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Putting the “Service” into B2B Marketing: Key Developments in Service Research and 

Their Relevance for B2B 

 

Abstract 

 Purpose – The B2B marketing literature is heavily focused on the manufacturing 

sector. However, it is the B2B service sector that shows the highest growth in GDP. Beyond a 

vibrant stream of literature on servitization, the B2B literature has neglected drawing on the 

wider service literature. This article examines recent streams of service research that have 

promising implications and research opportunities for B2B marketing.

 Design/methodology/approach – Together, the author team has decades of research, 

managerial, and executive teaching experience related to B2B marketing and services marketing 

and management. The observations and reflections in this article originate from this unique 

perspective and are supplemented by insights from 16 expert interviews. 

 Findings – We identify and discuss in this article four broad and related themes from 

the service literature that can stimulate B2B research and practice. First, we highlight the 

implications for capturing value in our economies with their rapidly increasing specialization and 

related growth in B2B services. Specifically, we explain where B2B firms should focus on to 

gain bargaining power in the value chains of the future. Second, an additional strategy to 

enhance a B2B firm’s power to capture value is servitization which allows firms to get closer to 

their customers, increase their switching costs, and build strategic partnerships. We explore how 

firms can use service productization to enhance their chances of successful servitization. Third, 

servitization is expensive, and productivity and scalability are often a challenge in B2B contexts. 

These issues are tackled in a recent service research stream on cost-effective service excellence 

(CESE) where we derive implications for B2B firms. Fourth and related to CESE, latest 

developments in intelligent automation (IA) offer exciting opportunities for B2B services to be 

made more scalable. 

 Originality – This article is based on the unique perspective of the author team and a 

panel of experts, and connects major streams of service research to the B2B literature.  

 Keywords: Productization; Cost-effective service excellence; Digitization; Intelligent 

automation; Service robots; Artificial intelligence   
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Introduction 

 Contrary to common belief, transformation of manufacturing and the related 

outsourcing of activities, processes, and assets from manufacturing firms to professional B2B 

service firms, rather than an expanding B2C service sector, explains most of the growth of the 

service sector globally (Wirtz et al., 2015). In fact, B2B services in general, and knowledge- and 

technology-intensive business services in particular (e.g., consulting, IT, logistics, and 

operational services), are the fastest growing segments in the world economy (NSF, 2012; Wirtz 

et al., 2015). Furthermore, service is a powerful growth engine for B2B firms regardless of 

industry sector (Wirtz et al., 2015). This has also led traditional manufacturing firms to 

increasingly pursue servitization strategies whereby they often bundle services with their core 

product offerings (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019; Ulaga and Kowalkowski, 2022). Whether ‘true’ B2B 

service firms or manufacturers selling servitized solutions, their services leverage their 

specialized knowledge and skills to bring about desired results in their clients’ assets, processes, 

and operations (Kowalkowski and Ulaga, 2017). 

 While this inherent shift to service is well-documented, we now see further acceleration 

due to digital transformation (Verhoef et al., 2021) with the growth of what Hill (1999) refers to 

as “intangible goods” (e.g., software and technologies that rapidly become more intelligent and 

powerful). For example, in addition to selling electric solutions and propulsion systems, Swiss-

Swedish engineering group ABB offers its maritime customers a comprehensive portfolio of 

digital services—ranging from onshore operations centers to advisory services and cyber 

resilient vessels (Kowalkowski et al., 2022). Similarly, Arizona-based Vixxo disrupted the North 

American facilities management and maintenance industry with a platform-based business model 

which connects asset owners (e.g., a fast-food outlet in Miami of a global chain) with vetted 
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local service providers (e.g., local plumber or pest control company) who have shown a strong 

commitment to quality. By 2022, the firm maintained over two million assets for clients in a 

wide range of industries (Ulaga and Kowalkowski, 2022). Hence, servitization and digital 

transformation have profound implications regardless of industry, enabling novel services and 

changing the competitive landscape.  

 Nonetheless, while the B2B marketing literature increasingly focuses on service-based 

opportunities for value creation, much of the research (still) is largely concentrated on the 

manufacturing sector (e.g., servitization research) due to its product-centric connotations and 

origins (just like marketing traditionally has focused on goods). Against this backdrop, we make 

a case for a more holistic view of services in B2B marketing and for integrating insights from 

services marketing to enrich B2B research. While service growth in manufacturing firms has 

become one of the most active domains in B2B marketing (Raddats et al., 2019), ‘pure’ B2B 

services, such as professional business services, finance and insurance, and business process 

outsourcing (BPO) and other information and communications technology (ICT) services 

account for the fastest GDP growth globally (NSF, 2012; Wirtz et al., 2015). Hence, there is a 

need to further develop general theory on B2B services which is not limited to manufacturing 

settings (Ehret and Wirtz, 2010). This is particularly relevant given that the traditional 

boundaries between manufacturing and service sectors are becoming increasingly blurred. 

Today, manufacturers and service providers often compete for the same customers with 

innovative services. For example, Amazon Web Services moved into industrial service 

provision, and telecommunications company Verizon’s provides connected vehicle solutions and 

thereby competes with firms such as construction equipment manufacturers.  

 This article draws on the unique perspective of the author team’s decades of experience 
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in research, managerial, and executive teaching related to B2B and services marketing and 

management, outlining four broad themes that can stimulate B2B research and practice. While 

we as authors have deep expertise in the topics covered, it is unlikely that there are only four 

themes (most definitely there are more) nor that each of these themes will necessarily become an 

important stream of B2B research (although, we certainly hope so). To counter our subjective 

perspective, we conducted 16 expert email interviews to (1) garner a richer perspective on the 

potential relevance of each of the four themes and generate a wider set of interesting research 

ideas, and to (2) provide additional support that these four themes are indeed viewed as 

promising (which they are; the lowest average rating for the four themes was 5.4/7 with ‘7’ being 

anchored in “strongly agree” that a particular theme offers “exciting research potential for B2B 

marketing”). The experts interviewed are (in alphabetical order of surname): Sergio Biggemann 

(University of Otago); Ad de Jong (Copenhagen Business School); Arne De Keyser (EDHEC 

Business School); Anthony Di Benedetto (Temple University); Michael Ehret (University of 

Graz); Maria Holmlund (Hanken School of Economics); Elina Jaakkola (University of Turku); 

Joona Keränen (RMIT University); Daniel Kindström (Linköping University); Chiara Orsingher 

(University of Bologna); Annika Ravald (Hanken School of Economics); Anna Salonen 

(University of Jyväskylä); James Spohrer (International Society of Service Innovation 

Professionals); Pauliina Ulkuniemi (University of Oulu); Giampaolo Viglia (University of 

Portsmouth); and Judy Zolkiewski (Alliance Manchester Business School). Relevant quotes of 

the experts are attributed to them throughout the article. 

 This article contributes to the B2B literature by relating recent advances and emerging 

literature in service research that together provide a new perspective on (1) how B2B firms can 

position themselves to better capture value, (2) successfully servitize their offerings, (3) achieve 
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cost-effective service excellence (CESE), and (4) deploy intelligent automation (IA). We identify 

and discuss how these four major and related themes the service literature can provide important 

impetus to B2B practice and research. First, we highlight the implications for capturing value of 

the rapidly increasing specialization and related growth of B2B services in our economies. 

Specifically, we explain where B2B firms should focus on to gain bargaining power in the value 

chains of the future. Second, B2B firms increasingly move toward providing services and 

solutions to counter the commoditization of their offerings, get closer to their customers, increase 

customers’ switching costs, and build strategic partnerships, and thereby enhance their 

bargaining power in modern value chains. Here, we explore the implications of the rapidly 

increasing servitization of B2B offerings and how firms can use service productization to 

enhance their chances of successful servitization. Third, B2B firms frequently find servitization 

strategies to be costly, and productivity and scalability are often a challenge in B2B contexts. 

