
 

The improvement of well-being has become 
an increasingly popular phenomenon both in the 
marketplace and in service research. Companies 
and researchers alike view technological innovations, 
such as devices and applications for self-tracking, 
as important means for consumers to manage and 
improve their well-being. At the same time, political 
and societal shifts are driving a responsibilisation 
of well-being, in which tasks that used to belong 
to the welfare state become the responsibility of 
self-governing and agentic individuals. In this shift, 
structural, social, and political problems become 
framed as personal issues. 

This thesis explores the role of smart technology 
services in the responsibilisation of consumer well-
being. Smart technology services are studied 
empirically in the context of devices and applications 
for self-tracking. Popular examples of these 
technologies include activity watches, smart rings, 
sleep monitors, and smart personal scales. Through 
three studies, this thesis contributes to Transformative 
Service Research and to marketing research on smart 
technologies with an improved understanding of how 
individual responsibility for well-being is constructed 
and carried out through consumer agency. 

The first study uses responsibilisation as a guiding 
theory in conducting a scoping review of academic 
articles in the field of Transformative Service Research. 
Through this review it provides a conceptualization 
of the different roles that service plays in contributing 
to consumer well-being. The second study adopts a 
structurationist perspective in empirically exploring 
how smart technology services portray well-being 
capabilities to consumers through their value 
propositions. Finally, the third study zooms in on 
how consumers as individuals use smart technology 
services as resources that shape and support agency 
for managing personal well-being. 

Collectively, the findings in this thesis show that 
smart technology services are used by consumers 
in structural contexts that influence their well-being. 
Smart technology services constitute resources with 
which responsibilized consumers can exert their 
agency towards different well-being goals. The thesis 
also discusses the implications of how these service 
frame problems and solutions relating to well-being 
in ways that emphasize either the individual or social 
and structural aspects. This knowledge is helpful for 
both researchers and managers in considering how 
service offerings can benefit consumer well-being.  
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i

“Happiness depends upon ourselves” 

Aristotle
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1 INTRODUCTION
“How we define well-being influences our practices of government, teaching, 
therapy, parenting, and preaching, as all such endeavors aim to change humans 
for the better, and thus require some vision of what “the better” is.” – Ryan & 
Deci (2001:142)

Individually and collectively, we all seek well-being. Some of us do 
yoga or try to eat healthier. Some of us buy an activity tracker or hire 
a personal trainer. Some of us order books from Amazon on how to be 
happier or more productive. These activities – all relating to aspects of 
well-being and wellness – have become increasingly popular in today’s 
society. Scholars have pointed to growing insecurities in the economy 
and in working life, and the replacement of public welfare functions 
with market-based solutions as causes for this trend (Brunila et al. 2021; 
Rose 1996). More often than not, these activities are done or enabled by 
services. This thesis is about the pursuit of well-being, and the role of 
services in that pursuit.

The improvement of well-being – in its various meanings – has emerged 
as a research priority within service research (Ostrom et al. 2015; Ostrom 
et al. 2021). Well-being as a phenomenon has received growing attention 
in this field, although its roots in social sciences go back to the early 
1900s (Angner 2011). From early on, there has been considerable interest 
in understanding well-being, which has often been synonymous with 
happiness, quality of life, welfare, and wellness (Angner 2011; Diener 
1984). With the exception of philosophy, in most cases scholars have 
wanted to quantitatively measure well-being. As an early example, 
Hornell Hart, a professor of sociology at Duke University, was greatly 
inspired by thermometers, electrocardiographs and other similar 
measuring devices, which led him in 1940 to develop the Euphorimeter to 
measure happiness (Angner 2011). On the scale of the Euphorimeter, zero 
was the dividing line between happiness and unhappiness, paralleling 
the logic of a thermometer. The Euphorimeter is characteristic of a 
view in which the central goal is to achieve more well-being, rather 
than to understand how it should be achieved. It was concerned with 
the outcome, not the process of attaining well-being – who’s task it is, 
and how it is done. Today, with smart technology, we have increasingly 
sophisticated versions of Euphorimeters at our disposal, on our wrists 
and in our pockets. However, the same aforementioned questions are 
still relevant – now perhaps more than ever.
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The different indices and measurements of well-being, that mostly 
stem from psychology, have one thing in common. They define well-
being as an individual measure. This framing puts focus on human 
functioning and capabilities, while omitting the structural and socio-
cultural contexts in which human beings as individuals are embedded 
(Wright Mills 2000). Some scholars have argued that this view of 
“agency without structure” has its roots in the growth of the psychology 
discipline, shaping especially North American scholarship within human 
sciences (Settersten & Gannon 2005). It can, however, also be located 
within a larger neoliberal shift in political and economic discourse, where 
the individual alone is seen as a self-sufficient actor, independent of 
class, family, ethnic or religious background (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 
2002). This shift permeates many areas of society, and ‘the rise of the 
individual’ is a common expression at work, in culture, in marketing and 
service research, as well as in discussions about well-being. In this view, 
consumers are seen as capable and agentic – thus able to manage their 
own well-being by themselves, towards their own personal goals.

The growing field of Transformative Service Research (TSR) has studied 
service-related well-being outcomes extensively, across different 
empirical settings. However, more research on the socio-cultural 
embeddedness of service interactions in well-being contexts has been 
called for by several scholars (Anderson & Ostrom 2015; Previte & 
Robertson 2019). Indeed, as Askegaard and Linnet (2011) have pointed 
out, research should take into account the societal and systemic 
conditions – the “context of context” – that influence consumers’ lived 
experiences. In this thesis I approach the role of services in consumer 
well-being from one particular societal and systemic context, namely 
that of neoliberal responsibilisation. I study services as part of this 
shift towards neoliberalism, defined as a set of political beliefs in which 
individual responsibility is carried out within the marketplace, where 
social issues become matters of market exchanges between rational 
actors (Anderson, Spanjol, Go Jefferies et al. 2016; Giesler & Veresiu 
2014; Shamir 2008).  In a neoliberal context, the role of market offerings 
is to provide consumers with resources for managing themselves and 
their well-being individually, i.e. consumers become responsibilized 
(Giesler & Veresiu 2014). Well-being, then, is seen to become a “project of 
the self” (Giddens 1991), rather than a political or social project. In other 
words, questions become framed around what consumers as individuals 
can do to work on themselves – for example, walking 10 000 steps per 
day – rather than understanding how conditions for their well-being 
can be improved through social or political interventions. This thesis 
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provides a problematizing approach (Sandberg & Alvesson 2011) to the 
responsibilisation of individuals and its ensuing assumption of agency 
in the context of transformative services.

In this thesis I view technology-enabled services as one type of resources 
that consumers use in the management of well-being. These services, 
such as Fitbit, Oura ring, or Apple watch, enable consumers to gather, 
track and analyse various types of data on their physical, emotional and 
cognitive attributes, such as breathing, physical activity, stress, menstrual 
cycle, sleep, and weight. As such, they are truly personal resources for 
consumers’ well-being agency. These self-tracking services have received 
growing interest in various fields of social sciences (see e.g. Berg 2017; 
Bergroth & Helén 2020; Pantzar & Ruckenstein 2017), but also in service 
research (Lipkin 2020; Paluch & Tuzovic 2019).

1.1 Research problem

Even though the Western world is richer and has better health care 
than ever before, growing challenges exist in the context of everyday 
well-being, i.e. the management of our personal well-being outside 
pathological and medical illness (Tikkanen 2020). As Mirabito and 
Berry (2015) noted, despite increased income, subjective well-being is 
declining. According to Statista, around 25 percent of the population 
in European countries have reported suffering from at least one mental 
health condition (Statista 2021). At the same time, during the last 
decades, political and societal assumptions about how well-being should 
be cared for have been changing. This neoliberal political shift has led 
to a withdrawal of the welfare state through cuts and privatizations 
in different welfare functions in countries ranging from Finland to 
New Zealand (Rose 1996; Brunila et al. 2021). Instead, markets are 
increasingly seen as the main mechanism for solving societal problems 
through the choices and actions of individual, responsible consumers 
(Anderson et al. 2016; Shamir 2008). This phenomenon, known as 
responsibilisation, has been acknowledged and studied extensively in 
marketing and consumer research (see e.g. Anderson et al. 2016; Giesler 
& Veresiu 2014; Kipp & Hawkins 2019). As a result of responsibilisation, 
the role of government then shifts from providing care and support, to 
facilitating free markets for various well-being services (Giesler & Veresiu 
2014; Shamir 2008). 

As market offerings become important enablers of well-being, both firms 
and researchers view innovations in the service and technology sector as 
means to improve individual consumer agency, meaning the ability to 
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enact change and act towards one’s own goals (Blocker & Barrios 2015; 
Sewell 1992). In other words, services are expected to give individuals 
more power and control over their personal well-being (Ostrom, Field, 
Fotheringham et al. 2021). As a result, consumers are assumed to act 
as knowledgeable and competent actors in managing their personal 
well-being (Anderson et al. 2016; Davey & Grönroos 2019; Giesler & 
Veresiu 2014). Smart technologies in particular play greater roles in 
consumers’ well-being, as they become increasingly better at processing 
and producing information for consumers on physiological and mental, 
as well as external physical dimensions, thus affecting their agency 
(Krafft, Sajtos & Haenlein 2020; Pitardi, Wirtz, Paluch et al. 2021). 
Importantly, Giesler and Veresiu (2014) argue that these market offerings 
form the material infrastructure that enables the responsibilisation of 
consumers. However, how this takes place – especially in the context of 
smart technology services – has remained unexplored.

This shift towards responsibilisation – and its ensuing assumption of 
unhindered agency – is not unproblematic. Scholars in different fields 
of service and consumer research have pointed to increased stress, self-
blame and anxieties as negative effects of consumer responsibilisation 
(Anderson et al. 2016). As consumers are increasingly assumed to have 
agency, more risk and work are also shifted to consumers, who might 
become burdened or lack the necessary capabilities for carrying out these 
responsibilities (Azzari, Anderson, Mende et al. 2021). In the context 
of services for well-being, these situations can lead to experiences of 
vulnerability and harmful service exchanges, as providers fail to realize 
the full value of service for consumers (Baker, Gentry & Rittenburg 2005; 
Fisk, Dean, Alkire et al. 2018). Even though agency is important for the 
well-being and flourishing of human beings, these expectations and 
assumptions of self-sufficient and independently functioning individuals 
can be detrimental to well-being (Anderson et al. 2013). Therefore, it 
becomes important to investigate and understand how these negative, 
unintended effects of focusing on consumer agency can be ameliorated 
in service contexts.

In addition, there is a larger, ontological issue at play. In neoliberal logic, 
the capable, agentic, and self-sufficient individual becomes the main 
actor and focus of attention (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002). However, 
in an overly individual focus, structural constraints and institutional 
conditions fall out of scope, as well-being is viewed as the result of 
individual decisions and actions (Settersten & Gannon 2005). This 
leads to two important problems. The first one is the framing of societal 
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and structural well-being challenges as individual faults. For example, 
framing the solution to the complex political and social problem of 
poverty as a matter of individual saving behavior can have marginalizing 
and stigmatizing effects on consumers in disadvantaged positions, thus 
leading to consumer vulnerability (Giesler & Veresiu 2014; Rosenbaum, 
Seger-Guttmann & Giraldo 2017). As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
(2002:24) noted, in this kind of framing, “social problems can be directly 
turned into psychological dispositions”. This is an important issue, as 
previous research has noted that “an overemphasis on individual-level 
action” can in fact limit the potential of marketing to create social change 
(Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019:660). Social change is an important 
transformative outcome within TSR, which further emphasizes the 
importance of understanding the effects of responsibilisation in service 
contexts. Previous TSR scholars have also emphasized the importance of 
organizations, for-profit as well as not-for-profit, in driving social impact 
(Alkire, Mooney, Furkan et al. 2019; Previte & Robertson 2019).

Second, acknowledging the role of social structures is important, as 
consumer agency is not formed in a vacuum. Rather, it both shapes and 
is shaped by these structures (Giddens 1984). Consumers’ goals and the 
agency for pursuing these goals are affected by culture and surrounding 
norms, such as normalized body images and expectations of physical 
appearance (Baumeister et al. 2013; Liu, Keeling & Hogg 2016; Yngfalk 
& Yngfalk 2015). At the same time, consumer agency and the actions of 
consumers as individuals can increasingly be seen as a means to achieve 
social change (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019). In a societal context 
where consumers become responsibilized with their well-being, and 
where the means to achieve well-being are increasingly seen through 
the lens of personal development, it becomes crucially important to 
understand how services can counter these trends and enable social 
change for improved well-being.

Against this backdrop, service scholars, firms, and policy makers need 
more knowledge about the roles and effects of services in supporting 
well-being agency of consumers in a societal context of responsibilisation. 
More specifically, it becomes important to understand how services can 
remedy and prevent harmful, undesired well-being effects of these larger 
societal shifts. Previous scholars have argued that by acknowledging 
the inherently political nature of institutional conditions that frame 
service exchanges, service researchers can engage more meaningfully 
in transformative outcomes of research (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 
2019; Koskela-Huotari, Vink & Edvardsson 2020). Both research and 
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practice need to understand how responsibilities for well-being can be 
distributed for improved well-being outcomes, and how the agency of 
responsibilized consumers is enabled, shaped, and enacted through 
the use of services. Agency is an important outcome of interest in this 
context, as it is closely linked to well-being, both as a means and an 
outcome (Blocker & Barrios 2015; Settersten & Gannon 2005). However, 
agency should be understood in its proper context. Indeed, as Anderson 
and Ostrom (2015) commented, understanding socio-cultural contexts 
of consumer well-being is a critical and under researched area in TSR. 
This parallels the view by Field, Fotheringham, Subramony et al. (2021), 
who observe that service research still needs more scholarship on the 
interrelationships between service actors, and the institutions that shape 
these relationships.

