by Customers

On the other hand, customers interviewed in this study articulate a more multifaceted and strategic
set of value expectations. Beyond technical efficiencies, customers expect comprehensive solutions
that tackle their financial, operational, and environmental challenges. The interviews highlight that
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customers are willing to invest more in services that not only optimize IT assets but also help them
achieve broader business objectives, such as significant cost reductions, enhanced sustainability

performance, and better alignment with long-term operational goals.

Customers consistently view IT asset management as a critical part of their value chain. The service
provided helps them mitigate inefficiencies, avoid unnecessary replacements, and reduce overall
costs, all while enabling smoother operational flows. However, they expect more clarity from the
service provider in terms of how these operational improvements directly benefit their financial
bottom line. As one customer pointed out, effective IT processes are vital to their business, but
without a clear understanding of the direct financial impact, it is difficult to fully appreciate the value

of the service.

Environmental sustainability is also a core concern for customers. Many customers are increasingly
focused on reducing their Scope 3 emissions and meeting NetZero goals, with the proper disposal
and recycling of IT assets being a significant part of this strategy. For them, sustainability is not just
an additional benefit but an integral part of the service’s value. Customers expect the service provider
to actively support these environmental initiatives and to integrate sustainability more prominently

into the value proposition, aligning with both economic and environmental goals.

Ultimately, the study highlights that while customers appreciate the operational efficiencies provided,
they also expect more proactive engagement from KAMs in aligning services with their financial,
strategic, and sustainability goals. Bridging this gap between operational delivery and strategic value
creation will be key to enhancing the service provider's overall value proposition and fostering

stronger, long-term customer relationships.
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6. Discussion and conclusion

In this chapter, the research findings will be analyzed, and conclusions will be drawn. Initially, the
theoretical framework will be compared with the empirical data to identify correlations and
differences between them. The research questions will then be addressed based on the empirical
evidence, followed by a discussion on managerial implications. Subsequently, the limitations of the
study and recommendations for future research will be presented. Lastly, a summary of the

conclusions will be provided.

6.1 Theoretical Insights with Empirical Findings

The theoretical frameworks surrounding value co-creation emphasize the dynamic and interactive
nature of the process, where both the service provider and the customer contribute to creating unique
value propositions. This analysis draws on several key theories and integrates them with the findings
from the semi-structured interviews with both customers and Key Account Managers (KAMs). By
doing so, we can critically examine how these theoretical ideas work in practice and identify any

discrepancies between expected and delivered value.

The Role of Trust and Relationship Quality in Value Co-Creation

Relationship quality and trust are foundational elements in effective value co-creation. The
Commitment-Trust Theory of Relationship Marketing by Morgan and Hunt (1994) posits that trust
and commitment are central to fostering long-term relationships and facilitating value co-creation.
In this study, the role of trust is evident in the customer’s reliance on KAMs for managing critical IT
infrastructure and supporting strategic initiatives. However, the findings show that while operational
trust is generally strong, there are gaps in strategic trust, particularly when it comes to innovation

and long-term planning.

To enhance the quality of these relationships, it is crucial for KAMs to not only meet but exceed
customer expectations through consistent and proactive engagement. This aligns with the findings of
Hsieh and Yuan (2010), who highlight that high relationship quality enhances customer loyalty and
satisfaction, thereby enabling more effective co-creation of value. By fostering stronger relational
bonds and demonstrating a deep commitment to the customer’s success, KAMs can create a more

conducive environment for value co-creation.
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Co-Creation Challenges in Remote and Digital Environments

The shift to remote and digital environments, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has
introduced new challenges and opportunities for value co-creation. According to McKinsey &
Company (2020) and Deloitte Insights (2020), the rapid adoption of digital tools has transformed
how businesses interact and collaborate. This study corroborates these findings, showing that while
digital tools have facilitated continued collaboration, they have also highlighted gaps in

communication and engagement.

KAMs have adapted by using digital platforms such as virtual workshops, customer portals, and
project management tools to maintain engagement. However, the findings suggest that these tools
are often used reactively rather than strategically. The challenge, therefore, is not just in adopting
digital tools but in using them to enhance the depth and quality of interactions. This aligns with
Patton’s (2015) emphasis on the need for qualitative researchers to adapt methodologies to changing

contexts and to use digital tools creatively to capture nuanced insights.
The Strategic Role of KAMs in Bridging the Value Gap

The findings from this study also highlight the strategic role that KAMs play in bridging the value
gap between customer expectations and service delivery. The dual perspective approach used in this
research provides a comprehensive understanding of the discrepancies in perceived value. It shows
that while KAMs are effective in operational support, there is a need for a more strategic orientation

in their roles.