These issues are tackled in a recent service research stream on cost-effective service excellence 

(CESE) with its operations management approaches which we extent to the B2B context. Fourth, 

to support a CESE strategy and enhance service productivity, recent technological developments 

offer exciting potential. Here, the service literature has a rich stream of work on intelligent 

automation (IA), service robots, and artificial intelligence (AI) that offer exciting opportunities 

also for B2B services to be made more scalable. 

Capturing Value in Modern Service Economies 

 The service sector is growing in virtually all counties while the manufacturing sector 

has been declining for decades (The World Factbook, 2022). Much of the shift can be explained 

by the outsourcing of service activities from manufacturing firms to specialized service providers 

which results in an ever-increasing specialization of our economies (Wirtz et al., 2015). The 
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benefits of such specialization have been driving the rise of the service economy and pushing 

capability frontiers and economic growth. In fact, such specialization typically results in an 

ecosystem of advanced, competitive, and innovative business services that in themselves are key 

drivers of successful economies (Wirtz et al., 2015).  

 Consider the following example: a large manufacturing firm runs its own canteen with 

100 workers, who in the national statistics are classified as “manufacturing employees” 

producing “manufacturing output” (their output is captured in the added value created by their 

employer, i.e., the manufacturing firm). However, how good is a manufacturing firm in buying 

food ingredients, designing and running kitchen processes, supervising chefs, and controlling 

quality and costs in a canteen? The general answer is that the firm would probably not be capable 

of producing fantastic food nor be very productive. As the operations that take place in the 

canteen are low-volume and of little importance to the overall business, they will neither justify 

greater management attention nor significant investments in process improvements and R&D 

(Ehret and Wirtz, 2010). Many firms have recognized this problem and outsourced their canteen 

operations, often via a tendering process with a renewal period of every few years. The winning 

bidder is likely to be a firm that specializes in running canteens across many sites. Operating 

canteens is its core competency. As such, the operation is managed with an emphasis on the 

quality of service and food, and productivity. Facilities can be benchmarked internally, the 

operation has economies of scale, is way down the learning curve, and it also makes sense for the 

firm to invest in process improvements, analytics, tailored IT solutions, specialized training, and 

R&D. What used to be a neglected support activity within a manufacturing firm has become the 

management focus and core competency of an independent service provider. The same logic 

applies to almost all noncore activities, assets, goods, and services a company can source more 
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cost-effectively from third-party providers (Wirtz et al., 2015). This development leads to an 

increasing specialization of our economies with significant gains in productivity and standards of 

living. 

 Nevertheless, product firms have always provided services, echoing Levitt’s (1972) 

claim that “everybody is in service” when referring to the service imperative of manufacturing 

firms. In fact, Inklaar and Timmer (2014) argue that the decrease of manufacturing’s share of 

GDP largely reflects lowering prices of goods relative to services, particularly labor-intensive 

ones. Furthermore, as already Hill (1977) pointed out, even for identical output, the same activity 

can be classified as a good or a service, depending on the responsibilities of the firm in the 

production process; for example, whether the service provider is a manufacturer or a pure service 

player. Echoing this notion, Vandermerwe and Rada (1988) introduced the term servitization of 

business arguing that the traditional, simplistic distinction between goods and services is 

outdated: “Most firms today, are to a lesser or greater extent, in both. Much of this is due to 

managers looking at their customers’ needs as a whole, moving from the old and outdated focus 

on goods or services to integrated “bundles” or systems, as they are sometimes referred to, with 

services in the lead role” (p. 314, our emphasis). Hence, regardless of whether a firm is classified 

as manufacturer or service provider—with boundaries between industry sectors increasingly 

blurred—service plays an increasingly strategic role for enabling value creation and maintaining 

long-term competitive advantage.  

 As virtually all sectors are moving into selling their offerings as advanced services and 

solutions, which we define as offerings focusing on achieving performance (output-based 

services; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011), we need to better understand how to capture value in such 

an economy; service economies pose opportunities as well as serious competitive threats. 
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Rapidly reduced transaction costs have led advanced economies to become ever more 

specialized. Almost any activity, process, asset, and skill set has become or will become 

available as a service and can be bought from competitive markets, making it harder to build 

competitive advantage on any of those inputs. Firms have to therefore carefully decide what to 

own or control in a value chain to have bargaining power and be able to capture value (Wirtz and 

Ehret, 2019). The service literature has identified key assets that can enhance a firm’s 

competitive advantage and financial viability; they can come in the form of physical, intangible 

and even social capital (see Figure 1). The pillars of the model shown in Figure 1 were derived 

from Porter’s value chain (1985) and are (1) market-based assets such as customer relationships, 

service networks, and brand equity, (2) resource-based assets built on unique capabilities and 

intellectual property, and (3) platform-based assets designed to drive generation of network 

effects and facilitated through critical volume (or density, liquidity) (Wirtz and Ehret, 2019). For 

each of these assets, there are three basic manifestations or types of capital, namely tangible (or 

physical), intellectual and social capital. Furthermore, each asset category offers a different set of 

options for service-driven strategies.2 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

 First, basic forms of market-based assets include brands and the related brand equity, 

 
2Note, this article focuses on assets as levers for capturing value, while the B2B literature has examined outsourcing, 

the where, when, and how, and related risks for decades, which are out of the scope of this article. In brief, outsourcing 

provides multiple benefits, such as flexibility, cost savings, and technology leadership. However, it is also associated 

with risks, especially if a firm seeks to compete with knowledge rather than capacity and if the item or activity being 

sought is an integral part of the overall system, such as a core service component of a customer solution (Fine and 

Whitney, 1996). For a manufacturer moving into service, strong control of the distribution and delivery channels is 

paramount to ensure not only efficient operations but also commitment to the service initiative and a consistent, high-

quality service experience. Careful assessment, therefore, must proceed any decision whether to outsource services, 

especially since it may not only be costly to bring them in-house again but can also create channel conflicts; it is not 

uncommon to see channel intermediaries jealously protecting the relationships with their customers. While firms can 

achieve higher performance through collaboration with service partners (focus on capacity), providers of advanced 

services tend to benefit from keeping service activities in-house (focus on knowledge) (Bustinza et al., 2019; 

Kowalkowski and Ulaga, 2017).  
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customer equity, communications channels, and points of sale, which has arguably received too 

little attention in B2B marketing but are covered extensively in service research. Although 

brands and related brand equity are typical B2C topics, they are critical also in B2B (e.g., Jalkala 

and Keränen, 2014). “Nobody gets fired for buying IBM” is a phrase virtually anyone working in 

technology has come across. Reputation and brand image can matter a lot—ranging from B2B 

brands such as Oracle, McKinsey & Co, and Goldman Sachs to “personal brands” of key 

individuals such as salespeople and ‘star’ opinion leaders in specific industries—even if there is 

little research on the topic. We suggest to make a stronger case for branding research also in 

B2B. 

 Other key market-based assets include the pivotal role of customer relationships and 

long-term orientation, which have had a strong research tradition not only in service management 

(e.g., Grönroos 2004; Normann, 2001) but also B2B marketing (e.g., research by the Industrial 

Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) group; Håkansson and Snehota, 1995). As advanced services 

and solutions become of more strategic importance to firms, especially outcome-based and asset-

centric offerings, the importance of the relationship increases (e.g., mutual trust, commitment, 

adaptation, and transparency). There is much in B2B research to draw on. Furthermore, a 

challenge for manufacturers and any other firm providing services through dealers, service 

partners, and other intermediaries is the lack of control of customer touchpoints and limited 

control of the overall customer experience (Witell et al., 2020) as well as weaker relationships 

and difficulties of obtaining customer data. More research is needed on how to take (back) 

control and mitigate these risks. 

 Second, resource-based assets relate to capabilities and capacity of production. Basic 

forms of resource-based assets include equipment, systems, facilities, and manufacturing-related 
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IP. For service providers, the importance of intangible resources such as intellectual property and 

human resources, rather than physical assets, is generally emphasized. However, the growing 

digital transformation means that all sorts of equipment often viewed as “dumb pieces of iron” 

are turning into smart digital devices (Kowalkowski & Ulaga, 2017), which makes the 

distinction between static (tangible) and dynamic (intangible) resources increasingly blurred. 