These questions are especially relevant in the context of smart 
technology-enabled services. Scholars across disciplines have noted 
that technology is a social object, conveying knowledge which can be 
interpreted and used in different ways, depending on historical and 
social contexts (Orlikowski 1992; Vargo, Wieland & Akaka 2015). In 
other words, technology is not neutral, rather it is shaped by, and it 
shapes its surrounding social and cultural conditions. Consequently, 
technology also shapes and directs the agency of its users (Fuentes 
& Sörum 2019; Orlikowski 1992). The globally expanding market 
for wearables and self-tracking devices and applications is one such 
relevant area of investigation in relation to consumer well-being (Berg 
2017). This is mainly due to three reasons. First, different solutions for 
tracking the self have become increasingly ubiquitous (Paluch & Tuzovic 
2019). Second, these devices and applications are commonly sold to and 
framed around the individual consumer, thus constituting a relevant 
empirical context for understanding responsibilisation in action. Third, 
smart technology services, with their capability for intelligent gathering 
and analysis of data, have the ability to enable, shape and affect agency 
(Orlikowski 1992).

1.2 Research objectives and research questions

The overall research objective of this thesis is to explore the role of smart 
technology services in the responsibilisation of consumer well-being. 
This knowledge can improve the potential of smart technology services 
to contribute to well-being and social change. It can also provide insights 
into how these services can frame tasks and responsibilities for well-
being in different ways, to prevent harmful effects of an overemphasis on 
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the individual. The overall research objective is explored and answered 
through three specific research questions, which are based on the 
research problem discussed above in Chapter 1.1.

The specific research questions are:

RQ1: How do different framings of responsibilities give rise to 
different means for improving well-being in service contexts?

RQ2: How can smart technology services affect the interplay 
between structure and agency for improved consumer well-being?

RQ3: How is consumer agency for well-being manifested through 
the use of smart technology services? 

These research questions are explored through three separate studies 
(Articles 1, 2 and 3), which are discussed together in this summary 
chapter of the thesis. 

1.3 Positioning of this dissertation

This thesis lies at the intersection of differing discussions and 
assumptions about well-being. The overarching main focus is on 
understanding the role of smart technology services in supporting the 
well-being agency of responsibilized consumers, and the thesis is thus 
positioned within the broader area of service research. This means that 
the thesis is not concerned with technological or information processing 
aspects of smart technologies, but rather with their role in providing 
service for well-being, from societal and managerial points of view. By 
service, I do not refer to a dichotomy between products and services as 
distinctly different types of offerings. Rather, I refer to a processual view 
in which consumers use offerings to realize value and, more specifically, 
well-being (Grönroos & Gummerus 2014; Heinonen & Strandvik 2015). 
Service providers can thus be companies, but also NGOs, public services, 
and other entities (Heinonen & Strandvik 2020). My view of service is 
also informed by social constructionist perspectives which emphasize 
that actors, such as consumers and service providers, are embedded 
in social systems and thus are affected by structures, such as norms, 
values and taken-for-granted assumptions (Edvardsson, Tronvoll & 
Gruber 2011).
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Within service research, this thesis is explicitly concerned with 
outcomes related to well-being. The thesis thus contributes to the 
domain of Transformative Service Research (TSR), which focuses on 
understanding how services affect individual, collective and societal 
well-being (Anderson et al. 2013). Whereas focal outcomes in service 
research typically include satisfaction, profitability, and loyalty, key 
outcomes in TSR include, among others, happiness, health, inclusion, 
social justice, equality, literacy, and the reduction of suffering (Anderson 
et al. 2013; Previte & Robertson 2019; Rosenbaum et al. 2011). TSR is 
an outgrowth of a development that started in 2005 within consumer 
researcher, as scholars began formalizing an agenda for understanding 
the role of marketing in addressing issues of societal and individual 
well-being (Mick 2006). This new field was labelled Transformative 
Consumer Research (TCR), and soon it inspired the forming of TSR 
as a subdomain of service research (Anderson 2010; Rosenbaum et al. 
2011). TSR scholars have argued that the need for this was evident, as 
consumers spend much of their time surrounded by, or interacting with 
services, and services thus have a considerable impact on people’s lives 
(Anderson et al. 2013; Fisk et al. 2018). TSR grew into a field which 
focuses on the ”relationship between service entities and consumer well-
being” (Anderson et al. 2013:1204), aiming to improve the well-being of 
both individuals and communities (Anderson 2010).

Since its inception, the field has grown in both scope of theories and 
methods, and in number of publications.  As such it can be seen as 
constituting “an inclusive platform of dialogue rather than an exclusive 
guarding of dogma” (Askegaard & Linnet 2011:382) with a common 
interest in well-being. Within Transformative Service Research, 
considerable attention has been given to the measurement of well-being 
of customers who interact with different services (McColl-Kennedy 
et al. 2017; Sweeney et al. 2015; McColl-Kennedy et al. 2012). The 
metrics, and hence definitions, of well-being in TSR vary widely, from 
objective and subjective assessments of physical health, to mental health, 
marginalization, discrimination, inclusion and decreased disparity 
(Anderson & Ostrom 2015; Fisk et al. 2018). The common denominator 
for most of the studies on well-being within TSR is their focus on 
creating uplifting changes on individual and collective levels (Anderson 
& Ostrom 2015). A second common denominator is that most studies 
have tended to omit the influence of social forces on service exchanges 
and well-being (Edvardsson et al. 2011). Indeed, Anderson and Ostrom 
(2015) commented that this is a critical and under researched area of 
well-being. Acknowledging this gap in current TSR theorizing, I draw 
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on sociological literature on responsibilisation and structuration theory 
to understand how services play a role in the shifting landscape of 
consumers’ responsibility for well-being, and how consumers, embedded 
in this context, use services in managing well-being. Theories on 
eudaimonic well-being provide lenses for understanding how the well-
being of individuals is connected to both agency and their surrounding 
structures. By drawing on these diverse literature streams, the thesis 
contributes to TSR with a novel understanding of the role of services in 
a context where consumers are increasingly expected to manage their 
own well-being through the use of market offerings. The positioning of 
the thesis is illustrated in Figure 1. The central theoretical concepts of 
Responsibilisation, agency, and eudaimonic well-being are discussed 
further in Chapter 2 of this thesis.

Figure 1 Positioning of thesis

The empirical and contextual positioning of this thesis is within 
smart technology services. More specifically, this empirical context is 
operationalized through self-tracking devices and applications. Thus, 
from an empirical point of view, this thesis also draws on streams 
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of literature in marketing and service research that focus on smart 
technology services (Wünderlich, Wangenheim & Bitner 2012). It 
thus joins existing conversations about how smart technology, with 
its growing capacity to process information and provide guidance to 
users, can improve well-being and mitigate harmful well-being effects 
(Mele, Marzullo, Di Bernardo et al. 2021). Within service research, 
this sprawling literature on technology has grown to encompass 
different concepts, indicating that its definitions are ambiguous (Mele 
et al. 2021). It also shows, as Letheren, Russell-Bennett and Whittaker 
(2020) comment, that marketing and technology have always been 
linked together. Different conceptualizations include smart service (e.g. 
Wünderlich, Heinonen, Ostrom et al. 2015), self-service technology (e.g. 
Meuter, Ostrom, Roundtree et al. 2000), service robots (e.g. Jörling, 
Böhm & Paluch 2019), smart interactive services (Wünderlich et al. 
2012), and customer self-service devices (Gummerus et al. 2019). In 
these conceptualizations, the level of interactivity and intelligence vary 
from low to high. For the purposes of this thesis, I use the label smart 
technology service, with which I refer to intelligent services with the 
capability to gather and analyze data and present information to their 
users (Mele et al. 2021).

Empirically, I investigate smart technology services through wearables, 
devices and applications for self-tracking, referring to services that 
“collect and analyze data on an individual’s state and behavior” (Paluch 
& Tuzovic 2019:437). These services, such as Apple watch, Fitbit, and 
Oura ring, are becoming increasingly popular among consumers (Berg 
2017; Wittkowski, Klein, Falk et al. 2020). Prior studies have investigated 
extensively consumers’ adoption, experiences, and attitudes towards 
service technologies in various contexts (see e.g. Curran & Meuter 2005; 
Gonçalves, Patrício, Grenha Teixeira et al. 2020). However, their role in 
responsibilisation of well-being, and ensuing effects on consumer agency 
for well-being have not yet been properly investigated. I argue that smart 
technology services constitute a specifically relevant and illuminating 
service context for studying responsibilisation, as consumers use them 
mostly in their everyday lives to solve problems in settings where service 
providers may not be present (Gummerus et al. 2019). Smart technology 
services are also an important context for investigating consumer agency, 
as scholars have noted that they enable more information and agency for 
consumers, but at the same time may also restrict consumers’ capabilities 
(Ostrom et al. 2021). Following the seminal study by Orlikowski (1992), I 
adopt in this thesis a structurational view on smart technology services, 
which emphasizes the socially constructed nature of technology. In this 
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view, smart technology services are shaped by structural and social 
contexts, and these services in turn shape the actions of their users 
(Orlikowski 1992).

1.4 Role of the three articles in contributing to this thesis

This thesis consists of three individual articles, each with their own 
perspective on understanding service for consumer well-being in 
a context of responsibilisation. Article 1 answers to RQ1 and thus 
contributes to this thesis by providing a foundational overview of how 
different framings of responsibilities give rise to different means for 
improving well-being in service contexts. It presents and discusses 
the implications of responsibilisation in a service context and shows 
how improving individual agency is the result of a specific framing of 
responsibilities. Article 2, in answering RQ2, focuses on the structural 
interplay of consumer agency. The empirical study contributes to this 
thesis by showing how smart technology services can shape consumer 
agency towards reproduction or transformation of structures that have 
an effect on consumer well-being. Article 3 responds to RQ3 by providing 
an empirically grounded exploration of the different ways in which 
consumers use smart technology services in acting out agency for well-
being. An overview of the articles is presented in Table 1.

1.5 Delimitations

Even though well-being is a focal outcome of interest, this thesis does not 
investigate or measure increases or decreases in consumer well-being, 
rather it is concerned with processes and framings related to well-being.

Another delimitation is the empirical scope of the thesis. The scoping 
review article considers services in general, however, the empirical 
studies focus only on one context, namely devices and applications for 
self-tracking. These devices and applications represent one type of smart 
technology services, available to consumers.



12

Ta
bl

e 
1:

 O
ve

rv
ie

w
 o

f p
ap

er
s 

in
 th

es
is

O
ve

ra
ll 

th
es

is
P

ap
er

 1
 (

Li
te

ra
tu

re
 r

ev
ie

w
)

P
ap

er
 2

 (
E

m
pi

ri
ca

l)
P

ap
er

 3
 (

E
m

pi
ri

ca
l)

Ti
tle

I w
ou

ld
 w

al
k 

10
 0

00
 st

ep
s:

 T
he

 R
ol

e 
of

 S
m

ar
t T

ec
hn

ol
og

y 
Se

rv
ic

es
 in

 
R

es
po

ns
ib

ili
sa

tio
n 

of
 C

on
su

m
er

 W
el

l-
Be

in
g

Ex
pl

or
in

g 
th

e 
tr

an
sf

or
m

at
iv

e 
ro

le
s o

f 
se

rv
ic

e 
th

ro
ug

h 
th

e 
le

ns
 o

f 
re

sp
on

si
bi

liz
at

io
n:

 A
 sc

op
in

g 
re

vi
ew

Ch
ar

ac
te

riz
in

g 
w

el
l-b

ei
ng

 ca
pa

bi
lit

ie
s 

in
 se

rv
ic

es
Sm

ar
t t

ec
hn

ol
og

y 
se

rv
ic

es
 a

nd
 

co
ns

um
er

 w
el

l-b
ei

ng
: W

ea
ra

bl
es

 a
s 

re
so

ur
ce

s f
or

 a
ge

nc
y

As
so

ci
at

ed
 

re
se

ar
ch

 
qu

es
tio

ns
 o

f t
he

 
th

es
is

R
Q

1:
 H

ow
 d

o 
di

ffe
re

nt
 fr

am
in

gs
 o

f 
re

sp
on

si
bi

lit
ie

s g
iv

e 
ris

e 
to

 d
iff

er
en

t 
m

ea
ns

 fo
r i

m
pr

ov
in

g 
w

el
l-b

ei
ng

 in
 

se
rv

ic
e 

co
nt

ex
ts

?

R
Q

2:
 H

ow
 ca

n 
sm

ar
t t

ec
hn

ol
og

y 
se

rv
ic

es
 a

ffe
ct

 th
e 

in
te

rp
la

y 
be

tw
ee

n 
st

ru
ct

ur
e 

an
d 

ag
en

cy
 fo

r i
m

pr
ov

ed
 

co
ns

um
er

 w
el

l-b
ei

ng
?

R
Q

3:
 H

ow
 is

 co
ns

um
er

 a
ge

nc
y 

fo
r w

el
l-

be
in

g 
m

an
ife

st
ed

 th
ro

ug
h 

th
e 

us
e 

of
 

sm
ar

t t
ec

hn
ol

og
y 

se
rv

ic
es

?