This perspective is supported by the work of Payne, Storbacka, and Frow (2008), who argue that
managing value co-creation requires a strategic framework that integrates both customer and
provider perspectives. By adopting a more strategic mindset, KAMs can not only address immediate
operational needs but also contribute to the customer’s long-term strategic goals. This involves
leveraging insights from customer interactions to inform service development and ensuring that the

service provider’s capabilities are aligned with the customer’s evolving business landscape.

6.2 Conclusion

In conclusion, this study has thoroughly examined the dynamics of value co-creation in the B2B
sector, with a particular focus on the interactions between Key Account Managers (KAMs) and
customers. The research underscores the critical importance of aligning services with customer

expectations, especially in the context of the pandemic, which has significantly shifted customer
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interactions to online platforms. The findings reveal potential gaps in the value co-creation process,

where customer expectations may not always align with the value delivered by service providers.

The qualitative research approach, involving semi-structured interviews with both customers and
Key Account Managers, provided a comprehensive view of the interactions between service
providers and customers. This method was instrumental in identifying discrepancies between
perceived and delivered value, which is essential for improving service quality. The study integrates
theoretical frameworks with empirical data from interviews to offer a nuanced understanding of

customer needs and service capabilities.

The recommendations emphasize the need for service providers to align their offerings with customer
expectations to remain competitive and ensure customer satisfaction. By examining these dynamics,
the research aims to uncover where customer expectations diverge from what is provided, which is
crucial for enhancing service quality. The study offers practical recommendations and a strategic
roadmap for service providers in the leasing industry to enhance their value creation in the evolving

business environment.

Furthermore, the research highlights the evolving nature of value co-creation in the B2B sector,
particularly in the wake of the pandemic. The shift to virtual interactions has necessitated a deeper
integration of technology and a more robust digital strategy to facilitate effective remote
collaborations. This transition has also elevated customer expectations, requiring service providers

to continuously innovate and adapt their strategies to meet the rapidly changing needs of their clients.

The study also underscores the pivotal role of Key Account Managers in the value co-creation
process. Their ability to understand and shape the co-creation of value is critical, particularly in a
landscape where face-to-face interactions have diminished. The strategies developed and
implemented by KAMs must cater to the nuanced demands that have evolved from the shift to remote
operations, ensuring that customer engagement remains strong even in the absence of physical

contact.

Overall, this thesis contributes to the development of better strategies for improving customer service
and offers valuable insights into the evolving nature of value co-creation in the B2B sector. The
research underscores the need for continuous innovation and adaptation to meet the rapidly changing
needs of clients, ensuring long-term success and customer satisfaction. By addressing the gaps in the
value co-creation process, service providers can enhance their offerings and foster stronger, more

resilient relationships with their customers

47



6.3 Limitations and Propositions for Future Research

This study provides valuable insights into the dynamics of value co-creation in B2B contexts,
focusing on the perspectives of both customers and Key Account Managers (KAMs). However, there
are several limitations that should be acknowledged, which could impact the generalizability and

depth of the findings:

Sample Size and Scope: The research is based on a limited number of semi-structured interviews,
primarily involving participants from a single service provider and its clients. This narrow focus may
not fully capture the diverse range of experiences and practices across different industries or service
contexts. Future research should consider expanding the sample size and including multiple service

providers and industry sectors to enhance the generalizability of the findings.

Subjectivity and Bias: Qualitative research is based on interpreting personal experiences, which
might lead to bias. The perspectives of KAMs and customers, while insightful, are based on
individual experiences and may not represent the broader organizational viewpoints. Moreover, the
relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee can influence responses, potentially leading
to socially desirable answers or not fully reporting the negative experiences. Future research could

add quantitative surveys to support and confirm the results from the qualitative interviews.