This means that ability to hire and keep employees with the necessary skills to manage this 

transformation becomes paramount. These human resources include data-related skills (e.g., data 

scientists, software engineers) but can also include change at the organizational frontline, such as 

the fostering of salespeople’s engagement in increasingly complex service and solutions selling 

(e.g., Salonen et al., 2020). We therefore believe that more B2B research should investigate how 

firms can monetize data and analytics by seamlessly integrating a wide range of service, 

software, and product resources. 

 Third, platform-based assets include physical platforms (e.g., a marketplace and 

strategic real estate) and virtual platforms (e.g., an electronic marketplace), which both are 

frequently protected through network effects and are enabled through critical mass or liquidity. 

Platforms can either serve as intermediaries for direct exchange (e.g., Vixxo, the facilities 

management firm mentioned earlier, provides such a platform for repair and maintenance 

services), or as an architecture upon which other firms develop complementary innovations (e.g., 

IBM Watson’s chat bot technology on which many digital agents are built) (Gawer, 2021). 

Platforms are means for collaboratively mobilizing value co-creation (Perks et al., 2017) and, 

importantly, they enable a firm to access and harness resources not available internally. While 

marketing and management research traditionally has focused on resources that are controlled 

within the four walls of a firm (i.e., a firm is seen as a heterogenous bundle of resources; 
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Wernerfelt (1984)), a network should be seen as a strategic, extended resource base (Håkansson 

and Snehota, 1995). Hence, partnerships and strategic alliances, such as those common in the 

automotive industry, are key assets for many B2B firms. Furthermore, B2B research on 

platforms has generally focused on (product-based) internal and supply chain platforms (Gawer 

and Cusumano, 2014), whereas studies of electronic marketplaces and other digital platforms are 

based largely on consumer research (Rangaswamy et al., 2020; Wirtz et al., 2019). As these 

platforms are becoming ubiquitous, there is a need to better understand how to adopt digital 

service platforms for the purpose of value co-creation, while at the same time managing the 

complexity and heterogeneity characteristic of B2B markets.  

 The specialization drive in the modern service economy has important implications for 

management (i.e., deciding on which aspects of the value chain to own and control) and for B2B 

research in terms of the effectiveness of various ownership strategies and their moderators, 

mitigators, and boundary conditions. Furthermore, potential constellation of assets might be 

particularly effective in driving bargaining power in value chains. While we discussed the 

individual assets, it is also the firm’s holistic capabilities, and how all the processes, activities 

and IT infrastructure tie all these assets together to a coherent business model, and a firm’s 

customer-centric culture and innovation capabilities that together with the control of critical 

assets differentiate a firm (Wirtz and Ehret, 2019). Conducing industry and case analyses, 

perhaps using fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA; Frösén et al., 2016; Kumar 

et. al., 2022), to understand better these constellations and paths towards successful competitive 

advantage would be exciting research avenues to pursue. 

 The experts interviewed gave the capturing value theme the highest mean to of 6.5/7 of 

the four themes in this paper (with ‘7’ being anchored in ‘strongly agree’ that this theme offers 
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“exciting research potential for B2B marketing”), suggesting that this theme resonates strongest 

of all four themes with our interviewees. Furthermore, our experts provided a number of 

additional research opportunities related to the capturing value theme as summarized in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Research Opportunities Related to Capturing Value in Modern Service Economies 

Topics Expert Comments 

Building 

capabilities to 
capture value 

• While it has been extensively studied and is increasingly clear why services and 

service economies provide more value creation opportunities across value chains and 

networks, the literature still lacks robust and granular insights on how exactly service 

providers can capture this value. For example, what are the alternative pathways 

service providers can use to translate enhanced value creation into increased revenues, 

and what are the specific advantages and disadvantages that each pathway offers 

(Keränen). 

• How can a firm determine the operations and/or assets that enable it to have control in 

a value chain or ecosystem? Relatedly, how can B2B service providers develop a 

legitimate ground for deserving a position as the prime or key provider in a certain 

business domain?  

• More research is needed on who captures what value and why (Ulkuniemi). 

Specifically, stakeholders are becoming more varied and sustainability issues are 

widening the traditional range of stakeholders in increasingly complex ecosystems 

(Kindström). 

• Trust seems to be a necessary condition for B2B firms to be successful in providing 

solutions for their clients and building long-term partnerships. Research is needed on 

how this can be achieved in spite of the lock-in effects solutions often bring with them 

(Viglia). 

• Data has become a key resource in value creation and raises questions related to value 

capture. This is likely to be a challenge given that B2B customers often use digital 

platforms to support complex and business-critical processes. As such, translating such 

opportunities is likely to require careful design of platform governance. For instance, 

the platform owner might allow stakeholders access to unified knowledge to encourage 

ecosystem level data-sharing. Among interesting research questions would thus be 

how to improve value creation and capture opportunities of digital B2B platforms 

through design of platform governance (Salonen). 

Ways of 

creating value  
• A potentially powerful value proposition of B2B vendors includes managing client 

inventory and other related services for smaller users. B2B providers benefit from 

scale and scope economies, and add value in terms of reduced cost and increased 

accuracy to small users. This kind of value creation, especially also in distribution 

channels and supply chains, merits more research, especially since advances in IT may 

identify even more new ways to increase value to the downstream retailers and small 

users (Di Benedetto). 

• Outsourcing of warehouse solutions, airport solutions, and so on has serious 

implications for B2B services and changes decades-old assumptions about service 

excellence. Service providers will not be able to make claims about the ‘best 
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warehouse solutions,’ where many firms had developed competitive advantage for 

years. To avoid commoditization, new differentiators will need to be developed. 

Research is needed on how this can be done more effectively. E.g., brainstorming 

between supplier and customers, exploration of new technologies, and intense 

observation and on the ground, studies may be tools to identify new and previously 

unexplored attributes for competitive advantage (Di Benedetto). 

Value creation 

over a longer 

time horizon 

• Examining value creation and capture over longer time periods rather than single 

services or engagements would be a fruitful to explore (Holmlund). For example, how 

does value creation and capture change over long periods of time and how do B2B 

firm-client relationships develop in service compared to traditional sales relationships? 

Capturing value 

through pricing 
• Pricing of solutions and services rather than machines and supplies is difficult. We 

need more research on how to effectively capture value in B2B services and solutions 

(Biggemann). B2B service pricing is directly linked to value capture. Yet, systematic 

insights on the best practices and key challenges of B2B service pricing in 

contemporary business markets are severely lagging behind. This is surprising since 

pricing is often the issue that makes or breaks new service initiatives. There is a lot of 

potential and managerial interest in this domain for further scholarly research 

(Keränen).  

• There are opportunities in experimenting with pricing models. Moving away from the 

typical cost-based pricing to innovative options that include usage-based pricing, 

freemium pricing, and surge pricing may offer novel ways for B2B firms to capture 

extra value (De Keyser). 

• Building on the Ulaga and Reinartz (2011) hybrid offering typology, it would be 

valuable to unpack when, how, and why physical, intellectual, and social capital may 

have differential value capture implications for product and service providers 

(Keränen).  

Platforms • We need a better understanding of B2B digital platforms, including the full 

heterogeneity of B2B platforms and how different types of platforms support distinct 

resource integration. Furthermore, it seems that in B2B a single firm can play multiple 

roles in a platform, including as platform owner and participant. This leads to 

interesting questions related to the dynamics and evolutionary nature of B2B platforms 

such as: How do the platforms evolve? When does it make sense for a firm to be either 

a platform owner and/or a participant? When is it beneficial to collaborate across 

platform ecosystems? (Salonen) 

Market shaping  • The areas of proactive marketing strategies (e.g., related to big data) and market 

shaping (i.e., perceiving markets as part of the ecosystem and not only a passive 

recipient) offer new interesting areas and provide a novel perspective (Kindström). 