Pu
rp

os
e

To
 e

xp
lo

re
 th

e 
ro

le
 o

f s
m

ar
t 

te
ch

no
lo

gy
 se

rv
ic

es
 in

 th
e 

w
el

l-b
ei

ng
 

ag
en

cy
 o

f r
es

po
ns

ib
ili

ze
d 

co
ns

um
er

s

To
 re

vi
ew

 T
SR

 li
te

ra
tu

re
 fr

om
 a

 
re

sp
on

si
bi

lis
at

io
n 

pe
rs

pe
ct

iv
e

To
 ch

ar
ac

te
riz

e 
ho

w
 se

rv
ic

es
 p

re
se

nt
 

re
sp

on
si

bi
liz

ed
 co

ns
um

er
s w

ith
 w

el
l-

be
in

g 
ca

pa
bi

lit
ie

s

To
 e

xp
lo

re
 h

ow
 co

ns
um

er
s u

se
 sm

ar
t 

te
ch

no
lo

gi
es

 a
s t

ra
ns

fo
rm

at
iv

e 
re

so
ur

ce
s f

or
 w

el
l-b

ei
ng

M
et

ho
do

lo
gy

Th
re

e 
in

di
vi

du
al

 a
rt

ic
le

s a
nd

 a
n 

ov
er

ac
hi

ng
 k

ap
pa

Sc
op

in
g 

re
vi

ew
 o

f 1
19

 T
SR

 a
rt

ic
le

s 
pu

bl
is

he
d 

in
 p

ee
r-

re
vi

ew
ed

 se
rv

ic
e 

re
se

ar
ch

 jo
ur

na
ls

Q
ua

lit
at

iv
e 

co
nt

en
t a

na
ly

si
s o

f v
al

ue
 

pr
op

os
iti

on
s i

n 
11

 d
iff

er
en

t s
el

f-
tr

ac
ki

ng
 w

ea
ra

bl
es

 a
nd

 a
pp

lic
at

io
ns

Q
ua

lit
at

iv
e 

st
ud

y 
co

ns
is

tin
g 

of
  s

el
f-

re
po

rt
 q

ue
st

io
nn

ai
re

s a
nd

 se
m

i-
st

ru
ct

ur
ed

 in
-d

ep
th

 in
te

rv
ie

w
s w

ith
 

us
er

s o
f w

ea
ra

bl
e 

se
lf-

tr
ac

ki
ng

 
se

rv
ic

es

K
ey

 fi
nd

in
gs

Th
ro

ug
h 

di
ffe

re
nt

 fr
am

in
gs

 o
f 

re
sp

on
si

bi
lit

y,
 se

rv
ic

es
 ca

n 
pr

om
ot

e 
w

el
l-b

ei
ng

 th
ro

ug
h 

fo
ur

 ro
le

s:
 th

e 
ca

re
gi

ve
r, 

th
e 

co
ac

h,
 th

e 
ad

vo
ca

te
, a

nd
 

th
e 

al
ly

Se
rv

ic
es

 p
re

se
nt

 th
re

e 
ty

pe
s o

f w
el

l-
be

in
g 

ca
pa

bi
lit

ie
s:

 ch
an

gi
ng

, c
op

in
g,

 
an

d 
co

un
te

rin
g

Co
ns

um
er

s u
se

 sm
ar

t t
ec

hn
ol

og
ie

s a
s 

re
so

ur
ce

s f
or

 fo
ur

 ty
pe

s o
f a

ge
nc

y 
in

 
w

el
l-b

ei
ng

: s
el

f-
kn

ow
le

dg
e,

 d
ia

gn
os

is
, 

ad
ap

ta
tio

n,
 a

nd
 a

ct
iv

is
m

  Ta
bl

e 
1:

 O
ve

rv
ie

w
 o

f p
ap

er
s 

in
 th

es
is



13

1.6 Structure of the dissertation

This thesis consists of three articles and a summary. Each article 
addresses the role of services in responsibilisation of consumer well-
being from different perspectives and contributes to the overall 
understanding that this thesis contributes with.

Article 1 (Four authors, First author, will be sent for review to AMS 
Review): Conceptual, literature review

Tikkanen, H., Alkire, L., Kabadayi, S., & Vu, L.H., Exploring the 
transformative roles of service through the lens of responsibilization: 
A scoping review

Article 2 (Single author, published in Journal of Services 
Marketing): Empirical

Tikkanen, H. (2020), Characterizing well-being capabilities in services

Article 3 (Triple-authored, First author, conditionally accepted for 
publication in Journal of Interactive Marketing): Empirical

Tikkanen, H., Heinonen, K. & Ravald, A., Smart technology services and 
consumer well-being: Wearables as resources for agency 

The articles are presented after the kappa. The kappa is structured as 
follows: First, I will present the key theoretical lenses used in the thesis, 
after which I discuss my ontological, epistemological and methodological 
assumptions. This is followed by a presentation of each article. Finally, I 
discuss the overall contribution of this thesis, along with its implications 
for research and practice.
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2 THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO 
RESPONSIBILISATION OF WELL-BEING IN 
THE CONTEXT OF SMART TECHNOLOGY 
SERVICES

This dissertation draws mainly on three streams of literature. 
Responsibilisation, agency, and well-being form the conceptual backbone 
for understanding how consumers are expected to individually manage 
personal well-being, and how services influence and enable this.

2.1 Responsibilisation as societal backdrop

“No longer is chronic illness a question of preventing unhealthy, sugary mar-
ket offerings or of regulating work hours and worker conditions. It is the prob-
lem of consumers who do not work productively on their own health ambi-
tions and desires.” – Giesler & Veresiu (2014:851)

Beyond service literature, I draw on literature on responsibilisation, 
especially from the domains of marketing and consumer research, as 
well as sociology. Responsibilisation refers to the larger, macro-level 
shifts occurring in the political and social landscape, where market 
offerings constitute an ever more important arena for solving problems 
that previously have been under the purview of governments and 
public institutions (Shamir 2008; Rose 1996). Responsibilisation thus 
provides the larger societal and political frame, or the “context of context” 
(Askegaard & Linnet 2011), for how I study smart technology services 
in this thesis. This responsibilisation has been studied and theorized in 
marketing and consumer research, while its influence in service research 
has remained limited (with the notable exceptions of Anderson et al. 2016 
and Azzari et al. 2021). However, as other service scholars have noted 
(Koskela-Huotari et al. 2020), understanding these social and political 
contexts is important within service research as well. Previous consumer 
research has also noted that smart technologies, with their ability to 
shape and direct consumer actions, can be seen as “a reinforcement of 
the individualization of responsibility” (Fuentes & Sörum 2019:132). 
These two above mentioned arguments point to the importance of the 
research carried out in this thesis, especially in the context of smart 
technology services.

To understand the role of services in consumer well-being, it is 
important to locate them in their surrounding societal and political 
context. Traditionally, the health and welfare of citizens has been the 
responsibility of government and public bodies (Shamir 2008). However, 
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in a macro-social development, referred to as responsibilisation, markets 
have become the central arena for a wide range of issues that previously 
belonged to the state (Shamir 2008). Responsibilisation refers to the 
privatization, deregulation and structural shift, in which tasks that have 
belonged to the political sphere, carried out by the welfare state or other 
governmental actors, become issues of self-regulating, reflexive market 
actors (Shamir 2008). Previous research has pointed to individualization 
(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002), neoliberal politics (Anderson et al. 2016; 
Shamir 2008) and popular psychology (Rimke 2000) as driving forces of 
this shift towards individual and personal responsibility. These sources 
have in common the belief of the individual as the sole, autonomous, 
self-governing unit of society. Social protection and redistribution – 
tenets of the welfare state – become replaced with a market liberalism, 
in which individuals manage their well-being (Giesler & Veresiu 2014). 
The individual’s agency, self-reliance, and ability to make decisions 
thus become emphasized over any structural concerns (Anderson et 
al. 2016; Kipp & Hawkins 2019). It thus reflects the “institutionalized 
competitive individualism” (Scott 2014:91) of the Global West. As the 
diminished role of the state has been replaced by a moralization of the 
market, new offerings targeted towards individuals become increasingly 
common (Shamir 2008). In this shift, individuals are driven to take 
active measures for their well-being (Rose 1996). Responsibilisation 
can thus be seen as a new underlying institutional logic that drives 
consumers to use services and focus on optimizing individual well-
being. Different personal services for consumer well-being can be seen 
as emblematic of responsibilisation, as they “support the individual’s 
active self-management” (Giesler & Veresiu 2014:843). In this thesis, 
smart technology services, such as self-tracking devices and applications, 
are especially relevant examples of this type of personalized and 
individual services.

This focal view of the responsibilized individual is not a completely 
new phenomenon in the context of well-being. The landscape of 
responsibilisation was present already in the studies by McGuire (1988) 
on alternative healing practices, where she discovered that although 
many of her respondents recognized the structural and social sources 
of ill-being, they often framed their responses as individual, rather 
than political or collective. On the whole, the empirical studies in this 
thesis show similar findings in the context of smart technology services. 
However, even though empowering individuals has many benefits, 
this responsibilisation is also problematic. McGuire (1988:249) noted 
the following: “[n]ot only are these responses unlikely to change the 
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social structures that promote illness; they are also responses generally 
unavailable to many persons lacking the economic resources of the 
comfortable middle class.”. This echoes findings by Bajde and Rojas-
Gaviria (2021), who noted that responsibilisation, and its ensuing 
assumption of the entrepreneurial and capable individual, marginalizes 
those who do not possess these required capabilities. In a world where 
subjective well-being is diminishing (Mirabito & Berry 2015), with 
unhealthy beauty norms and increasingly stressful workplaces, well-
being has become a growing market. But in a shift towards increased 
responsibilisation, the solutions to these collective problems are more 
often framed as individual faults and responsibilities (Giesler & Veresiu 
2014). Responsibilization can thus cause stress and anxiety in consumers, 
who face an increasing amount of choices, but also an increased burden 
(Azzari et al. 2021). In addition, as focus on the individual overshadows 
structural issues, important TSR outcomes, such as social change and 
equality (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019; Fisk et al. 2018) become 
increasingly difficult to address. This is why it is important to study 
transformative services in a context of responsibilisation. 

Previous consumer research has studied responsibilisation in different 
contexts, such as ethical consumption (Eckhardt & Dobscha 2019; 
Fuentes & Sörum 2019) and cause-related marketing campaigns (Kipp 
& Hawkins 2019). For example, Kipp and Hawkins (2019) showed how 
international development causes in the Global South have become 
the matter of making responsible consumption decisions, instead 
of legislation and political action.  Responsibilisation has also been 
studied in the context of expert health care services, where concern 
has been raised about its negative effects on well-being in the form of 
stress, self-blame and anxiety (Anderson et al. 2016; Azzari et al. 2021). 
Interestingly, studies have also investigated de-responsibilizing trends, 
for example within consumer finance, where the 2008-09 financial 
crisis led to a development where responsibility for minimising financial 
risk was shifted from consumers back to states and banks (Pellandini-
Simányi & Conte 2021). These developments make it interesting to 
investigate different framings of responsibilities in the context of well-
being outcomes, especially focusing on personal agency in well-being. 
In this thesis, similar countertrends of de-responsibilising or sharing 
responsibility were found within well-being service contexts, which are 
further discussed in Article 1 and Article 3. Next, I will discuss well-being, 
which forms a key outcome of interest in this thesis.
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2.2 Well-Being – The positive functioning of humans

Because well-being can be understood as quite an intuitive concept, it can 
often be referred to without defining its meaning. As a result, scholars 
have argued that its scope and definition have become blurred (Dodge et 
al. 2012). This is why it is important to discuss and define well-being in 
the context of this thesis. According to Ryan, Huta and Deci (2008), the 
conventional view in psychology has commonly distinguished between 
hedonic well-being and eudaimonic well-being. Within TSR, scholars 
have also largely followed this same distinction, making it a useful 
starting point for understanding well-being in this thesis (Anderson et 
al. 2013). Hedonic well-being refers to pleasure and happiness, meaning 
that an individual experiences more pleasant emotions than negative 
ones (Diener 1984). This hedonic well-being has been operationalized 
through the concept of subjective well-being (Diener 1984). Eudaimonic 
well-being, in contrast, concerns human potential, virtue, and the 
ability to live according to one’s true self1 (Anderson et al. 2013; Ryff & 
Singer 2008). While the distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic 
is common, studies have also adopted combined views (e.g. Sharma, 
Conduit & Rao Hill 2017). In addition to hedonic and eudaimonic 
dimensions, studies have also included ethical, environmental, and 
social considerations into definitions of well-being (Mele, Russo-Spena, 
Tregua et al. 2022). In this thesis, I draw mainly on the eudaimonic 
understanding of well-being.

Popular concepts such as Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & 
Deci 2000), psychological well-being (Ryff 1989) and social well-being 
(Keyes 1998) can be seen as operationalizations of eudaimonic well-
being. They have in common the emphasis on human functioning and 
autonomy, rather than any affective states of joy or happiness. As such, 
eudaimonic well-being entails that a person can pursue intrinsic goals, 
through reflection and awareness of their actions and aims (Ryan, Huta 
& Deci 2008). In the context of this thesis, and based on understandings 
of eudaimonic well-being, it can be argued that well-being is dependent 
on the expectations we set on ourselves, on self-acceptance, and our 
possibilities for autonomy and feeling of functioning in social contexts. 
An overview of some of the central definitions and conceptualizations of 
well-being is presented in figure 2.

1  In ancient greek, one’s true self is known as the ’daimon’, lending its name to the 
concept of eudaimonic well-being
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Figure 2 Different conceptualizations of well-being

As can be seen in the previously mentioned definitions, and as other 
scholars have noted (Settersten & Gannon 2005), these eudaimonic 
aspects are inherently related to agency, which forms another key 
concept in this thesis. As my view on well-being in this thesis is based 
on the eudaimonic view of self-realization, it is closely related to popular 
notions of self-care, self-knowledge, and self-improvement, which all 
reflect a neoliberal responsibilized consumer subject (Giesler & Veresiu 
2014). The key agent in all these popular concepts and views is the 
individual actor. This also echoes typical framings in research, where 
well-being is a measured outcome at the individual level, and where 
life becomes understood as psychological, rather than social (Binkley 
2011). Scholars have noted that this neoliberal construction of well-
being, which is most visible in the self-help ethos and the popularity 
of positive psychology, assumes a position in which consumers work 
on themselves, to manage their emotions, and to control themselves 
(Binkley 2011; Prilleltensky 2008). However, this view, limited only to 
the individual, omits the surrounding structural constraints and impacts. 
In contrast to this individualizing view, several studies within psychology 
emphasize the social nature of human functioning and well-being, 
making it important to recognise the interplay of human functioning and 
contextual, structural influences (Ryff & Singer 2008). As Ryan and Deci 
(2000) argued, social environments and the conditions that individuals 
face can hamper their active and agentic pursuit towards intrinsic goals. 
In addition, theories of eudaimonic well-being also emphasize the ability 
of an individual to contribute to social circumstances (Keyes 1998) and to 
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enact change in their surrounding contexts (Ryff 1989). An individual’s 
positive functioning is thus not only restricted to optimizing the self. It 
can also be aimed at changing the surrounding circumstances for the 
better. This is an important notion also for transformative services, 
which seek to improve consumer well-being. In order to further develop 
the understanding of how agency of individuals is connected to their 
surrounding contexts, I use structuration theory (Giddens 1984). Next, 
I will discuss this structurationist view on agency.