Focus on Current Service Context: The study primarily examines the current state of value co-
creation within the existing service context. This approach does not account for potential changes in
the business environment, such as technological advancements or evolving customer needs, which
could significantly impact value co-creation dynamics. It’s suggested to use long-term studies to see

how value co-creation practices change over time in response to these changes

Lack of Quantitative Metrics for Value Co-Creation: The study relies heavily on qualitative data and
lacks quantitative measures to assess the effectiveness of value co-creation. The absence of specific
metrics makes it challenging to objectively evaluate the impact of value co-creation efforts on
business outcomes. Future research should develop and apply quantitative metrics, such as co-
creation indices or customer satisfaction scores, to provide a more robust evaluation of value co-

creation practices.

6.4 Suggentions for Future Research

Several future research opportunities arise from the limitations identified in this study. First,

comparative studies across different industries would help provide a clearer understanding of value
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co-creation practices. For instance, by comparing sectors such as technology services and
manufacturing, researchers can identify specific challenges and best practices unique to each
industry. This type of comparison could show how different factors in each sector affect value co-

creation.

Second, as digital tools play an increasingly important role in business, future research should
explore how these tools, such as collaborative software and Al-driven analytics, impact value co-
creation. Studies could focus on how these tools improve communication, encourage innovation, and
boost customer satisfaction. Understanding how digital platforms contribute to value co-creation can

help businesses use technology more effectively.

Third, it would be beneficial to conduct longitudinal studies to track how value co-creation changes
over time. As technology, markets, and customer needs evolve, so do co-creation practices. A long-
term study would allow researchers to see how these practices adapt and what factors contribute to
successful value co-creation in a changing business environment. In addition, developing quantitative
measures for value co-creation is important for evaluating its effectiveness. Future studies could
focus on creating metrics, such as the Value Co-Creation Index (VCCI) to assess how co-creation

activities influence business performance.

Another key area for future research is organizational culture, which significantly affects how value
co-creation is implemented. Studies should explore how leadership styles, employee involvement,
and teamwork across departments influence the success of co-creation initiatives. Comparing
organizations with different cultures could reveal the best ways to foster a collaborative environment
that supports value co-creation. Further, more research is needed to explore customer expectations
and satisfaction. This study highlighted gaps between expected and delivered value, but future
research should investigate how customer expectations change over time and what factors most

influence their satisfaction.

Lastly, leadership plays a crucial role in driving value co-creation. Future research should examine
how different leadership approaches affect the success of co-creation projects. For example, studying
the role of transformational leadership could provide insights into how leaders can encourage
innovation and collaboration in co-creation. By exploring these research areas, future studies can
expand on the findings of this study and provide a more complete understanding of value co-creation
in business-to-business contexts. This would not only enhance academic knowledge but also offer
valuable insights for companies looking to improve their co-creation strategies and achieve better

business results.
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8. Appendixes

Appendix 1. Plan of the interviews

Interview Scheduling and Information for Participants:

Interviewees will be informed of the following details:

1.

The study aims to explore any potential value gaps between Key Account Managers
(KAMs) and customers.

The confidentiality of their responses will be fully ensured by using numeric system of the
participants

The interview will last approximately 45 minutes.

The interview can take place either at the customer’s office in a quiet setting or remotely

via Zoom or phone.

Interview Process:

At the start of the interview, participants will be informed that the data collected will be used
for a master's thesis, but their names and identities will remain confidential.

The key themes of the interview will be presented to the interviewee.

The interview will be conducted following the structure outlined in the Finnish interview
questions

After the interview, participants will be given the option to review the final results of the

study if they wish to do so.

Appendix 2. Interview template for Value co-creation customers & KAMs

1.

Minkilaista arvoa asiakas odottaa yhtiolti.

o Miké nykyisen palveluntarjoajan palveluissa on teille tirkeintd ja mitd lisdarvoa
saatte siitd?

o Miké on suurin lisdarvo jonka koette saavamme ostaessanne palveluntarjoajan
palveluita?

o Mika oli padasiallinen syy, jotta valitsette juuri kyseisen palvelun ja minké sen
primédria arvo teille on?
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Mité tavoittelette nykyisen palvelun tarjoajan palvelulla?
Onko olemassa jotain spesifid hyotya mitd odotatte saavamme palvelusta?

Missi tilanteissa koette, ettd olette saaneet luvatun palvelun ja olette sithen
tyytyvdisid? Osaatko mééritelld jonkin tason?

2. Arvonluonti asiakkaan ja KAMin vililid?

(¢]

Ketka teilld kayttavit kyseistd palvelua ja miten kyseinen palvelu auttaa teitd
saavuttamaan teille térkeitd tavoitteita?