Organizational 

requirements  
• Today, service is often viewed as a necessary complement to a physical product with 

little understanding on how a firm’s B2B services concretely affect the value chain, 

customer CLV, and margins. However, a greater responsibility for a client’s overall 

value creation process implies deep knowledge of a client’s business and the industry 

as a whole. As such, B2B service providers need to enhance the client centricity of 

their employees in both the front and back office (Orsingher). Research is needed on 

the levers firms have to achieve this. 

Downsides of 

maximizing 

value capture 

and outsourcing 

• What are the dark sides of service relationships (Holmlund)? For example, how does 

outsourcing affect client firms in their innovation capabilities and how do they avoid 

being held ‘hostage’ by their solution providers?  

• Rather than outsourcing, recent developments suggest that at least some firms insource 

operations that for many years had been outsourced. Examples include different 

aspects of market communication. The reason for in-housing these activities is that 
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brand building is increasingly viewed as too important to be outsourced. The same 

logic applies to activities and interactions that have bearings on the customer 

experience. Companies are thus opening up more direct lines to customers instead of 

leaving them in the hands of third parties. Accordingly, the idea that the brand and the 

customer base are the firm’s most important strategic assets, seems to gain well 

deserved terrain and represents an interesting turn in B2B. However, many B2B 

organizations, considering their strong roots in manufacturing and engineering, are not 

sophisticated in their approach to branding, communications and customer service. 

Therefore, research that provides actionable insights on how to reframe current 

assumptions about what the core competences and key activities are for capturing the 

value are relevant (Ravald).   

• Winner-take-all network-effects may become to dominate digital B2B platforms. 

Research on creative destruction and regulator interventions is needed (Spohrer). 

• Research is needed to better understand when it may become more important to wisely 

distribute value rather than capture it to achieve sustainability goals (Spohrer). 

• Modern service economies refer to developed economies. Research is needed on the 

implications for B2B providers and their clients in developing and emerging 

economies (Viglia). Will their competitiveness be eroded and how could this be 

mitigated? 

Note: The names of experts who highlighted particular points are shown in brackets. The comments were 

edited and integrated to align with the terms used in this article. Points that are not attributed to experts 

were added by the authors. 

 

Servitization of B2B Offerings and Their Productization  

 One important strategy to enhance a B2B firm’s power to capture value is servitization; 

that is, moving from selling goods and machinery to providing services and solutions 

(Kowalkowski et al., 2017). Servitization allows firms to get closer to their customers, increase 

their switching costs, and build strategic partnerships (Frank et al., 2022; Ulaga and Reinartz, 

2011). While the concept of servitization was originally all-encompassing and hence not limited 

to manufacturing (Vandermerwe and Rada, 1988), it has become almost synonymous with 

service growth in manufacturing firms. This had led to a transformational shift from a product-

centric to a service-centric business model and logic. Specifically, a service-centric business 

model differs from a product-centric, transaction-based model by assuming greater responsibility 

for the customer’s overall value-creating process (Kowalkowski et al., 2017). In this context, 

success hinges not on the number of products, spare parts, or billable hours sold but on the 
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outcomes of the value-creating process—for example, guaranteeing a specified level of 

availability or achieving an expected level of performance. As such, servitization requires the 

reconfiguration of a firm’s resources, capabilities, and organizational structures (Baines et al., 

2009).   

Servitization Offers Exciting Growth Opportunities 

 There are essentially two fundamental reasons for a manufacturer to extend the product 

business to include related services. The more common strategy is to pursue servitization as a 

defensive stance; that is, to protect or enhance an existing core (product-based) business. The 

second strategy is to proactively help improve the processes and capabilities of customers, 

acquire new customers, and build a new service business that exists in its own right, even at the 

expense of a ‘legacy’ product business (Kowalkowski and Ulaga, 2017). As supported by 

solutions research (e.g., Tuli et al., 2007), such a customer-centric strategy can lead to longer-

term customer-supplier relationships for the benefit of both parties. Furthermore, services may 

provide a more stable source of income, as they are more resistant to economic cycles which 

have a heavy impact on investments in tangible goods and machinery (Rapaccini et al., 2020).  

 While there is a general trend towards customer solutions (e.g., Macdonald et al., 2016; 

Worm et al., 2017; Raddats et al., 2019), service growth opportunities also include downscaling 

of customized offerings to promote repeatability and scalability in pursuit of a potentially larger 

customer base (Storbacka & Pennanen, 2014). Firms can capitalize on the experience and 

knowledge gathered in these more complex, resource-demanding, and relationship-intensive 

offerings by downsizing them and standardizing various service elements. This can also be a 

means of offsetting the higher operational and strategic risks associated with solutions, and of 

sharing development costs with a broader customer base (Kowalkowski et al., 2015).  
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 Consider the case of Linde, a leading European industrial gases and engineering 

company. Harnessing its domain expertise in gases and application technologies, the firm 

provides integrated solutions to key customers, ranging from the continuous supply of gas and 

enhanced process flow through gas management to total care of a customer’s entire array of gas-

related needs and sustainability performance. By unbundling and recombining key service 

elements of such offerings into standardized contracts, developing structured product sheets, and 

training relevant personnel (including demonstrating the positive indirect effects of service sales 

on product sales), the firm was able to productize and sell its expertise to a larger, more 

heterogeneous customer base (Kowalkowski et al., 2015). Overall, constant exploration for new 

service opportunities and unplanned customization—especially when it entails advanced 

solutions where operational risk shifts from the customer to the provider—comes at a cost. As 

the case illustrates, in order to reap the benefits of servitization and provide consistent, high-

quality service, firms need to industrialize service deployment. The importance of such a 

production-line approach to services was proposed by Levitt (1972) already five decades ago. 

However, even today, in terms of operations and productivity, B2B service firms are generally 

long behind their manufacturing counterparts (Kowalkowski and Ulaga, 2017). As a senior 

executive of a market-leading Fortune 500 firm told us, “If a key account customer expresses 

new needs, customization is always a possibility. What is challenging is to industrialize and offer 

extensive service to other non-key account customers; that is, to most of our customers” 

(Kowalkowski et al., 2015, p. 59).  

Service Productization Enhances the Chances of Success in Servitization  

 Regardless of whether the strategy is to provide basic product-oriented services or 

complex customer solutions, the ability to productize and tangibalize the service and achieve 
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consistent and cost-effective service operations is pivotal. Overall, service innovation and 

deployment are not only challenging for manufacturers used to product-centric development and 

sales models, but also for service firms, especially when striving to provide more advanced 

value-based and outcome-oriented services and solutions. In contrast with new goods that can be 

tested, standardized, and quality-assured in advance, a service may not be “fixed” or ready, even 

when it reaches the sales stage. Instead, local adaptations often are needed to address customer- 

and segment-specific needs, but also to accommodate the capacity and competencies of the local 

delivery infrastructure, including issues such as adherence to national data regulations and 

changing customer value perceptions over time. The first version of a service also may resemble 

more of a prototype, frequently without a clear pricing model or sales approach. Oftentimes, a 

service only becomes clear and more formalized as it gets sold, delivered, and used in the field, 

allowing for the realization of value (Raja et al., 2020). That is, as opposed to product 

innovation, B2B service innovation is often ad hoc and emergent (Gallouj and Weinstein, 1997; 

Kindström and Kowalkowski, 2014).  

 These challenges reflect services being difficult to understand and communicate, and as 

a result, difficult to develop, position, differentiate, and sell. To overcome these challenges, 

Wirtz et al. (2021) outline how providers can develop and sell “well-defined service products,” 

which enhance the chances for success of a servitization strategy and seems of particular 

relevance for B2B firms with their complex offerings. However, the B2B literature has mostly 

focused on specific aspects of this concept such as standardization, modularization, 

formularization (e.g., Harkonen, Tolonen and Haapasalo, 2017; Gremyr, Valtakoski, and Witell, 

2019; Tuominen and Martinsuo, 2019) or its application in a narrow context such as professional 

services (e.g., Jaakkola, 2011; Valtakoski and Järvi, 2016; Tuominen and Martinsuo, 2019). As 
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Harkonen, Haapasalo, and Hanninen (2015) concluded in their review article, “the discussion on 

the productization of services in the published journal articles seems to be somewhat limited and 

lacking depth” (p. 70). Furthermore, although research has focused on some aspects of 

productization, it has not explored how these standardized services could be ‘packaged’, 

marketed, and sold as well-defined service products or solutions (Grönroos, 2020; Wirtz et al., 

2021).  