2.3 Agency – A structurationist perspective

“Without a notion of heaven and hell a person cannot strive for admission into 
paradise” – Sewell (1992:21)

As I concluded in the previous section, this thesis looks at well-being 
from the perspective of agency. In this view, agency is both a means 
and an outcome of well-being (Blocker & Barrios 2015). On a general 
level, agency can be understood as “the capacity to exercise control over 
the nature and quality of one’s life” (Bandura 2001:1). Agency refers to 
the ability of an individual to act according to their own will, towards 
their own goals, and to the ability to generate change in one’s social 
circumstances (Blocker & Barrios 2015; Mele, Nenonen, Pels et al. 2018). 
This ability to generate change is especially important when considering 
the transformative outcome of social change and societal improvement. 
On the other hand, agency is also needed at a micro-level of service 
interactions, in order for consumers to realize well-being from services 
(Azzari et al. 2021). Drawing on Anderson et al. (2016), it is important 
to note that agency presumes that consumers are literate in service 
interactions, and that they have the required expertise to make decisions 
and carry out actions for their well-being. In other words, agency is 
based on knowledgeability, meaning that consumers know what they 
are doing, why, and how (Giddens 1984; Sewell 1992). However, as the 
quote above illustrates, this knowledgeability is not formed internally 
in an individual’s mind, but rather it is dependent on externally shaped 
preconceptions. The assumption of agency, where consumers are seen as 
willing, capable and knowledgeable, has previously been problematized 
in TSR by Johns and Davey (2019), who point out that scholars need 
to better understand the limitations and constraints to agency. In 
other words, agency does not occur in a vacuum, but rather we need to 
understand it in relation to structures that enable, shape, and restrict it.
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To understand agency as a focal well-being related outcome, I draw on 
structuration theory (ST), which has since its inception become one of 
the fundamental theories explaining the relation between structure and 
agency (Sewell 1992). During the last decade, structuration theory has 
also informed social constructionist and institutional approaches within 
service research, proving its relevance in service contexts (Edvardsson 
et al. 2011; Koskela-Huotari, Vink & Edvardsson 2020). Central to ST is 
the notion of the duality of structure, which eschews the separation of 
structure on one hand, and agency on the other (Giddens 1984:25). This 
realization implies that structures are both the outcome and the medium 
of actions. All social systems and practices are thus maintained through 
time and space through structures, which consist of rules and resources. 
Rules are everything from formalized laws to tacit and informal 
expectations on everyday conduct (Giddens 1984). In other words these 
are the norms, rules, values and common understandings that guide 
human behavior (Giddens 1984; Barley & Tolbert 1997). Resources, 
on the other hand, relate to the possibility of an actor to influence 
her surroundings, for example through consumer goods2 or authority 
(Giddens 1984). Consumers are thus viewed as knowledgeable actors, 
who draw on their knowledge of structures in their actions (Giddens 
1984). This means that in ST, agency is an actor’s capacity to overcome 
or change existing structures (Sewell 1992).

As previous research has pointed out, the assumption of agency is 
usually inherent also in the larger field of service research, where it is 
assumed that agentic consumers are able to create value through resource 
integration (Johns & Davey 2019). However, the agency of consumers 
can be restricted or diminished in many ways. ST gives a deeper account 
of how the realization of agency looks like.  ST has been applied to a 
service research context in a number of studies. Initially, it provided a 
social constructionist perspective on value co-creation (Edvardsson et 
al. 2011), and it has served as a foundational theory for understanding 
the nature of structures as service-dominant logic (SDL) has expanded 
from a dyadic focus to more macro level views (Vargo & Lusch 2016). In 
SDL, structures, meaning norms, meanings and rules, are referred to as 
institutions (Vargo & Lusch 2016). The role that social norms and values 
– collectively referred to as structures – play in an individual’s agency has 
in service research been emphasized by, for instance, Go Jefferies, Bishop 
& Hibbert (2019), who argued that these structures affect consumers’ 
ability to integrate resources. Drawing more broadly on sociological 

2  In this thesis I equate consumer goods essentially with smart technology services.
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literature, Mele, Nenonen, Pels et al. (2018) also emphasized the 
importance of understanding how agency, in a dualism with structures, 
shapes service ecosystems. Previously, Blocker and Barrios (2015) have 
also used structuration theory in arguing that transformative services 
enable actors to challenge dominant social patterns, such as stigma 
against the homeless. This is an important realization for this thesis 
as well. However, the drivers of transformative potential that Blocker 
and Barrios discovered were centred around a specific servicescape 
and community. My research aims to understand this potential outside 
servicescapes, in individual consumer contexts, where service providers 
have little or no presence. As the condition of responsibilisation (Giesler 
& Veresiu 2014) acts as a backdrop for this thesis, it is pertinent to study 
well-being in the context of social structures, where consumers are 
seen as reflexive agents, who produce and reproduce social systems by 
drawing on resources from services.

Technology, in the context of ST, is important because it plays a role in 
shaping agency. As Orlikowski (1992:411) noted, “[w]hen users conform 
to the technology’s embedded rules and resources, they unwittingly 
sustain the institutional structures in which the technology is deployed.” 
This means that if a technology is designed around the assumption that 
consumers should conform to social norms, for example regarding 
weight, appearance, or productivity, as shown in Article 2, its users 
are likely to follow suit. Agency is thus effectively limited and shaped 
by the technologies that consumers use – this contests the dominant 
assumption of the self-governing individual, which is prevalent in a 
responsibilizing discourse. This thesis thus draws on the structurationist 
view of technology (Orlikowski 1992), similar to prior studies in service 
research that acknowledge the effect of social and cultural contexts on 
the design and use of technology (Vargo, Wieland & Akaka 2015).

2.4 Summary and conclusions

This thesis draws on literature on responsibilisation, well-being, and 
agency to provide a theoretical background for smart technology services 
in the context of consumer well-being. Sociological and consumer 
research on the phenomenon of responsibilisation shed light on the 
growing societal assumption, in which consumers are expected to work 
on themselves and personally solve varying well-being challenges. 
This pointed to the important and growing role of services that enable 
consumers to monitor their behaviour, performance, and well-being. 
Smart technology services, with their ability to collect, analyze, and 
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present data to their users, constitute an especially salient type of service 
in this context. Drawing on the concept of eudaimonic well-being, in 
conjunction with responsibilisation, human agency emerged as a focal 
means and outcome of well-being in this thesis. ST provided an analytical 
and conceptual gateway to understanding the meaning and limitations 
of agency, especially through its structural interplay. Through reviewing 
previous applications of ST in service and technology contexts, this 
chapter showed how the assumption of the self-governing and fully 
autonomous individual does not hold true in all cases.

Next, the methodological applications of this thesis will be presented.



24



25

3 RESEARCH APPROACH
”Human reality (or rather reality for humans) was not objectively given but 
always presented itself in the form of meanings, which had to be interpreted” 
– Askegaard & Linnet (2011:385)

In this chapter I will discuss my research methodology, in other words, 
how I view the world, and how I have produced knowledge about it. 
I will also discuss how different methodological approaches can result 
in different framings of how to improve well-being. Finally, I will also 
present the applied methodological choices for each of the three studies 
included in this thesis. These discussions are framed by two interlinked 
realizations that are important to mention. First, all research is conducted 
based on some values and assumptions, either implicit or explicit (Wright 
Mills 2000:178). As Gummesson (2003) argued, these assumptions form 
the foundation of research that guides the researcher’s approach to data 
generation, conceptualizations, and conclusions. Second, knowledge is 
always theory-laden (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009:37). This means that a 
researcher always approaches any given problem with some theoretical 
preconception, which guides the way in which knowledge is created3 (Mir 
& Watson 2000).

3.1 Ontological and epistemological assumptions

The two foundational questions that all research relies on are how do 
I view the world? and what kind of knowledge am I seeking about it? 
These are questions of ontology and epistemology, respectively (Lincoln 
& Guba 2013). Since the central outcome of interest in this thesis, well-
being, is a loaded concept, with multiple definitions, and a history 
that dates back at least to Plato, it is important to disclose my own 
assumptions about the nature of the world in which people seek well-
being, and about the claims that I’m making regarding well-being. 

When discussing ontology and epistemology in the social sciences, 
which marketing and service research are a part of, it is important to 
acknowledge underlying assumptions of the nature of social sciences. 
A basic dividing line is formed between a view in which social sciences 
follow the same logic as natural sciences, and a contrasting view that 
holds social sciences as something distinctly different from natural 
sciences (Winch 1990). As an ontological positioning, the natural sciences 

3  I use the word ’created’ purposefully, to contrast it with a positivist and objectivist 
view in which knowledge is ’discovered’.
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follow to a large extent the tenets of realism, according to which there 
is an objective world that exists independently of its being perceived 
(Boal, Hunt & Jaros 2003:85). In these traditions, researchers commonly 
attempt to determine causal explanations to phenomena – a type of 
knowledge that is common in social sciences as well. They seek facts, 
which are seen as accurate representations of an underlying, objective 
and stable world. This type of knowledge represents an objectivist 
epistemology (Johnson & Duberley 2003; Mir & Watson 2000). As 
Johnson and Duberley (2000:11) argued, the assumptions of these realist 
or positivist approaches are so deeply embedded in our Western cultures 
that they are regarded as common sense. Instead, I take the alternative 
stance, which rejects realism.

In this thesis, I’m subscribing to social constructionism. In its most 
basic form, social constructionist research is not about finding true, 
objective knowledge, which is then presented as facts, or as an accurate 
representation of some objective world (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009:23; 
Hacking 1999). It is rather about uncovering or showing that things 
which we take for granted – gender, nations, emotions, the economy, 
to name a few examples – are not inevitable, and may not need to exist 
in the first place (Hacking 1999:6). Thus, the ontological positioning 
in this thesis views reality as something that is relative to its observer 
(Lincoln & Guba 2013:38; Patton 2015:122). This assertion follows the 
reasoning of Winch (1990:71), who argued that social sciences differ 
distinctly from natural sciences. The theoretical choices in this thesis 
reflect this ontological view. Structuration theory, which informed my 
view of agency, is built on the argument that social sciences should not 
be modelled after the natural sciences, as there are no universal laws 
in social sciences (1984:xxxii). This is because “the causal conditions 
involved in generalizations about human social conduct are inherently 
unstable” (Giddens 1984:xxxii). Structural constraints in a society, for 
example, are thus not law-like in their constitution, because they are 
dependent on the motives and reasons of agents (Giddens 1984:181). In 
practice this means, for example, that how well-being should be pursued, 
whose responsibility it is to ensure well-being for people, and how the 
end-goals of well-being are defined, are not objective, but rather socially 
constructed. Again, this is in line with Winch (1990:93), who argued 
that constructing generalizable laws of human behaviour is impossible, 
because humans can make decisions. This ability to make decisions, 
which rejects deterministic and mechanistic assumptions, is inherently 
tied to the understanding of agency. It is also in line with the premises 
of social constructionism.
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The epistemological view in this thesis is subjectivist, meaning that 
all knowledge produced about reality is mediated by the researcher’s 
prior knowledge, values, political and social status, and interpretations 
(Lincoln & Guba 2013:40). As such, knowledge is not neutral or objective, 
but rather a construction done by the researcher (Patton 2015:122). This 
emphasizes the importance of reflexivity, meaning that I as a researcher 
have constantly paid attention to the ways in which theoretical, cultural 
and political contexts have affected the premises for my research 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009:269). 

Drawing on the ontological and epistemological assumptions in social 
constructionist research, I consider social structures to be real, not in 
a physical sense, but only in the sense that they can be studied, and 
they have an impact on people’s behaviours, thoughts, and lives (Patton 
2015:121). I contrast this approach with the dominant view in which the 
individual is seen as the focal, self-sufficient and autonomous agent. 
From an epistemological, or knowledge-seeking point of view, this 
individualistic notion results in what is referred to as psychologism, 
reflecting the idea that social phenomena can be explained through 
the psychological make-up of individuals, and that the only observable 
things to be studied are human minds (Wright Mills 2000). In the 
context of this thesis, it is important to highlight that this is where 
theory and methodology become intertwined. In the previous sections, 
I presented responsibilisation as one of the theoretical perspectives in 
this thesis. Previous studies have argued that the societal shift towards 
responsibilisation is premised on exactly this ontological assumption of 
the atomistic individual, which negates the existence of social structures 
(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Shamir 2008). According to Hacking 
(1999:16) this constitutes a social construction of the self – and as 
such, it can be called into question. This is important to recognise, 
since scholarship is not either detached from society, but rather, if 
unacknowledged, can perpetuate these dominant assumptions and 
ideologies (Hutton & Heath 2020). Thus, following a constructionist 
approach, the knowledge in this thesis is aimed at illuminating and 
questioning the roles of services in this context.

Following these ontological and epistemological presuppositions, I view 
technology not as an objective or passive entity, but rather as a product 
of historical, cultural and social conditions (Orlikowski 1992; Vargo, 
Wieland & Akaka 2015). Following arguments by Dholakia (2012), it 
becomes important to study technology also in their macro-level contexts, 
in order to achieve “a more complete view of market and consumption 
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processes” (pp. 220). Responsibilisation thus forms the macro-level 
context for technology in this thesis. Responsibilisation as a macro-level 
context means that technology development is, to a degree, shaped by 
societal and cultural understandings, in which the individual is seen as 
responsible for managing their own well-being. Dholakia continues that 
this kind of an open and critical outlook is reflective of the “epistemic 
climate” of Northern Europe, exemplified particularly by the Nordic 
School of thought, to which I ascribe myself (Grönroos, von Koskull & 
Gummerus 2015).

The ontological and epistemological positioning of this thesis gives 
guidance for the methodological procedures that I used. From realist 
perspectives, well-being would have been seen as in terms of absolute 
levels, where specific service interactions could have a measurable effect 
on these levels in consumers. In this thesis, on the other hand, I am 
investigating processes, rather than absolute outcomes, resembling a 
dialogic paradigm in service research (Tronvoll, Brown, Gremler et al. 
2011). The focus is, however, not on levels of well-being, but on activities 
in relation to well-being. The social constructionist perspective in this 
thesis means that I am looking at how responsibilities for well-being 
are framed and understood in service contexts, and how the ensuing 
consumer agency for well-being is shaped and directed. This means that 
empirical studies are used to show how various actions for well-being 
are constructed, rather than comparing measurable effects of these 
actions on well-being. Next, I will present the chosen research methods 
in this thesis.