Koetteko, ettd saatte tarpeeksi tukea ja koulutusta, jotta saatte palvelusta kaiken
mahdollisen tehon irti? Tahén voi sisdltyd esimerkiksi uusien palveluiden
kayttoonotto tai esimerkiksi uuden tyontekijan kouluttaminen yhtion palveluihin.

Onko kommunikointi hyvéll4 tasolla teidédn ja palveluntarjoajan vélilla? Onko
erityisia kohtia, jossa haluaisit saada enemmén tukea ja kommunikointia?

Mikai teille on tirkeintd kommunikoinnissa? Onko se nopeus?

Onko kommunikointi teiddn mielestdnne kaksisuuntaista vai riittdako, ettd KAM
on aina saatavilla kun on tarve?

Mitka tilanteet on teille tirkeimpid kohtia kommunikoida asiakasvastaavien
kanssa?

3. Arvon todeksi eliiminen ja arvolupauksen tiyttiminen

(@]

Jos olette saaneet merkittavid hyotya kyseisestd palvelusta, mitkd ovat olleet teille
ne kaikista tarkeimmat?

Sopimuksen tekohetkelld on selvennetty palvelusopimuksen kohdat ja teiddn
olettamanne. Onko jotain asiakohtia, joista koette, ettd ette ole saaneet arvoa tai
koko arvoa ei ole tuotu teille ndhtéville?

Jos asiaa ei voi mitata, sitd ei voi myoskddn kehittdd — mitka ovat teille
onnistumisen mittarit ja milla tasolla mittaatte talon sisdisesti palvelun
toimivuutta?

Palvelu on moniosainen — mihin osa-alueisiin olette olleet erityisen tyytyvaisia?

Osa 3: Avoimet kysymykset asiakasvastaaville (Key Account Managers)

1. Arvon yhteisluomisen ymmértéminen ja soveltaminen

(0]

Miti yhteinen arvonluonti tarkoittaa asiakkaiden kanssa? Kerro omin sanoin ja
kdytannon esimerkkejd?

Miten itse koet arvon yhtion palvelusta jos ajattelet, ettd olet itse ostaja?

Voitteko kuvailla konkreettisia esimerkkejé arvojen yhteisluomisesta asiakkaiden
kanssa?

2. Palveluntarjoajan kenttd

(o]

Miten kehitétte ja viestitte arvolupauksenne asiakkaille?
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o Mité prosesseja kidytitte palveluiden laadun ja luotettavuuden varmistamiseksi?
o Miten etdtyd on vaikuttanut tuotantoprosessiinne ja arvolupaukseenne?

3. Asiakaskentté
o Miten asiakkaanne kayttivat tuotteitanne/palveluitanne?

o Millaisia palautemekanismeja kéytitte asiakastarpeiden ja tyytyviisyyden
ymmartdmiseksi?

o Voitteko antaa esimerkkeja siitd, kuinka asiakaspalaute on johtanut parannuksiin
palveluissanne?

4. Yhteinen kentté
o Miten helpotatte vuorovaikutusta asiakkaiden kanssa arvojen yhteisluomiseksi?
o Voitteko jakaa esimerkkeja onnistuneista yhteistyoprojekteista asiakkaiden kanssa?

o Miti tyokaluja/alustoja kdytétte yhteisluomisen mahdollistamiseksi erityisesti
etity0ssi?

5. Covid-19 vaikutukset
o Miten pandemia muutti vuorovaikutusta asiakkaiden kanssa?

o Mité uusia haasteita ja mahdollisuuksia on syntynyt virtuaalisiin yhteyksiin
siirtymisessa?

o Kuinka olette mukauttaneet arvojen yhteisluomisen strategioitanne ndiden
muutosten myG6td?

6. Mittaaminen ja arviointi
o Mitd mittareita kdytétte arvojen yhteisluomisen onnistumisen mittaamiseen?

o Kuinka kerditte ja analysoitte asiakaspalautetta arvojen yhteisluomisen
parantamiseksi?

o Millaisia jatkuvan parantamisen prosesseja kiytatte?
7. Tulevaisuuden ndkymit

o Mitd suunnitelmia teilld on arvojen yhteisluomisen parantamiseksi
tulevaisuudessa?

o Kuinka odotatte arvojen yhteisluomisen roolin kehittyvén toimialallanne
seuraavien vuosien aikana?
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