 Recently, Wirtz et al., (2021) advanced that well-defined service products (i.e., 

productized services) have three key characteristics (see Figure 2). First, they are specified which 

means that they have a formalized value proposition, are configured, standardized, systemized, 

and often also modularized and bundled. Many manufacturers have moved into this direction 

with offering different service level agreements (SLAs), spanning from basic inspection and 

diagnosis of equipment to comprehensive packages that cover a wide range of service activities 

and may include performance guarantees. Whereas the most sophisticated SLAs may be 

individually negotiated with and customized for each key account customer, most SLAs can be 

just as standardized and well-specified as B2C service packages (e.g., broadband or streaming 

services). 

[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

 Second, well-defined service products are branded; they have a name, term, symbol, or 

design, and are externally identifiable and distinctively perceived by these linguistic, visual, and 

tangible cues (Wirtz et al., 2021). In much of the literature, branding is merely implied in 

dimensions such as ‘packaging’ and ‘tangibalization’. Branding is a core component of a product 

in virtually all marketing texts (e.g., Kotler and Armstrong, 2021) and is palpable in many 

successfully productized services. While important, the role of branding in servitized products 
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has hardly received research attention although it offers important potential benefits, which are 

illustrated well by a respondent in Jaakkola’s (2011) study: “We gave the service a brand name 

and a clear description of the content, price and even the delivery time. We developed some 

promotional material through which we communicate the essential benefit of the service via 

illustrations and slogans. … It is really an icebreaker in the sales situation!” (p. 226).  

 Finally, well-designed service products are priced. That is, they have clearly stated, 

committed, and communicated prices, and are not negotiated or determined for each transaction. 

However, as Kienzler and Kowalkowski’s (2017) review shows, there is a dearth of research on 

pricing of B2B services and solutions. In B2B research, some literature points towards making 

services commercially ready and tradeable, but it does not mention pricing explicitly. In contrast, 

the service literature uses tools such as revenue management (e.g., rate fences) and tiering of 

service to define service offers for specific customer segments (Kimes and Wirtz, 2015). Rate 

fences (e.g., weekend support) and tiering of service (e.g., prices that are linked to specific 

performance attributes such as a two-hour versus a 24-hour response time) are often used to 

define priced service products. This literature is akin to work on SLAs, but goes more in-depth 

on segmentation and definition of different service products.  

 These approaches are used in some industries. For example, mobile communications 

and cloud-based offerings are carefully designed to contain distinct service content (i.e., are 

specified), have a name and logo (i.e., are branded), and are priced (e.g., each service product has 

a clearly stated price). However, B2B service research on these topics is lacking. We believe that 

managers and researchers have much to gain by exploring more in-depth how these services 

marketing concepts (e.g., brand architectures, and physical, transactional and demographic rate 

fences) could be adapted to B2B contexts.  
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 Our experts rated servitization and productization lowest of the four themes with a mean 

rating of 5.4/7 in terms of the research opportunities it holds. This is somewhat lower than for the 

other themes, but still higher than the scale ‘neutral’ score of 4. The reason for this theme being 

rated a little lower than the other themes is that the experts seem to feel that there is already 

significant research on this topic in the B2B literature. This was expressed nicely by Holmlund, 

who stated that “valuable and so much really good research is being done already” that it offers 

comparatively less new topics, and Kindström who responded that it seems that “much is done in 

this area already.” Finally, Jaakkola expressed that “servitization obviously continues to be a 

critically important issue for B2B research but it is more mature than the other topics proposed” 

in this article, but she is still excited about productization of B2B services (see her comment in 

Table 2). While this theme was viewed as relatively more mature, our experts nevertheless 

highlighted a number of interesting further research ideas (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Research Opportunities Related to B2B Servitization and Productization  

Topics Expert Comments 

Productization • Productization is a novel topic. It is a managerially relevant approach for service 

development and marketing that has remained relatively untouched by academics. 

Future research could explore how productization of services could support the 

development of hybrid offerings and solutions as well as scalable service solutions 

through modularization (Jaakkola). 

• Recent B2B service literature has identified several promising ways to productize 

services, including customization (price tiering for different performance levels) and 

the use of brand names and logos, but the research is limited so far. Furthermore, the 

B2C literature has investigated product customization and willingness to pay in the 

context of product configurations, suggesting a research direction for B2B services. 

The issue of brand equity in B2B services is also understudied despite its use in 

industry (Di Benedetto). We also need research to understand what determines the 

level of standardization of service products (Zolkiewski). 

• Service level agreements (SLAs), especially if negotiated and customized, need to be 

the result of clear strategic thinking that is determined by the product strategy. It 

should not be the outcome of an unplanned, ad-hoc response to a situation (Orsingher). 

It would be interesting to explore how productization can help or can be viewed as a 

continuation of current SLA approaches. 
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• Challenges relate to B2B service innovation and the issue that a service product 

seldom is final or complete when being launched. Rather, it emerges and finds its 

shape along the commercialization process. The organization must thus not only adopt 

a learning driven mindset, it must also ensure that it has the ‘big picture’, i.e. what are 

all the bits and pieces needed for the offering to be complete and all the elements that 

must be purposefully ‘shaped’ (Ravald). Research is needed to understand better the 

intertwined processes of commercialization and continuous innovation. 

• Many productization approaches adopt modular platform architectures. Research is 

needed to explore how to extend the value-in-use potential of solution platforms in 

ways that is cost-effective and operationally simple. One interesting approach is to use 

APIs that allow 3rd party application developers to extend the platform’s functionality 

without the need for detailed negotiations between actors. Further research is needed to 

explore the possible collaboration across such digital platform ecosystems and whether 

platform complementors could leverage APIs to assume the role of network nodes that 

connect disparate digital platform ecosystems (Salonen). 

Servitization • Research is needed on how B2B firms implement servitization, strategically approach 

their transactional environment, and how they initiate or engage in the reconfiguration 

of their service systems. More specifically, the ability to decide what operations and 

assets to mobilize in the service system, and the ability to either orchestrate the making 

of a broader service system or build the firm’s role and position as a relevant 

contributor in an emerging service system (Ravald). 

• More servitization research can be done especially on better understanding interactions 

and how individual employees, digital tools and channels (or their combinations) can 

offer personalized service solutions (de Jong). 

• Servitization is still often approached from a tangible product perspective rather that 

truly taking the customer perspective. In B2B contexts, in particular, a customer-

centric approach is critical and we need more research how B2B firms can become 

more customer centric (Ulkuniemi). 

Customer 

experience and 

behavior 

• Customer experience (CX) would warrant an entire section by itself. Increasingly B2B 

firms are focused on CX and CX management (CXM), yet many hurdles still need to 

be overcome. Research questions include: What is B2B CX? How to setup successful 

CXM programs in B2B settings? How can we best manage customer journeys? How 

can touchpoints be integrated? How can CX be tracked in B2B settings where multiple 

actors are involved? (De Keyser) 

• Exploring the less rational side of human behavior in B2B contexts is important but 

has hardly been touched by academic research. Examples include concepts such as 

customer engagement and customer experience (Jaakkola). 

Transformation-

al innovation 
• An emerging and important theme is how B2B organizations develop service-based 

offerings that have transformational impact beside economic benefits, such as those 

that facilitate social change and/or deliver social and environmental impact. This can 

offer new competitive advantage in the eyes of sensitized stakeholders and decision-

makers who place importance on social and sustainability impacts, and would offer 

companies new opportunities to generate economic profits, brand, and reputational 

benefits while doing good for society. This is a hot topic with a lot of academic, 

managerial, and societal implications (Keränen). 