3.2 Methods of the articles

“The researcher is the most important research instrument and all application 
of research is guided by individual persona and the persona of the “researchs-
cape”, the context within which an individual acts” – Gummesson & Grönroos 
(2012:480)

In this section I present and discuss the methods of each study in the 
thesis. The main methodological approach of the individual studies in 
this thesis is qualitative and conceptual. Article 1 is a literature review 
with conceptual development, whereas articles 2 and 3 are empirical. The 
methods for each individual study are discussed next. 
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3.2.1 Article 1

The first article sought to create a typology of the roles of service 
in uplifting well-being, based on a scoping review of TSR articles. In 
scoping reviews, as in other systematic literature reviews, replicability 
and transparency are important criteria for quality (Peters, Godfrey, 
Khalil et al. 2015). Scoping reviews are, however, useful in clarifying 
evolving fields of research, where studies are heterogeneous (Peters et 
al. 2015). In total, 119 TSR articles were included in the final dataset, after 
exclusion of commentaries and editorials. Only peer-reviewed empirical 
and conceptual research articles were included. Based on the review, 
the conceptual part of the study provided a typology of theoretical roles 
(Doty & Glick 1994). Responsibilisation was used as a guiding theory in 
the review of articles and the construction of the typology. This meant in 
practice that our conceptual preunderstanding, drawing on literature on 
responsibilisation and service research, led us to develop three guiding 
questions for the review and coding of articles, as well as for the ensuing 
analysis. These questions focused on 1) what is the role of the consumer? 
2) how does the service provider contribute to well-being? 3) what is 
the driver of well-being? In keeping with a reflexive approach of this 
thesis, the typology was constructed with the aim of juxtaposing different 
understandings of the phenomenon, to make differing assumptions more 
salient (Johnson & Duberley 2003).

3.2.2 Article 2

The second article studied how well-being capabilities are presented 
in value propositions of self-tracking services. The empirical material, 
consisting of text and images from websites of eleven different self-
tracking services was studied through a qualitative content analysis 
(Daymon & Holloway 2010). In total, the text and image material 
amounted to 30 pages. Data collection and analysis were carried out 
iteratively (Spiggle 1994). Value propositions, meaning “invitations from 
actors to one another to engage in service” (Chandler & Lusch 2015:8) 
constituted the main unit of analysis, and structuration theory was used 
as a sensitizing concept, when approaching the data (Patton 1990:391).

3.2.3 Article 3

The third article assumed the position where consumers as individuals 
are responsibilized with matters of well-being. The purpose of the article 
was to understand how consumers use smart technology services as 
resources for agency in their personal management of well-being. The 
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article was based on an abductive approach, with theory development and 
data collection occurring simultaneously, and affecting each other. The 
actual data collection consisted of a qualitative approach. In the first stage 
of this process the informants – referred to as collaborators, because 
of their involvement (Hyers et al. 2011:319) – filled out self-report 
questionnaires in connection to events where they used self-tracking 
devices or applications. In the second stage, the collaborators were 
interviewed through open-ended, semi-structured interviews (Silverman 
2014). Altogether twelve collaborators participated in the study, which 
was deemed adequate as data saturation was reached. Drawing on the 
social constructionist approach in this thesis, these interviews were seen 
as a dialogue, in which both researcher and collaborator contribute to 
knowledge production (Patton 2015:434).

3.3 Assessing the value and quality of research

“Reflection on how your data collection and interpretation are affected by who 
you are, what’s going on in your life, what you care about, how you view the 
world, and how you’ve chosen to study what interests you is a part of qualitative 
methodology” Patton (2015:3)

The question of “what is good quality research?” is not simply a fuzzy 
philosophical question, but it has ramifications for the whole research 
process: the purpose, methods, analysis, discussion and implications. 
As the opening quote in this paragraph suggested, we should know 
what the point of any given research is. Within TSR, the ultimate goal 
of research is to further the well-being of individuals and collectives, 
which in essence reflects an emancipatory interest (Hutton & Heath 
2020). TSR, as its progenitor TCR, thus represents a value-laden field 
of inquiry, with the aim of having a positive impact on people’s lives, 
instead of the traditional managerial outcomes of loyalty or satisfaction 
(Rosenbaum, Edwards, Ramírez et al. 2020). The knowledge claims in 
this thesis also reflect this emancipatory interest, according to which new 
knowledge should not treat social structures as reified objects, but rather 
as creations of human action, which can be transformed for the better 
(Murray & Ozanne 1991). This is why the knowledge that I seek in this 
thesis is not only about describing or understanding how something is, 
but also about how it could be – with the aim of spurring social change 
(Hutton & Heath 2020; Murray & Ozanne 1991). In the end, I view this 
as transformative research. 

Instead of seeking claims for truth, which several scholars have 
argued to be a myth (see e.g. Gummesson 2003), this thesis seeks 
to produce interpretations of the role of services in consumer well-
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being. As the thesis relies on a constructionist stance and uses 
qualitative methodology, positivist notions of reliability and validity 
are thus not appropriate criteria for assessing the quality of research 
(Silverman 2014). The point of this dissertation is not to describe or 
state facts about the effects of services on well-being outcomes, but to 
understand the way we look at those effects, or as Lincoln and Guba 
(2013:19) put it, to gain knowledge about “the nature of problems”. 
This view of knowledge is especially salient in Article 1, which reviewed 
existing research. In addition, especially Articles 2 and 3 are aimed at 
“offering a new perspective to practitioners” (Silverman 2014:420). 
To describe the knowledge claims that I make in this thesis, I rely on 
Weick’s argument that “the contribution of social science does not lie in 
validated knowledge, but rather in the suggestion of relationships and 
connections that had previously not been suspected” (quoted in Locke 
& Golden-Biddle 1997:1026). This means in practice that I question the 
common view of the individual consumer as the central, self-sufficient 
agent in the production of societal well-being. As Hacking (1999:6) 
said, my underlying ontological assumptions are thus apt for raising 
consciousness, which further reflects an emancipatory interest. This 
means that one way of evaluating the value and quality of research is 
based on the discussion and debate that it raises (Miles 2001:165). 
This rejects the dualist notion of true/false that defines realist research 
(Lincoln & Guba 2013:28). Keeping this realization in mind has been 
a key challenge during my whole research process. Assessing the 
discussion and debate resulting from this thesis can only be done after 
its publication, but Spiggle (1994) gives some criteria for the evaluation of 
research, which can be helpful in predicting its ability to spur discussion. 
These criteria are usefulness, innovation, integration, resonance, and 
adequacy. Table 2 presents an adapted presentation and application of 
these criteria against this thesis.
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Table 2: Adaptation and application of Spiggle’s (1994) criteria for 
evaluating research

Criteria Description Evaluation of this thesis
Usefulness Is the work useful in aiding 

further inquiry, i.e. is it 
connected to central issues 
and problems in the field, and 
are the ideas and frameworks 
transferable to other research 
settings beyond this specific 
domain?

Yes: The aim and research 
questions are grounded in a 
problematization of existing 
research within TSR. Research 
aim responds to calls for 
research from the field. 
Phenomenon is not limited to 
the specific empirical context.

Innovation Do the ideas and frameworks 
provide new and creative 
ways of looking at the 
phenomenon?

Yes: Applies and integrates 
ideas from studies on 
responsibilisation and ST in a 
novel way, in a service context.

Integration Is there a unifying idea or 
concept that goes beyond 
common themes in data and 
inferences?

Yes: All studies and the kappa 
revolve around consumer 
agency for well-being in a 
context of responsibilisation.

Resonance Is the work enlightening 
and evocative, and does it 
enrich our understanding 
about similar or dissimilar 
phenomena?

Yes: The work illuminates 
problems with some common 
assumptions about role of 
service in well-being and 
shows novel understanding.

Adequacy Are the ideas trusted, i.e. is 
there a sufficient basis for 
assessing how grounded in 
data the claims are?

Yes: Individual studies present 
and illustrate data. Research 
process is described in each 
study.
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4 SUMMARY AND CONTRIBUTION OF EACH 
PAPER

This dissertation consists of three papers. In this chapter, I will present 
the main findings and contribution of each paper. 

4.1 Article 1

Building on existing research within the domain of Transformative 
Service Research and using responsibilisation (Giesler & Veresiu 2014) 
as guiding theory, the first article provides a conceptualization of the 
different roles that service plays in contributing to consumer well-being. 
This is done through a literature review TSR studies published in service 
journals between 2011 and 2021. The study contributes by differentiating 
and explicating four different roles, each with its own implications 
for theory and public policy. The article will be sent for review to an 
academic journal.

The paper reviews TSR studies from all the key service research 
journals: Journal of Service Research, Journal of Service Management, 
Journal of Services Marketing, Service Science, The Service Industries 
Journal, and Journal of Service Theory and Practice. TSR articles were 
identified from these journals by a keyword search for “transformative 
service research” and “TSR”. In total 119 TSR articles were included in 
the review.

Through a review TSR literature, we identified different fundamental 
assumptions in current research, which we mapped along three 
dimensions. The first dimension concerns the underlying assumption of 
the locus of transformation. In this dichotomy, well-being is improved 
either through transformations in the individual, or in the surrounding 
conditions of the individual. The second dimension identifies the 
consumer as being a passive object and recipient of well-being actions, 
or an active, agentic subject who creates well-being for themselves. The 
third dimension distinguishes between views where the service provider 
either creates well-being through direct measures and interventions, or 
through indirect enabling of well-being. Based on these two dimensions, 
we constructed a typology of four roles that represent how service 
providers contribute to the uplifting of consumer well-being. These roles 
are theoretically separated, and do not exist as isolated types in practice, 
but they are rather used as a heuristic (Helkkula, Kowalkowski & Tronvoll 
2018) These roles are 1) advocate, 2) caregiver, 3) coach, and 4) ally.
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In the advocate role the consumer is viewed as passive, and the service 
provider enables well-being indirectly. The transformational focus is thus 
on changing conditions that affect consumers’ well-being, for example 
through institutional and social arrangements. The caregiver role 
reflects a traditional approach, in which the service provider improves 
the well-being of consumers directly, by providing for example health 
care or disaster relief. The consumer is thus a passive party in the 
improvement of well-being, and the provider is the main responsible 
party. In the coach role, on the other hand, the focus shifts towards the 
individual consumer and their own actions for well-being. In this role, 
the service provider is an indirect enabler of well-being, as the consumer 
uses services as resources in carrying personal responsibility for well-
being. Smart technology services, such as self-tracking devices and 
applications, exemplify this role. The role of ally reflects a co-creation 
perspective, in which the service provider and consumer jointly seek 
transformative outcomes. In this role, the responsibility and actions for 
well-being are shared between provider and consumer, who can produce 
transformative outcomes both at the individual level and at the level of 
surrounding conditions.

4.2 Article 2

The second study (Tikkanen 2020) showed that smart technology 
services do not completely neglect structures and structural constraints, 
even though they put the agentic, responsibilized consumer in focus. 
Instead, the consumer is expected to take different stances towards these 
structures, either seeking to change them, or to adapt to them in different 
ways. In the context of transformative services, it is worthwhile to note 
that both the object and agent of transformation is the consumer. In 
other instances, the service might be the agent of transformation, and 
structures might be the object of transformation.

Building on Giesler & Veresiu (2014), the article points to the notion 
that services provide capabilities for consumers to individually manage 
their own well-being. This article contributes to Transformative Service 
Research by providing an understanding of how services portray these 
capabilities to consumers, in the empirical context of self-tracking devices 
and applications. The paper is published as a peer-reviewed journal 
article in Journal of Services Marketing in 2020.

The article adopts a structurationist perspective (Giddens 1984) in which 
consumers both shape and are shaped by structures, meaning the values, 
social norms and expectations in society. This is connected to theories 
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of psychological and social well-being, which emphasize the individual’s 
role in their social context, and its effect on their well-being. In this 
perspective, services can on one hand reproduce societal norms and 
values that affect individuals’ well-being, but on the other hand they can 
capabilize consumers to confront these norms and values.

The empirical part is based on a social constructivist perspective, 
meaning that value propositions carry meanings and values, which 
are conveyed to consumers. The empirical material consists of text 
and images from websites of eleven different self-tracking devices and 
applications. Self-tracking refers in this study to the collecting of data on 
different physiological and cognitive attributes, such as breathing, heart 
rate, weight, sleep or mood. Previous research has argued that this type 
of devices and applications can contain normative expectations of health 
and well-being (Pantzar & Ruckenstein 2017). The empirical material, 
in total 30 pages, was analysed through interpretive, qualitative content 
analysis, which is useful in uncovering meanings and cultural norms 
(Daymon & Holloway 2010:277-288).

The study shows how both reinforcing and transformational roles of 
companies are communicated in providing resources for managing well-
being. This takes place through three distinct types of capabilities, that 
were discovered in the analysis; changing, coping, and countering. These 
capabilities are seen as different ways for consumers to improve their 
well-being within the social structures they are embedded in.

Changing represents an active, assimilating approach, in which 
consumers actively alter their appearance or behaviour in order to fit 
some pre-defined existing norm or expectation. A manager might be 
portrayed as fit and athletic, and the consumer works to adopt this 
physique, in order to better correspond to the notion of a manager.

Coping, on the other hand, is a more passive stance, which does not 
explicitly reproduce normalized body images or actively encourage 
conformity to norms. Rather, it entails a passive acceptance of the 
status quo, which might be for example a stressful work environment. 
This capability frames the solution as lying in the individual’s behaviour, 
rather than in the structure that surrounds them. The solution is then to 
perform stress-relieving breathing exercises, rather than addressing the 
problematic organization that causes the stress.
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Countering differs from the two previous capabilities, in that it 
represents an actively reflexive, non-conformist stance. Countering 
places thus the locus of evaluation within the individual, rather than in 
norms or expectations that surround them. This might happen through 
the embracing of a plurality of bodily forms and expressions, and through 
accepting oneself and being comfortable with oneself.

4.3 Article 3

The third article applies a micro level perspective to agency and well-
being, in the context of smart technology services. It offers insights into 
how consumers use these services as resources that support and shape 
agency in management of well-being. Smart technology services thus 
constitute transformative resources for consumers. The article takes 
as its starting point the assumption of consumer agency in a context of 
responsibilisation (Giesler & Veresiu 2014). Against this assumption, 
the role of smart technologies forms an important question, as previous 
research has shown that they have the increasing ability to perform 
intelligent tasks for consumers and are able to guide and shape their 
agency (Mele, Marzullo, Di Bernardo et al. 2021; Pitardi, Wirtz, Paluch 
et al. 2021). The aim of the study is thus to investigate how consumers 
use smart technologies as resources for agency in well-being. The article 
responds to several calls for research (eg. Anderson & Ostrom 2015) on 
more socio-cultural views of well-being, where consumers are studied 
as social actors, rather than isolated individuals (Edvardsson, Tronvoll 
& Gruber 2011).