Pricing • The B2B pricing aspect is particularly relevant and massively under-researched. It 

could easily stand alone as one key theme on its own (Keränen). 

Data • Everyone wants to own the client, user, and transaction data. It is becoming a 

dominant driving force in servitization economics (Spohrer). Data ownership and its 

governance are wide open topics for further research. 
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• Data integration is essential for effective servitization of B2B offerings (Viglia). 

Furthermore, selling a tangible product without capturing usage data slows the ability 

to innovate and improve the value in use. As such, tangible products cause innovation 

friction. Research is needed how trust can be built between actors to allow visibility 

and access to data (Spohrer). 

Downsides of 

productization 
• Could productization of B2B services lead to less differentiation between providers if 

it leads to more standardized offers? Could differentiation be ‘reinjected’ though 

intelligent automation that will effectively tailor services and solutions to the specific 

needs of clients? (Biggemann). 

Note: The names of experts who highlighted particular points are shown in brackets. The comments were 

edited and integrated to align with the terms used in this article. Points that are not attributed to experts 

were added by the authors. 

 

Strategic Pathways Towards Cost-Effective Service Excellence 

 Servitization is expensive, and productivity and scalability are often a challenge in B2B 

settings (Kowalkowski and Ulaga, 2017). These issues are tackled in recent service research on 

cost-effective service excellence (CESE). CESE is defined as achieving low unit costs (i.e., high 

productivity) while at the same time delivering an industry-leading level of service quality (i.e., 

service excellence) (Wirtz and Zeithaml 2018). One strategic pathway to achieve CESE, the 

operations management (OM) approach, seems of particular relevance for B2B firms as it can 

support productization of complex, difficult, and expensive to deliver services, as is often the 

case in B2B contexts.  

 The OM approach uses three tools to increase efficiency by reducing customer-induced 

process variability and thereby allowing a wider deployment of systems, technology, robotics, 

and AI. These tools are: (1) buffering and industrializing the back office, and shifting activities 

from the expensive front office to an industrialized back office, (2) modularizing service through 

reduced customer choice, and (3) deploying self-service technologies (SSTs), service robots, and 

AI (Wirtz and Zeithaml, 2018; Wirtz, 2020a). These three tools build on another, whereby each 

step eases the implementation of the next (see Figure 3). 

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 
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 First, low customer contact systems are easier to industrialize, and decoupling and 

buffering the back office from the front office allows higher productivity in the back office, as it 

can operate without customer-induced variability. Firms can then operate the back office in a 

much more cost-effective manner by deploying technologies and systems. The back office can 

focus on productivity and process quality, and the front office can focus on customer satisfaction 

and sales. This “plant-within-a plant” approach generally results in overall higher productivity 

and better service quality. 

 Second, a buffered and reduced front office can be further simplified (and variability 

lowered) by reducing customer choice, interaction flexibility, and contact in the front office 

through modularization of service, allowing an increased deployment of systems and 

technologies in the front office. Finally, when processes and products have been modularized 

and have low complexity, the deployment of (smart) SSTs, robotics, and AI becomes easier. 

 For example, Vanguard, a US fund management firm, decoupled its customer-service 

processes, modularized them, and then moved them to self-service platforms. It has no branches 

and relies almost entirely on the Internet, apps, phone, and mail to interact with its customers. 

The result is that the typical Vanguard customer requires little direct contact with the 

organization. Even personal interactions are augmented through technology. For example, its 

Personal Advisor Service (PAS) uses analytics to match a client’s investment strategy with the 

clients’ financial goals and thereby dramatically reducing the time needed to serve a client. 

 Likewise, Amazon reduced its front office to a minimum. Its business model is built on 

the use of the Internet, with a pervasive use of smart SSTs (e.g., search, selection, payment, 

account management, and reviews) facilitated by modular services (i.e., highly structured 

processes with a few, clear options) and powerful analytics (e.g., for making recommendations). 



25 

 

It has an almost completely buffered and industrialized back office that can run highly efficient 

fulfillment services.  

 The OM approach seems to offer promising research directions for B2B services, given 

their complexity, diversity, and high cost of delivery. B2B marketing has traditionally 

emphasized the importance of a ‘high-touch’ approach with interpersonal interaction and mutual 

adaptation (Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012; Håkansson and Snehota, 1995). However, this 

approach is resource demanding for both parties, and it typically comes with high degrees of 

process variability and unplanned customization. Hence, we believe that future research should 

investigate how to implement CESE in complex B2B settings for the mutual benefits for firms 

and their customers and shed light on the trade-offs at each step in the customer journey. 

Furthermore, and as elaborated in the next section, the fast-paced adoption of digital 

technologies also shifts B2B firms’ focus from frontline-heavy field service to back office-heavy 

automation and software-based services (Ulaga and Kowalkowski, 2022).  

 CESE received a mean rating of 6.1/7, suggesting exciting research opportunities. Key 

suggestions are listed in Table 3. 

  

Table 3. Research Opportunities Related to Cost-Effective Service Excellence (CESE) 

Topics Expert Comments 

Strategic 

pathways to 

CESE 

• Service productivity is key. We have evidence for tools, processes and methods for 

enhancing service productivity, however, we need a stronger systematic integration of 

such studies and how they relate to the strategic pathways of CESE (Ehret). 

• What are the potential alternative pathways to achieve CESE, the specific 

opportunities and challenges each pathway brings, and the conditions and factors that 

make each specific pathway more or less effective (Keränen)?  

• How do organizations develop CESE over time? What are the critical steps they must 

take and the potential barriers that they face? Is there only one or multiple different 

trajectories to develop CESE, and do they represent similar opportunities and barriers 

for both product and service firms (Keränen)? 

• During the pandemic, many firms learned how to effectively work remotely for cost-



26 

 

effective transactions. In-depth research on what we learned from this experience on 

how to conjugate service excellence without (much) face-to-face interaction is an 

interesting research topic (Viglia). 

Challenges to 

implement 

CESE  

• B2B services normally do not follow low contact systems but instead high contact 

intensity between parties is apparent, and the trade-off between customization and 

standardization makes CESE difficult to pursue (Biggemann). We need to understand 

the tradeoffs between operational efficiency and customer interaction (Di Benedetto) 

and what determines the optimal level of ‘human touch’ to reduce resource input while 

service quality is sufficiently high (de Jong).  

• The greatest challenge is that companies should be able to carefully understand which 

parts of the customer journey can be made more efficient and which parts require a 

personalized, high-touch and not-so-efficient process. For example, it is true that 

Amazon reduced the front office to a minimum and lets customers manage the entire 

process. Here, technology plays a pivotal role. However, when a problem arises that 

interrupts the customer journey, Amazon provides fast, human-powered customer 

assistance. We need research that provided guidance on when and at which points of 

the customer journey firms should switch out CESE service delivery pathways and 

offer more costly service delivery channels (Orsingher). 

Productization, 

modularization 

and CESE 

• Reducing complexity (Viglia) and productization could be important ways of 

developing scalable, cost-effective services. A particularly relevant issue to study is 

the intersection of B2B customer experience and productization: how to deliver 

superior CX that feel personalized to the customer, in a cost-effective, scalable way 

(Jaakkola). How can modularization be used effectively to provide the customer 

unique services? That is, how the customer interface is handled within effective 

service production systems is still an important topic that deserves research attention 

(Ulkuniemi). 

• Any type of solution needs to deal with specific challenges and we need more research 

on how to open roads to scalability and efficiency. A key underlying issue seems to be 

complexity and we need more research on how to effectively deal with it (Ehret). 

Digitization • Data is key (Spohrer), and digitalization and associated dematerialization propel CESE 

pathways more into focus for both practice and research (Kindström).  

Financial 

implications 
• All kinds of financial aspects related to B2B service are interesting. From a managerial 

perspective, they are essential, especially in combination with value-construction, 

perception, and destruction. As such, bringing the B2B service topic to the strategic 

management table is important and offers a broad research topic (Holmlund). 

Note: The names of experts who highlighted particular points are shown in brackets. The comments were 

edited and integrated to align with the terms used in this article. Points that are not attributed to experts 

were added by the authors. 

 

Intelligent Automation, Service Robots and AI 

 Related to CESE are latest developments in intelligent automation (IA), service robots 

and AI that offer exciting opportunities for services that can be simplified, streamlined, and 

buffered as discussed in the OM approach. Specifically, judging from the technological progress 

and its rapid implementation in service organizations, we believe that our economies are at the 
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dawn of a digital service revolution similar to the industrial revolution in manufacturing that had 

started in the late 18th century. This service revolution is mainly based on the advancement of 

digital technologies, especially big data, mobile, and network technology, which enable 

enhanced personalization and deeper service relationships with a better cost structure (Rust and 

Huang 2014; Wirtz et al., 2018). Digital service technologies rapidly become smarter, more 

powerful, smaller, lighter, and cheaper, and cover both hard and software. Hardware refers to 

equipment such as physical service robots, smart SSTs and machines, drones, autonomous 

vehicles, and their components (e.g., processors, sensors, cameras, and chips). Software refers to 

code, systems relating to analytics, AI, speech processing, image processing, biometrics, virtual 

reality, augmented reality, cloud technologies, mobile technologies, geo-tagging, low-code 

platforms, robotic process automation (RPA), intelligent automation (IA), machine learning, 

deep learning, and more (Bornet, Barkin, and Wirtz 2021). 

 The service revolution is driven by digitization, IA, AI, and service robots that have the 

power to transform the service sector and bring unprecedented improvements in customer 

experience, service quality, and productivity all at the same time (Wirtz et al. 2018). This digital 

service revolution has the potential to dramatically increase our standard of living by 

industrializing and automating services such as banking, insurance, healthcare, and education 

(Bock, Wolter, and Ferrell 2020; Huang and Rust 2018; Wirtz et al., 2018). We proffer that as 

for B2C, this service revolution also offers exciting opportunities for B2B.  

 Technologies used in service operations can be regarded as tools to design, manage, 

control, or predict service processes (Breidbach et al., 2018). Froehle and Roth’s (2004) 

extension of the customer contact model according to the different roles that technology can take 

is probably the best-known conceptualization of technology in service operations. However, the 



28 

 

rapid pace of technological innovation, exemplified by machine learning, as well as innovations 

such as distributed ledger technologies, suggests that technology will have an even more central 

role for service providers in the future. A case in point is the shift to more autonomous service 

systems and operations in the mining and shipping industries, with the emergence of new 

industrial ecosystems consisting of software firms, manufacturers, telecommunications 

providers, and other specialized firms.  

 To illustrate, we use concept of Heat-as-a-Service (HaaS) as an example of the 

increasing role of technology. Using customer and property characteristics, a HaaS provider can 

design an optimized, tailor-made heating solution, and take full responsibility for the owning, 

fueling, maintaining, and operating of the heating system. Development and adoption of such 

new business models in practice, however, is fraught with challenges as they demand a holistic, 

yet joined up approach towards business model innovation, digital technologies, legal issues and 

contracts, and new financial practices. For a facilities management firm to offer HaaS requires 

extensive collection of energy consumption data from customers, running sophisticated analytics, 

ensuring cyber security (e.g., protect digital infrastructure against hackers and availability 

attacks), understanding how the cost structure and revenue models should be developed, and 

ultimately, understanding the contractual aspect amongst the different parties involved (Ehret 

and Wirtz, 2022; Kowalkowski, Bigdeli, and Baines, 2022).  

 The service literature increasingly focuses on AI, service robots and overall intelligent 

automation (IA) and it would be of interest to explore how its findings can be transferred and 

adapted to the B2B context. One can expect that IA will result in many service offerings being 

industrialized. That is, they will be streamlined, standardized, modularized, automated, and 

delivered by customer-error tolerant and smart SSTs, including mobile apps, smart machines, 
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and service robots. Many services will become scalable and competitive intensity will increase. 

B2B service providers need to think carefully how to position themselves in this new 

environment.   

 If customer service is automated, the importance of ‘armies’ of high performing 

frontline employees will decline. For example, the jobs of millions of call center staff will be 

lost. The remaining team will focus on complex issues AI cannot (yet) deal with. As such, it will 

be harder to position a business on better employee-delivered service. Hence, the relative 

importance of frontline employees in B2B is expected to decline and it becomes more important 

that the teams designing customer-serving technology are incredibly customer centric, and B2B 

firms have to build capabilities to build frictionless customer service technology.  

 Much of the technology required for IA (e.g., chatbot solutions, digital agents, smart 

SST, and service robots) will not be produced in-house by service firms, but will be procured 

from large, globally operating vendors that specialize on digital agents, warehouse solutions, or 

airport solutions for information counters, and so on. This is akin to banks not building ATMs 

but procuring them from specialist equipment providers. As all players in an industry can buy IA 

solutions from the same vendors, this makes it harder for service firms to differentiate their 

offering (e.g., banks today do not differentiate on ATM services as all banks can buy from the 

same vendors). This means, the number of attributes end-to-end automated digital service can 

position on is reduced. The few remaining ones can be expected to gain in importance. For 

example, design attributes such as ease of use, convenient onboarding and integration of 

processes, and an intuitive customer journey become critically important. When there are fewer 

attributes to position on one can expect that several providers may offer largely the same value 

proposition, and that markets will become more competitive and concentrated. 
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 Finally, digitalization is blurring industry boundaries (e.g., Amazon Web Services 

moving into sensor-based industrial service provision). Competition increasingly comes from 

entrants outside traditional industry boundaries with completely different culture and mindset, 

skill sets, assets, platform, and approaches to data and customer experience. While network 

analysis is an integral part of B2B marketing, recent conceptualizations and studies of business 

ecosystems demonstrate that additional insights can be gained by adopting a service perspective 

which acknowledges ecosystems as self-adjusting systems of actors connected by institutions, 

able to adapt, take, and retake form (i.e., plasticity) (e.g., Chandler et al., 2019; Sklyar et al., 

2019). We believe that such perspective can help us better understand the dynamics of B2B 

markets overall as well as specific service processes and operations.  

 These predictions drawn from the service literature offer rich ground for B2B service 

research. New technologies, continued specialization, and the emergence of new service 

ecosystems is likely to blur traditional industry boundaries even further. Will the domain 

expertise and established customer relationships of incumbent service providers be sufficient to 

keep new data-driven and software-based competitors at bay? Questions such as these provide 

numerous opportunities for further research. Furthermore, B2B service research can investigate 

how the shift to more autonomous service systems influences process variability. Whereas an 

OM approach traditionally focuses on reducing process variability (as discussed in the previous 

section), we expect IA-based services to be increasingly capable of adjusting to their 

environments and hence be able to accommodate at least some variability (i.e., technology 

becoming an ‘operant resource’ (initiator or actor) in value creation). A deeper understanding of 

these issues is of significant relevance to both B2B research and practice. 

 Our experts rated this stream of research as the second most interesting with a mean of 
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6.4/7, only marginally less than the top-rated capturing value theme with 6.5. Key research 

suggestions are summarized in Table 4. 

 

Table 4. Research Opportunities Related to Intelligent Automation (IA), Service Robots and AI 

Topics Expert Comments 

Implementation • Given the complexity of B2B services, there are challenges of the effective use of IA 

and service robots (de Jong). Nevertheless, IA and AI are some of the most disruptive 

forces in contemporary B2B markets, and firms have invested billions into this, yet, 

with mixed results. Thus, it would be important to understand how organizations can 

translate IA and AI into concrete business benefits and monetize the opportunities they 

offer. While there is a growing body of literature that considers how firms use these 

technologies to enhance value creation opportunities, the current literature provides 

limited insight on how then capture and monetize these opportunities. There is a huge 

managerial need for this kind of research (Keränen; Ravald) 

• This new wave of service-focused robots is likely to change the face of many B2B 

firms with tasks that were once deemed safe from automation are set to be automated 

now. Research is important on what determines which service processes should be 

automated, and how the role of service employees will change (De Keyser).  