Drawing on eudaimonic well-being, the study views agency as the focal 
means and outcome of well-being (Blocker & Barrios 2015). Structuration 
theory (Giddens 1984) and psychological research on eudaimonic 
well-being (Ryff & Singer 2008; Settersten & Gannon 2005), inform 
the conceptual understanding of agency. Based on these theoretical 
approaches, agency is viewed at the two levels of individual and context. 

This conceptual development is explored empirically through a 
qualitative approach. The study uses self-report questionnaires together 
with in-depth interviews to gain an understanding of how consumers 
use smart technologies as resources for managing well-being. The 
empirical context was framed around users of self-tracking devices 
and applications, and altogether twelve collaborators participated in 
the study. A constructionist approach to the interviews was used in the 
analysis, meaning that interviews were understood as constructions of 
meaning, rather than facts of an external reality (Silverman 2014:185). 
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Focus was on understanding how collaborators saw their own role in 
managing well-being, and how smart technology services were used as 
resources in these activities.

The study contributes with a framework in which smart technologies 
constitute resources for knowing and acting at both individual and 
contextual levels. Taken together, this grid forms four cells, which 
constitute the four types of resource use for well-being. These are 1) self-
knowledge, 2) diagnosis, 3) adaptation, and 4) activism. Self-knowledge 
represents an inner-directed type of agency, where both knowledge and 
action pertain to the user. The motivations are typically intrinsic and 
revolve around understanding and knowing one’s body and mind. They 
can also be more goal-oriented, where the end goal might be optimizing 
oneself or leading a long and healthy life. In diagnosis, knowledge of the 
user’s physiological or psychological metrics are used to engage others, 
such as family members or medical professionals, in actions for one’s 
well-being. In adaption, on the other hand, focus shifts towards gaining 
knowledge of external conditions or others, and using this knowledge 
to act on oneself. Finally, in activism, knowledge about external or 
structural conditions forms the basis for actions that are targeted towards 
changing these very conditions.
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5 DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

“What people looked for now, in an era obsessed with work and productivity, 
was not philosophical musings on the unfathomable depths of human nature. 
Instead, they wanted no-nonsense strategies for making them better, more 
efficient, and more functional.” – Cederström & Spicer (2017:102)

I started this thesis with the quote “happiness depends on ourselves”, 
by Aristotle. This quote connects and illustrates the socio-political 
context of neoliberal responsibilisation, notions of positive functioning 
in eudaimonic well-being4, and the assumption of agency and capability 
in consumers. Thus, it aptly summarizes the main themes in this 
thesis. This thesis contributes to service research in general and TSR in 
particular by providing an investigation and discussion of how individual 
responsibility for well-being is constructed and carried out – through 
the notion of agency – in the context of smart technology services. This 
specific type of service is especially relevant, as devices and applications 
for self-tracking become increasingly ubiquitous. TSR is a natural domain 
in which to investigate this phenomenon, as the purpose of TSR is to 
understand the well-being outcomes of service and service interactions, 
and to contribute to transformative outcomes in society (Anderson et 
al. 2013).

Taken together, the individual studies in this thesis showed how 
smart technology services can contribute to transformative outcomes. 
Specifically, I argue that, most typically, they do this through individual 
consumers – further emphasizing the individualization of well-being 
matters. This reflects the view that consumers are increasingly using 
services to solve and manage problems in their own contexts (Gummerus 
et al. 2019). This realization is connected to discussions within consumer 
research and sociology regarding neoliberal responsibilisation, where 
public welfare and well-being is increasingly becoming a matter of market 
offerings, and where consumers are expected to be knowledgeable and 
proficient in managing their personal well-being (Brunila et al. 2021; 
Giesler & Veresiu 2014; Rose 1996). In other words, consumers are 
assumed to have agency. This investigation, and ensuing discussion, 
connects the individual level to the structural level, thus responding 

4  Even though Aristotle uses the word ’happiness’, he was not concerned with hedonic 
well-being and the affective state of feeling happy. Rather, he was referring to the pur-
suit of intrinsic goals and acting purposefully towards a good life. See Ryff and Singer 
(2008) for a more extensive discussion about this.
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to calls by several researchers to acknowledge the “context of context” 
(Askegaard & Linnet 2011) that frames individuals and service 
interactions (Anderson et al. 2016; Field et al. 2021).

Insights from structuration theory (Giddens 1984) informed the 
conceptual understanding of agency, in which it is not formed in a 
vacuum by completely self-reliant consumers, but it is rather formed 
in an interplay with social structures. This means that the assumed 
agency and functioning of consumers is affected by both service use, and 
surrounding norms and expectations relating to well-being. This forms 
one of the key contributions of this thesis.

The empirical context of this thesis is within one increasingly popular 
type of services, namely smart technologies for self-tracking. These can be 
seen as transformative services that constitute individual-level resources 
for consumer well-being. However, as Rosenbaum (2011) noted, even 
though not all services are transformative by design, most of them can 
have transformative potential. In line with this realisation, I wish not to 
restrict the application of this thesis only to these types of services that 
are transformative by design5. Rather, the argument I want to make is 
that considerations of the responsibilities of well-being are relevant to 
service thinking on the whole. Smart technology services, such as self-
tracking devices and applications, represent an important empirical 
avenue into these questions, and as such, this thesis also contributes 
to research on smart services and smart technologies (Gummerus et 
al. 2019).

As the quote in the beginning of this chapter illustrates, many of the 
stakeholder groups involved in this thesis might be more interested 
in the instrumental and practical applications of the insights provided 
here. However, I argue that transformative service scholars should also 
engage in both critical reflection and empirical investigations about the 
roles of actors in improving well-being and how these assumed roles 
frame the problems and solutions that affect well-being. This thesis is 
one part in that effort, with the aim of better understanding the societal 
and structural context of service. The contributions of this thesis are thus 
relevant to research and to firms developing offerings for well-being, but 
also for policy design.

5  These are, I suppose, usually referred to as ‘transformative services’ even though 
making a distinction between transformative services and other services is perhaps not 
even meaningful. Rather, as Rosenbaum et al. (2011) argued, almost all services have 
transformative potential.



41

At a broader level, drawing on the findings in this thesis, I argue that 
investigations restricted to the isolated individual and dyad level risk 
contributing to the individualization of well-being problems, which 
further emphasizes the neoliberal notion of the individual as the focal 
actor and bearer of responsibility. Thus, one central contribution of 
this thesis is the argument that an overemphasis on isolated, dyadic 
interactions between consumers and services can hamper larger, social 
improvement of well-being. Drawing on Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
(2002:24) this can result in a situation where social and societal 
problems become framed as “psychological dispositions” of guilt, anxiety 
and conflict. For example, obesity becomes a problem of lacking self-
discipline and exercise, and stress or burn-out from work becomes 
an issue to be handled through breathing exercises or meditation. As 
previous scholars have noted in other fields, this framing can impede 
social change and structural transformation (e.g. McGuire 1988). 
Through three articles in this thesis, I focus the analytical perspective on 
looking at how consumer responsibilities and the agency for carrying out 
these responsibilities are formed in a service context, and how they can 
counter the negative effects of responsibilizing and individualizing trends.

Based on these findings, this thesis raises a number of questions. First 
and foremost is the foundational question: what is the role of technology-
enabled service in consumers’ well-being? To this question, I provide 
answers in the form of questions: Should services provide expertise and 
moral authority for self-helping, self-improving consumers? Is the role 
of service to contribute to the psychologization of well-being challenges? 
Should the role of service be to provide resources for consumers to 
individually increase their productivity and resilience in an ever more 
competitive and precarious job market? Or should services encourage 
social and collective action to change structures that hamper individual 
well-being? The findings in this thesis shows that services have the 
potential for all of these outcomes, but they depend on underlying 
assumptions of both researchers and practitioners, which in turn shape 
the development of services for well-being. The key contributions of the 
individual studies in this thesis are summarized in Table 3.
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Table 3: Summary of contributions

Research question 
in thesis

Contribution of corresponding article

How can 
responsibilities for 
well-being be framed 
in a service context?

Article 1: Identifies and juxtaposes 
assumptions in existing TSR studies of the 
roles of consumer and service provider, 
and the drivers of well-being. Discusses 
how these assumptions frame well-being 
responsibilities and service provision in 
different ways.

How is consumers’ 
interplay between 
structure and agency 
shaped by smart 
technology service 
providers?

Article 2: Contributes with a theoretically 
and empirically guided understanding of 
how services can affect the interplay between 
structure and consumer agency in ways that 
reproduce or transform social structures. 
Discusses the implications of these stances 
towards social structures on both micro-level 
and macro-level well-being.

How do consumers 
use smart technology 
services for well-being 
agency?

Article 3: Adds a more developed 
understanding of consumer agency for well-
being through the use of smart technologies. 
Provides a framework that distinguishes 
between different ways in which smart 
technologies act as resources for agency. 
This framework also contributes with an 
understanding of how agency for well-being 
can extend beyond individual consumers.

5.1 Theoretical contribution of the thesis

“Technology is built and used within certain social and historical circumstanc-
es and its form and functioning will bear the imprint of those conditions” – 
Orlikowski (1992:411)

On a broad level, this thesis contributes to service research in general 
and to TSR in particular with an improved understanding of the 
role of services in consumer well-being. It thus responds to calls for 
understanding how transformation and uplifting changes occur in 
service contexts (Anderson et al. 2013; Previte & Robertson 2019). The 
novelty of this contribution lies in investigating micro-level consumer 
agency in the larger societal context of neoliberal responsibilisation. 
The thesis thus focuses on agency as a key means and outcome of well-
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being, based on eudaimonic well-being (Ryff & Singer 2008). Agency, 
in this thesis, is studied from a structurationist perspective, meaning 
that its relation to social structures that shape, restrict and enable it has 
been in focus. These structural and social perspectives are important for 
enabling transformative outcomes and have been called for by several 
scholars in both service research in general and in TSR in particular 
(Anderson & Ostrom 2015; Edvardsson et al. 2011; Previte & Robertson 
2019). Inspired by a problematizing and critical approach (Sandberg 
& Alvesson 2011; Tadajewski 2010), this thesis thus responds to calls 
for research within TSR that question “the broader implications of the 
cultural, economic, political and social structures individuals operate 
within” (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019:660). Next, I will discuss the 
contributions more in detail.

First, this thesis contributes by providing a juxtaposition of different 
ways in which services, such as smart technology services, can contribute 
to consumer well-being. This contribution connects previous consumer 
and marketing research on neoliberal responsibilisation to the domain of 
TSR. Through this connection it provides a critically appraised overview 
of the assumptions that frame well-being challenges and ensuing service 
solutions in different ways. Article 1 showed how different framings of 
responsibility lead to different types of service provision, which can 
be targeted towards individual consumers, but also towards shaping 
structural and institutional conditions. As Previte and Robertson (2019), 
among others, have argued, one goal of TSR is to drive social change 
for the betterment of individual and collective well-being. This thesis 
contributes to this agenda by showing that framing well-being as an 
individual responsibility – especially in the context of smart technology 
services – can impede social change by putting the focus on personal 
change and adaptation instead. I argue that acknowledging how well-
being problems are framed – as individual burdens or social and 
structural issues – is helpful in understanding vulnerability in service 
contexts (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019; Rosenbaum et al. 2017). This 
consumer vulnerability may arise from placing too much expectations 
of agency and self-reliance on consumers in disadvantaged positions. 
As Rosenbaum et al. (2020) argued, society’s response to psychosocial 
conditions such as mental health issues, low income or low education are 
beyond the control of individual consumers. Consumers might be unable 
to realize the full intended value of services if they are only encouraged to 
work on themselves, while the threats to their well-being can be located 
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in surrounding or structural conditions. This is in line with previous 
research, where responsibilisation has been argued to cause stress, self-
blame and anxiety among consumers (Anderson et al. 2016).

Second, drawing on fundamental insights in structuration theory 
(Giddens 1984), this thesis contributes to TSR and to research on smart 
technology services with an empirically grounded understanding of 
the effects of social and structural conditions on well-being, against 
the assumption where focus is on individual capabilities. It thus joins 
existing discussions in TSR on the structural boundaries of agency in the 
context of well-being (Davey & Grönroos 2019). The thesis shows that 
smart technology services are not neutral, rather they draw on existing 
social structures and have the ability to shape and guide consumer 
agency. As this phenomenon is explored specifically in the context of 
smart technology services, the contributions point to the importance 
of understanding how technology is shaped by and shapes structures. 
This represents a novel perspective on smart technology services within 
TSR. While research traditionally argues that technology gives consumers 
more control and power (Ostrom et al. 2021; Verhoef et al. 2017), this 
thesis points to the notion that technology also influences consumers’ 
actions. 

Third, zooming in from the social and structural level, to the level of the 
individual consumer, this thesis also presents new knowledge on how 
smart technology services can enable transformative outcomes through 
an improved understanding of agency. It is a basic realization in the 
psychological sciences that humans seek autonomy and a freedom to 
be and act in accordance with their wants, values, and their ‘true self’ 
in everyday life. This is well-being in its eudaimonic sense (Ryff 1989; 
Ryan & Deci 2000), which can also be equated with agency. This thesis 
contributes to TSR by providing an understanding of how services shape, 
affect and enable agency for well-being in different ways. In TSR, agency 
can be seen as both a focal outcome and means of achieving well-being 
(Blocker & Barrios 2015; Ostrom et al. 2021). However, sociologists 
in many schools of thought, such as structuralism, functionalism and 
institutionalism argue that society and social life are best understood 
as an assemblage of constraints on this individual agency (Giddens 
1984:162). A key realisation is that this agency exists in a dualism with 
social structures. This means that agency is not formed in a vacuum 
or only limited to the individual, but rather it is shaped by, and it also 
shapes structures, such as norms, values and expectations that pertain to 
well-being. Two important conclusions can be drawn from this.
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First, findings in this thesis, explored in Articles 2 and 3, show how 
smart technology services can encourage consumers to direct agency 
inwards, towards personal resilience and transformation, but also 
outwards, towards resisting and changing surrounding conditions and 
cultural norms that affect well-being. This echoes notions in consumer 
research of the responsible consumer subject (Giesler & Veresiu 2014; 
Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021) but shows also that consumers can exert 
their agency to transform structures, instead of only themselves. Second, 
findings also showed that smart technology services enable a social aspect 
of agency. Findings from Article 3, and partly also Article 1, showed that 
consumers’ agency for well-being can be directed towards engaging 
other actors in the focal actor’s well-being, and towards changing the 
very structural conditions that hamper their well-being. Thus, the thesis 
adds to existing discussions on agency as an outcome in TSR (Johns & 
Davey 2019; Mele et al. 2021). Whereas several studies have focused on 
experiences in transformative service interactions (e.g. Gallan, McColl-
Kennedy, Barakshina et al. 2019), or improvements in levels of well-
being as the result of service interactions (e.g. Durgee & Agopian 2018; 
Tang, Guo & Gopinath 2016), the empirical studies in this thesis take a 
different approach in looking at what consumers are doing with services 
to improve their well-being, in a structural context.