• Firms need to develop competencies to develop, implement and use IA, service robots, 

and AI. Cross-disciplinary teams may be needed. Research should explore how firms 

can best develop the new competencies required (Holmlund). 

• New (digital) ecosystems will evolve (Zolkiewski); powered by IA, service robots, and 

AI, digital platforms as key resources are increasingly used. How to gain access to key 

resources and manage an ecosystem of actors who control these resources are among 

key questions to be researched. Platform owners coming from a B2B background 

generally do not have deep expertise in data-based knowledge domains and may not be 

experienced in orchestrating horizontal networks of actors across industries 

(autonomous solutions will require this). Thus, how to manage digital B2B platform 

ecosystems in ways that allows effective resource integration is one interesting 

question to be addressed (Salonen). 

Interactions • Technology increasingly allows several parties in a network to play the roles of sellers, 

buyers, and/or complementors. Therefore, we are likely to see humans interacting with 

machines, machines with humans, and machines with machines. Existing typologies to 

describe relationships may not be suited in this new context and requires research 

focus (Biggemann).  

• Future research could explore how B2B firms can gain more detailed, forward looking 

customer insight by using AI to track and understand customer journeys and develop 

more personalized and customized services (Jaakkola). 

• Automation will impact the communications function within B2B. While strongly 

developed and expanded sales teams have long been central, much of the preparatory 

work is already done online. We will see more chatbots and others forms of intelligent 

assistants (at least partly) replace human sales reps. This will also change the way of 

managing relationship marketing. We need research on this as it will change the sales 

role (De Keyser; Zolkiewski) and the buying behavior of customers (Zolkiewski). 
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• The complexities of B2B service transaction and interactions seem problematic for 

automation and may be error-prone. Will the nature of the business relationship change 

in such an automated mode of interaction (Zolkiewski)? 

Role of (new) 

technologies 
• Predictive maintenance, automatic upgrades, and service as well as big data analytics 

across customer segments should hold great potential (Kindström). Research is needed 

to understand better the roles these technologies can play and how they change the 

competitive landscape (e.g., platforms can be used to lock out smaller, often low-cost 

competitors). 

• Little is known about recent trends such as gamification, VR, and augmented and 

mixed reality, and how they relate to personalization (de Jong).  

• B2B services will rely more and more on IT and in particular software. Software is not 

only a thriving B2B industry on its own, it is ‘eating’ many B2B industries as one 

course of its menu. Research on the competition, relative importance and integration of 

the inputs to B2B services (incl. software, data, analytics) is important (Ehret). 

New ‘born-

digital’ 

competition 

• ‘Born-digital’ new-comers in established B2B markets need insights on how to acquire 

and implement appropriate customer insights in their business models and operations. 

Given that these new technologies have resulted in the entry of many new firms, can 

we conduct research on key success drivers, competitive dynamics, and key stumbling 

blocks (Ravald). 

Data privacy 

and trust 
• Technology is associated with significant issues of trust, particularly associated to the 

use of information and privacy risks. If not understood and managed carefully, the 

adoption of emerging technologies might hinder collaboration instead of fostering it. 

Research is needed on how such risks can be mitigated and trust established 

(Biggemann).  

• Data governance is an important issue as capturing and sharing data is one of the 

central challenges in B2B services and it is complex. At the moment, research has only 

started to examine the many issues involved (Ehret). For example, a manufacturer of 

packaging machines reported that its customers were reluctant to adopt remote 

maintenance and develop digital twins of the machine for privacy concerns. Its 

management feared that sharing this information would risk some of its core 

competencies and knowledge. Research is needed how such risk perceptions can be 

mitigated (Orsingher). 

Note: The names of experts who highlighted particular points are shown in brackets. The comments were 

edited and integrated to align with the terms used in this article. Points that are not attributed to experts 

were added by the authors. 

 

Conclusions and Limitations 

 The B2B marketing literature is heavily focused on the manufacturing sector. However, 

it is the B2B service sector that shows the highest growth in share of GDP. Beyond a vibrant 

stream of literature on servitization of B2B offerings, the B2B literature has neglected drawing 

on the wider service literature. This article examined four recent and interrelated streams of 

service research that have promising implications and research opportunities for B2B. A 
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summary of these research ideas is provided in Table 5 with a few potential theoretical frames 

for their examination. 

 

 

Table 5. Promising Research Themes for B2B Marketing the Service Literature 

Research 

Themes 

High-Level Research Areas Potential Theoretical and 

Method Approaches 

Capturing value  • Successful ownership strategies and their moderators, 

mitigators, and boundary conditions. 

• Potential constellations of assets that might be 

particularly effective in driving bargaining power in 

value chains. 

• Roles of a firm’s holistic capabilities on how the 

processes, activities and IT infrastructure tie assets 

together to a coherent business model. 

• Roles of different types of platforms and data. 

• Transaction cost theory 

• Resource-based view 

• Dynamic capabilities 

• In-depth case analysis 

and fsQCA 

Servitization 

and 

productization  

• Effectiveness and development of well-defined service 

products that are (1) specified (e.g., formalized value 

proposition, are configured, standardized, systemized, 

and often also modularized and bundled), (2) branded 

(i.e., have a name, term, symbol, or design, and are 

externally identifiable and distinctively perceived by 

these linguistic, visual, and tangible cues), and (3) 

priced (i.e., clearly stated, committed, and 

communicated prices; are not negotiated or determined 

for each transaction). 

• Apply marketing concepts from branding (e.g., brand 

architectures) and pricing (e.g., physical, transactional, 

and demographic rate fences) to B2B. 

• Data sharing, ownership, governance, and affordances. 

• Productization 

• Branding 

• Pricing and revenue 

management 

• Transformational service 

research 

• Longitudinal studies 

• Experiments and quasi 

experiments with B2B 

decision makers 

Cost-effective 

service 

excellence 

• Apply (1) buffering and industrializing the back office 

and shifting activities from the expensive front office to 

an industrialized back office; (2) modularizing service 

through reduced customer choice; and (3) deploying 

(smart) self-service technologies (SSTs), service robots, 

and AI. 

• Customer engagement, experience, and journeys in 

high-tech (and high-touch) B2B environments. 

• Implementation challenges. 

• Data visualization: how to monitor and visualize data-

driven insights in dashboard formats, internally and 

externally, to aid decision making, enable transparency, 

permit learning opportunities, and ensure alignment. 

• Customer-induced 

process variability 

• Complexity 

• Scalability 

• Modularity 

• Service design 
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Intelligent 

automation, 

service robots, 

and AI 

• Potentially reduced importance of large numbers of 

low-level front-line employees vs. increased important 

of higher-level employees and technology. 

• Implementation approaches. 

• Commoditization of technology (i.e., solutions will 

mostly be bought from vendors). 

• Emergence of new platforms and ecosystems. 

• Entry of new ‘born-digital’ competition. 

• Data, privacy, and trust; ethical issues associated with 

the growing presence of technology. 

• Service-profit-chain 

• Positioning, competitive 

strategy 

• Autonomous service 

systems 

 

 

 A limitation of this conceptual article is that it is based on the (albeit informed) authors’ 

judgement and the feedback provided by a selected group of 16 B2B and services marketing 

experts. Future work could conduct a more systematic review of the literature and draw from the 

community using, for example, a Delphi method (e.g., Barnes & Mattsson, 2016) or a systematic 

literature review cum a survey of stakeholder wants (e.g., Ostrom et al., 2021). Despite this 

limitation, we hope our article provides impetus to a closer linkage between the B2B and 

services marketing and management literature and research communities.  
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Figure 1. What Should B2B Firms Own to be Able to Capture Value?  

 
Adapted from Wirtz and Ehret (2019) 
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Figure 2. Key Productization Approaches and Tools 

 

 
Adapted from Wirtz et al., 2021, p. 417. 
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Figure 3. OM Approaches to Achieve Cost-Effective Service Excellence  
 

 
Adapted from Wirtz, 2020b. 
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