5.2 Practical and societal implications

The ideological notion of the self-sufficient individual ultimately implies the 
disappearance of any sense of mutual obligation - which is why neoliberalism 
inevitably threatens the welfare state. (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002:xxi)

The findings in this thesis point to a number of implications for practice 
and policy. First and foremost, this thesis discusses how an overemphasis 
on tools and technologies that enable consumers to manage their 
individual well-being can have unintended negative consequences 
for well-being. It thus points to the importance of understanding 
societal conditions that affect well-being. In addition, the thesis also 
acknowledges the notion put forth by Orlikowski (1992) and discussed 
by several others in the fields of consumer and service research (see 
e.g. Fuentes & Sörum 2019 and Vargo, Vieland & Akaka 2015) that 
technology is not neutral. As such, it has the potential to shape, support 
or restrict the agency of consumers. This is an important insight, as 
consumer agency is both an assumption and a requirement in service 
contexts (Johns & Davey 2019; Ostrom et al. 2021). For companies 
developing and designing services for well-being, the results in Article 2 
and Article 3 point to the importance of reflexivity. This reflexivity refers 
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specifically to becoming aware of cultural norms and expectations, and 
the framing of solutions to the problems that arise from these norms 
and expectations. This finding supports other studies that have pointed 
to reflexivity (Vink & Koskela-Huotari 2021) and the crucial role of 
structures in consumer agency (Blocker & Barrios 2015). This means 
that companies can better contribute to individual and collective well-
being by actively reflecting on what kind of unhealthy norms they might 
be unintentionally perpetuating.

This thesis also contributes with practical implications of understanding 
what consumers do with smart technology services in the context of well-
being. Article 2 showed how services present capabilities for consumers 
in different ways, either by conforming to social and cultural norms and 
expectations of what it means to be well, or by rejecting and changing 
these norms and expectations. In this way, companies can contribute 
to social change through encouraging consumers to take action and 
to reflect on their inner values. In addition, findings also show that 
consumers can engage other actors in their well-being, through the use 
of these services. Article 3 specifically showed that consumer agency is 
not completely individual and isolated, but can in fact also include others, 
such as family members or medical professionals. Firms designing 
smart technology offerings can take this into account to spur improved 
well-being outcomes.

From a public policy perspective, this thesis acknowledges that service 
research has been criticized for omitting the influence of cultural, 
political, and regulatory elements, while only focusing on managerial 
aspects (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019; Hietanen, Andéhn & 
Bradshaw 2018). Article 1 shows how assumptions guide the design of 
interventions for well-being, at levels ranging from the individual to the 
political and structural. These assumptions relate especially to how well-
being challenges are portrayed either as questions of regulation and the 
proper functioning of markets, or as market-based offerings with which 
individuals can solve these challenges. Services, as Article 1 points out, 
can contribute to both responsibilizing and de-responsibilizing outcomes. 
In other words, depending on how challenges are framed, services can 
carry responsibility for improving well-being directly for consumers, or 
they can shape institutional conditions in ways that favour well-being 
for consumers, for example through lobbying for improved legislation 
or campaigning for cultural change.
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For policy, it is important to note the potential drawbacks of the 
individualizing discourse around market-based solutions, where devices 
and applications for self-tracking constitute only one example of an 
ever-expanding market for well-being offerings. This is very much both 
a political and ontological question. It concerns our view of what causes 
ill-being, and how well-being efforts should be targeted. Is the focal 
actor the individual consumer who actively works on herself to overcome 
challenges, or should focus be on regulation of working conditions, 
nutrients in food products, and access to healthcare – both physical and 
mental? Of course, these two views do not have to exclude each other, 
but it is important to reflect on which views dominate over others, and 
what effects this might have. While services such as self-tracking devices 
and applications can objectively have positive effects on their users’ well-
being, at the same time, they can draw attention away from structural or 
social challenges to well-being. This realization has been acknowledged 
elsewhere (see e.g. McGuire 1988 and Brunila et al. 2021), but it applies 
especially to transformative services as well. Thus, it becomes important 
for policy makers to acknowledge that – while driven by good intentions 
– these types of services might normalize and legitimize individual 
burden for social problems. In addition, the expectation of individual 
responsibility also requires us to ask the question of whether everyone 
can be assumed to carry this responsibility effectively. This means that 
services constitute resources for knowledgeable users, but many other 
consumer groups can be left in vulnerable states as they might not use 
these services, or they might lack the skills and capability to effectively 
gain benefits from them.

5.3 Limitations and suggestions for further research

This thesis has investigated the role of technology-enabled services in 
responsibilisation of consumer well-being from a social constructivist, 
structural perspective. Any measured, actual levels of well-being are 
thus out of the scope of this thesis. This means that the thesis does 
not consider questions of how efficient services are in improving well-
being. Rather, the thesis has been focused on understanding underlying 
assumptions, processes and outcomes of how services play a role in 
consumers’ management of well-being.

This thesis has provided a snapshot picture of the role of services in 
responsibilisation of consumer well-being. One shortcoming, and thus 
suggestion for further research, would be to investigate longitudinally 
how service offerings for well-being have emerged or shifted form in the 
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marketplace – similarly to how Kurtmollaiev et al. (2018) have done in 
the context of adoption of service design within organizations. These 
longitudinal studies, which would seek to understand responsibilisation 
as a form of institutional change, could also be applied to consumer 
contexts as well. Adopting longitudinal methodological approaches 
has also been suggested by other scholars within institutional and 
structurationist fields (Giddens 1984).

In addition, as consumers make decisions and act towards improved 
well-being with increasing amounts of technology, it becomes important 
to further explore the various ways in which technologies play a part 
in personal well-being management. While this thesis has approached 
the matter from a more sociological perspective, approaches derive from 
other disciplines, such as nudging (Mele, Russo Spena, Kaartemo et al. 
2021), would also provide relevant insights into this phenomenon 

On a general level, and in line with arguments made by previous 
scholars (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019), this thesis is also a call 
for further research on the political and societal dimensions of the role 
of services in individual and collective well-being in contemporary 
society. In addition to the aforementioned longitudinal studies, critical 
perspectives that scrutinize assumptions in both research and policy 
would help in clarifying the role of service systems and ecosystems 
in contemporary society. This critical outlook has recently also been 
noted by Blocker et al. (2021). Through the theoretical perspective of 
responsibilisation, this thesis has touched on individualizing currents, 
however, this individualization and its ensuing therapeutic ethos (Brunila 
et al. 2021) would provide ample ground for further transformative 
service research. This means that methodological considerations of 
future studies should be mindful about the level of analysis. Commonly, 
individual level experiences and attitudes form the target of empirical 
investigations, however, they are not amenable to larger issues of shifts 
in responsibilities and framings of well-being problems. As key outcomes 
of TSR include societal issues such as social change, social justice, and 
equality (Fisk et al. 2018; Previte & Robertson 2019), the chosen methods 
need to correspond to these levels of problems.
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ABSTRACT
The improvement of well-being in society has moved away from 
centralized and government-led configurations to more market-based 
and individual solutions, where consumers are expected to take on more 
responsibility for their well-being. This shift puts new requirements on 
policy design, as various market actors assume more central roles in 
providing service for well-being. This article takes a responsibilization 
perspective in conducting a scoping review of Transformative Service 
Research (TSR). Based on the review this article introduces the ACCA-
typology, consisting of four transformative roles of service. The roles of 
Advocate, Caregiver, Coach, and Ally juxtapose different assumptions of 
actors’ responsibilities for well-being. Based on the typology, the article 
provides implications for research and policy on how service can uplift 
consumer well-being.

KEYWORDS: Well-being, TSR, Scoping Review, Responsibilization
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In 2019, Angel Gurría, the secretary-general of the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), remarked that 
the pursuit of well-being requires the efforts of all actors, including 
businesses (Gurría 2019). In other words, well-being is everybody’s 
business. This view is located within a broader neoliberal ideology, 
where societal tasks and processes have moved away from centralized, 
government-led configurations to more market-based and individual 
solutions (Giesler & Veresiu 2014; Rose 1996; Shamir 2008). In this 
context of responsibilization, defined as the shift in responsibility of social 
issues and risks from states and governments to market actors (Giesler 
& Veresiu 2014; Shamir 2008), the emphasis in public discourse has 
shifted from welfare states to well-being markets. As a result, consumers 
are expected to take on more personal responsibility for their well-being, 
and businesses and nonprofit organizations assume a more central role 
in enabling consumers to improve their well-being (Giesler & Veresiu 
2014; Ostrom, Field, Fotheringham et al. 2021; Varman, Skålén & Belk 
2012). For example, complex social, structural and political problems, 
such as poverty, are instead portrayed as the individual responsibility 
of the poor, who are then expected to improve their situation through 
service offerings such as microloans (Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021) and 
by developing financial literacy (Clarke 2015). This responsibilization has 
also led to an increasing customer-orientation in governmental policies, 
resulting in the “conversion of state bureaucracies into service providers” 
(Penz & Sauer 2020, p. 342). Clearly, with these shifting roles of actors, it 
thus becomes important to understand responsibilization in the context 
of services.

Within marketing research, the role of market actors in uplifting well-
being has been gaining momentum, and there is a growing interest 
in studying transformative outcomes such as health, happiness, and 
inclusion, alongside traditional outcomes such as profitability, efficiency, 
and customer loyalty (Anderson, Ostrom, Corus et al. 2013). These 
developments have sparked the rapid growth of transformative consumer 
research (TCR) (Mick 2006) and, as its offspring, transformative 
service research (TSR) (Rosenbaum, Corus, Ostrom et al. 2011). Even 
though TSR continues to gain increased attention, the question of how 
responsibility for consumers’ well-being and the ensuing role of service 
organizations is framed in TSR remains ambiguous. This is an important 
question to address, because as well-being is affected by individual, 
collective, structural, as well as political factors, understanding the 
role of service organizations becomes a complex but crucial topic 
for policy design. While organizations have historically focused on 
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creating economic and financial profit, recently they are also expected 
to contribute to well-being through various market-based solutions. 
In these marketplace interactions, consumers are commonly viewed 
as active co-creators of well-being. However, not all consumers have 
the required access to service (Fisk, Dean, Alkire et al. 2018) or service 
literacy (Mende et al. 2017) needed to successfully co-create their well-
being. Previous scholars have argued that while the concept of co-
creation emphasizes consumer agency, it also requires consumers to 
contribute with work and effort in order to receive service (Anderson et 
al. 2016; Zwick, Bonsu & Darmody 2008). This can be problematic, as 
consumers may be in vulnerable positions, experiencing powerlessness in 
marketplace interactions (Menzel Baker, Gentry & Rittenburg 2005), or 
service captivity (Furrer, Yu Kerguignas & Landry 2021). These instances 
raise questions about the limits of holding consumers individually 
responsible for their well-being. Previous research on responsibilization 
has also shown the problematic nature of viewing the responsibility for 
structural and complex issues simply as matters of individual decision-
making (Anderson, Spanjol, Go Jefferies et al. 2016; Cronin & Hopkinson 
2018; Kipp & Hawkins 2019; Mesiranta, Närvänen & Mattila 2022). 
In addition, scholars have pointed out that service organizations can 
drive social change, and even have a responsibility to society (Cheung 
& McColl-Kennedy 2019; Korschun, Martin & Vadakkepatt 2020). An 
improved understanding of the dynamics between consumers and service 
organizations can shed light on the various roles service organizations can 
play to uplift consumer well-being, amid these conflicting expectations 
and outcomes. 

To address this issue, we adopt a transformative service perspective, 
where various types of organizations, such as corporations, nonprofit 
organizations, governments, and cities, can be seen as providing service 
for consumers, clients, patients, and citizens (Fisk, Dean, Alkire et al. 
2018; Trischler & Charles 2019). By “service” we do not refer to a specific 
category of offerings, but rather to the process of applying resources and 
competencies for the benefit of a focal actor (Grönroos & Gummerus 
2014; Vargo & Lusch 2016). In this study, we thus refer to all types of 
organizations as service providers. Following Trischler and Charles 
(2019, p. 19), policy is then viewed as “a means to enable service by 
coordinating multiple actors’ value co-creation activities to address public 
problems”. 
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As such, through the perspective of responsibilization, our research 
question is: what are the transformative roles of service, and what 
implications do these have for research and policy? Informed by 
consumer and marketing research on responsibilization we conduct 
a scoping review of TSR studies. Based on this review we construct a 
typology consisting of four roles; advocate, caregiver, coach, and 
ally, referred to as the ACCA-typology. These roles represent different 
framings of how the consumer and the service provider can participate 
in activities for uplifting well-being. The typology is intended to illustrate 
how different assumptions and theoretical lenses guide transformative 
outcomes, meaning that the roles are not mutually exclusive, but rather 
abstractions which can be further explored by future studies (Helkkula, 
Kowalkowski & Tronvoll 2018). 

Our study makes three contributions. First, we offer a critically informed 
typology to guide policy discussions around the role of service providers 
– encompassing both companies and nonprofit organizations – in 
contributing to well-being. More specifically, drawing on Simeon (1976), 
the typology is aimed at explicating the reasoning and logic behind policy 
choices, instead of more technical questions of how to optimize and 
achieve policy goals. The typology thus enables an “epistemic reflexivity” 
(Johnson & Duberley 2003:1291) by providing policy makers with the 
means to compare various knowledge claims. Based on this typlogy, we 
discuss how service or consumer oriented perspectives might shift certain 
policies and public interventions from structural or systemic solutions 
to individual-level solutions, and how this can be overcome. Second, we 
contribute to the transformative research streams by critically examining 
assumed responsibilities in extant TSR studies concerning their focal 
outcome: well-being. We argue that such an examination can enable 
stronger foundations for future studies on transformative outcomes of 
organizational activities, with the intention of improving both individual 
and societal well-being. We also discuss how it can help scholars in 
avoiding unintended negative consequences, as called for by Blocker, 
Davis and Anderson (2022). Third, we contribute to the literature on 
responsibilization through a review and analysis of how responsibilities 
are portrayed implicitly or explicitly in TSR. Thus, whereas previous 
studies have investigated responsibilization as occurring in political 
discourse (Giesler & Veresiu 2014) or within the marketplace (Bajde & 
Rojas-Gaviria 2021; Kipp & Hawkins 2019), we study it within the field 
of transformative service research. This study builds on, and extends 
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existing service-focused explorations of responsibilization by going 
beyond specific empirical contexts (Anderson et al. 2016; Azzari et 
al. 2021).

We begin by introducing TSR and the topic of responsibilization in well-
being. Next, drawing on insights from responsibilization literature, we 
conduct a scoping review of the TSR field. Next, based on this review, we 
differentiate and explicate the different roles of service in uplifting well-
being. We then develop the ACCA-typology. Finally, we discuss research 
and policy implications for uplifting well-being based on the identified 
roles of service. 

Conceptual Development: Who Improves Well-
Being and How?

Transformative Service Research: Services for Well-Being

Within marketing, a growing amount of research is aimed at solving 
societal issues and contributing to the well-being of consumers and 
societies (Mick 2006; Ozanne 2011; Anderson, Ostrom, Corus et al. 
2013). Inspired by the growing domain of Transformative Consumer 
Research and by the ubiquity of services and service systems in 
consumers’ lives, Rosenbaum, Corus, Ostrom et al. (2011) conceptualized 
Transformative Service Research. The aim of TSR, later developed further 
by Anderson et al. (2013), became to understand and improve the effects 
of services on well-being, at levels from the individual to the collective 
and to ecosystems. TSR thus provided a call to action for service research 
beyond traditional outcomes such as loyalty or customer satisfaction 
(Alkire, Mooney, Gur et al. 2019). 

Since its inception, TSR has become a sprawling field, with several 
studies focusing on conceptual development as well as its relation to 
closely related fields, such as social marketing (Rosenbaum, Corus, 
Ostrom et al. 2011; Previte & Robertson 2019; Alkire, Mooney, Gur et 
al. 2019). The main focus of empirical studies lies in examining the 
relationship between service and well-being, where healthcare services 
have been a popular context, followed by financial service and tourism 
(Mende & van Doorn 2015; Finsterwalder & Kuppelwieser 2020). 
TSR studies focus on a wide range of populations, such as refugees 
(Finsterwalder et al. 2020), employees (Abney et al. 2017; Hammedi et 
al. 2017), farmers (Dean & Indrianti 2020), and people who are homeless 
(Blocker & Barrios 2015). TSR is eclectic in its use of theories, drawing 
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on psychological and sociological approaches, such as self-efficacy (Tang, 
Guo & Gopinath 2016), intersectionality (Corus & Saatcioglu 2015), 
cultural-historical activity theory and regulatory engagement theory 
(Hepi, Foote, Finsterwalder et al. 2017; Finsterwalder, Foote, Nicholas 
et al. 2017), service design (Anderson, Nasr & Rayburn 2018) as well 
as social marketing (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019; Russell-Bennett, 
Fisk, Rosenbaum et al. 2019). Several studies have focused on micro-
level well-being outcomes, drawing on psychological theories, whereas 
more structural and socio-cultural approaches have been called for 
(Alkire, Mooney, Gur et al. 2019). The focal outcomes of TSR vary widely 
from hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (Sharma, Conduit & Rao Hill 
2017) and quality of life (Sweeney, Danaher & McColl-Kennedy 2015) to 
inclusion (Fisk, Dean, Alkire et al. 2018), relieving suffering (Nasr & Fisk 
2019), and social change (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019).

Responsibilization of Well-Being

While a breadth of research has been dedicated to assessing how different 
service activities and interactions can have an impact on consumer well-
being, very few studies have provided an overview or critical assessment 
of the implications of various roles and responsibilities associated 
with well-being. Even though processes of responsibilization have 
been discussed and studied in various empirical contexts by consumer 
researchers and critical marketing scholars, marketing as a subject 
is also implicated in reproducing and legitimizing these ideologies of 
governmentality (Skålén et al. 2006; Zwick, Bonsu & Darmody 2008).  
We draw on consumer and marketing research on responsibilization to 
guide our scoping review of TSR studies. Responsibilization as a critical 
political concept is part of the larger societal and political context of neo-
liberalization and marketization of society (Shamir 2008). In neoliberal 
ideology, the free market constitutes the primary medium through which 
needs are met and societal challenges are solved (Anderson, Spanjol, 
Go Jefferies et al. 2016; Giesler & Veresiu 2014). This means that a shift 
has taken place “from direct government through legalistic, centralized, 
top-down structures to indirect market-based structures of governance” 
(Giesler & Veresiu 2014, p. 841). In this shift, the notion of ‘government’ 
no longer refers to state-led control and initiatives, but rather implies the 
reflexive, autonomous and self-controlling, or self-governing, behavior 
of consumer subjects (Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021; Skålen. Fellesson & 
Fougère 2006). Political and social matters, such as health and well-being 
are thus reframed as questions of private actors and markets, instead 
of public authority and welfare states (Shamir 2008). In free markets, 
consumers and organizations are expected to solve societal problems 
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by self-regulating and following moral rules – thus, they become 
responsibilized (Anderson, Spanjol, Go Jefferies et al. 2016; Giesler & 
Veresiu 2014; Shamir 2008).

Understanding the effects, intended as well as unintended, of 
responsibilization is important in the context of public policy and service. 
This neoliberal ideology has been argued to form a threat to welfare 
states, as it leaves the field open for unfettered competition (Giesler & 
Veresiu 2014) and it is seen to erode mutual obligations, resulting in 
an increased burden and risk on individuals (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 
2002). In addition, the responsibilization of consumers has been argued 
to reinforce unequal social systems, as consumers are framed as the 
solution to these issues (Kipp & Hawkins 2019; Thompson & Kumar 
2018). This assumption of free choice and perfect access to markets 
can have negative well-being implications especially for vulnerable and 
disadvantaged consumer groups (Bone, Christensen, Williams 2014). 
It also runs the risk of marginalizing those who are unable to meet 
the expected entrepreneurial capabilities and characteristics (Bajde & 
Rojas-Gaviria 2021). By connecting literature on responsibilization with 
service research, we tease out three fundamental questions regarding the 
transformative roles of service, which guide our review. These questions 
are: 1) how is the consumer viewed? 2) how is the service provider 
viewed? 3) what is transformed in order to improve well-being? We 
argue that this examination enables transformative researchers and 
policy makers to better reflect on the implications of framings of service 
actors, and to avoid unintended negative consequences of service 
(Blocker, Davis & Anderson 2022). Next, we will discuss these questions.

First, previous research has pointed to the role of consumers as a critical 
point. In a responsibilizing discourse, consumers are expected to act 
as capable and moral subjects (Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021; Giesler & 
Veresiu 2014). Studies have shown, for instance, how consumers are 
expected to utilize available medical data and laboratory results to make 
rational choices and act autonomously within the market for preventative 
health (Cheded, Liu & Hopkinson 2021). Others have also explored 
how marketing campaigns and affective encounters connect individual 
consumption choices to social issues, such as poverty and international 
development (Bajde & Rojas-Gavirias 2021; Kipp & Hawkins 2019). As 
a common feature, consumers are framed as the knowledgeable and 
rational agent of change (Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021). This resonates 
with views in service research, for instance within co-creation and 
customer engagement, where consumers are conceptualized as active, 
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agentic parties in market exchanges (Vargo & Lusch 2008; Brodie, 
Fehrer, Jaakkola et al. 2019). In this view, consumers engage their own 
resources and competencies in creating service outcomes. However, this 
subject position is typically framed around certain expectations or moral 
obligations, where consumers come to see themselves as responsible for 
their well-being (Giesler & Veresiu 2014; Skålén, Fellesson & Fougère 
2006) This contrasts with views in which consumers are perceived 
as relatively passive recipients of service offerings, and where service 
providers create value or well-being (Payne, Storbacka, Frow et al. 2008). 
Also from a public service and policy perspective, citizens (who we equate 
with consumers in this study) traditionally have rights and privileges, 
which are secured by the state (Giesler & Veresiu 2014). As such, they can 
also be seen as recipients of, for instance, healthcare, education or welfare 
benefits. Thus, our first question regards how the role of consumers is 
viewed in TSR scholarship.

Second, responsibilization also puts new kinds of expectations and 
requirements on service providers. For example, studies have shown how 
public employment agencies take on the task of activating and motivating 
jobseekers, instead of connecting them with jobs (Penz & Sauer 2020). 
This can be seen as a service-related outcome of neoliberal discourse 
that treats structural unemployment as a personal matter, to be solved 
through self-development and an entrepreneurial mindset (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim 2002, p. 24). Similarly, the microlending market has been 
studied as a context in which service providers only indirectly provide the 
means for consumers to help each other in remedying the social problem 
of poverty (Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021). In more general terms, this 
means that whereas service providers have traditionally taken on the 
task of directly improving or securing the well-being of consumers, they 
are now instead tasked with facilitating consumers’ responsible behavior 
(Fuentes & Sörum 2019; Giesler & Veresiu 2014). Parallels to this can 
also be seen in service research, where views have evolved from seeing 
the service provider as a direct creator of value, to an indirect enabler or 
a resource for consumers to create value (see e.g. Grönroos & Gummerus 
2014). Our second question is thus aimed at understanding how the 
service provider acts in contributing to consumer well-being.

Third, the processes of responsibilization typically reframe and simplify 
complex social issues and global political questions into matters of 
individual choice-making and consumer behavior (Bajde & Rojas-
Gaviria 2021; Kipp & Hawkins 2019). This means that the driver of well-
being can be framed in different ways. Instead of taxation, regulation, 



71

or other structural, social and political interventions, consumers are 
thus expected to self-manage (Cronin & Hopkinson 2018). As such, 
individual aspirations, capabilities, and self-management are seen 
as drivers of well-being improvements (Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021; 
Giesler & Veresiu 2014). In these cases, the individual consumer, rather 
than structures or institutions, is being transformed. Whereas service 
research and TSR commonly emphasize consumer proactivity in a 
similar manner (e.g. Ostrom et al. 2021), they also point to ecosystems 
and institutional arrangements as means to improve well-being (Baron, 
Patters, Maull et al. 2018; Blocker & Barrios 2015) Social change – going 
beyond individual behavior – has been noted as an important outcome in 
TSR as well (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019). Thus, our third guiding 
question regards the locus of transformation. Next, we will present our 
review methodology.

A Scoping Review of Transformative Service Research

To investigate the roles and responsibilities associated with well-being 
in TSR, we conducted a scoping review (Peters, Godfrey, Khalil et al. 
2015). Scoping reviews are suitable for clarifying new and evolving fields 
of research, especially when the body of literature is heterogeneous 
(Peters, Godfrey, Khalil et al. 2015). In contrast to systematic reviews, 
scoping reviews do not usually include assessments of methodological 
quality, rather they are more exploratory by nature (Peters et al. 2021). 
Scoping studies can be useful in examining the extent, range, and 
nature of research activity, determining the value of undertaking a full 
systematic review, summarizing and disseminating research findings, or 
identifying gaps in the existing literature (Arksey and O’Malley 2005). 
Scoping studies are helpful in clarifying a complex concept and refining 
subsequent research inquiries (Davis, Drey and Gould 2009). We started 
by identifying and searching relevant TSR literature. We conducted a 
keyword search for “transformative service research” and “TSR” in 
premier service research journals from 2011 to 2021. This was chosen 
as the start date for the search, as TSR was first conceptualized in 2010 
(Anderson 2010). As this study adopted a service perspective, the review 
drew on literature from service journals. These journals were Journal of 
Service Research, Journal of Service Management, Journal of Services 
Marketing, Service Science, The Service Industries Journal, and Journal 
of Service Theory and Practice. To be included, articles had to be 
explicitly positioned in TSR, or provide contributions to TSR. In addition, 
we included articles from a special issue on TSR published in Journal of 
Service Research in 2022, as these were deemed highly relevant to our 
review. We excluded commentaries and editorials, as our focus was on 
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peer-reviewed empirical and conceptual research articles. During our 
initial reading of articles, we also excluded those that focused mainly 
on methodological contributions. The research process is illustrated in 
Figure 1.

 

Figure 1: Visualization of the research process 

In total, the final dataset consisted of 119 TSR articles. We coded and 
reported all articles in an Excel file, which included general information 
on each article, such as title, authors, journal, year, keywords, and 
basic information about theoretical frameworks and methodological 
approaches.  We then analyzed and coded the articles by focusing on 
their stance on the three fundamental questions discussed above. The 
analysis was based on explicit stances whenever possible. When explicit 
stances were not found, we either inferred their implicit stances, or, 
in unclear cases, disregarded them. Drawing on Trischler & Charles 
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(2019), we focused our analysis on two main types of actors, namely 
service providers (i.e., firms, nonprofits, and other organizations) and 
consumers. Defining service as a perspective on value creation, instead 
of a category of output, we viewed all types of organizations as essentially 
providers of service. Our aim was thus to make salient and juxtapose 
different understandings of the phenomenon (Johnson & Duberley 
2003). Based on our theoretical preunderstanding, we first developed an 
initial synthesis and conceptual design. Through further analysis of the 
literature, the three driving questions were developed into dimensions 
that formed a framework. In this process, the research team went back 
and forth between the dataset and conceptual development, in order to 
provide more clarification and to refine the dimensions.

Findings from the Review

As could be expected, a large number of studies focused on service-
related aspects, such as servicescapes, service design, service experience 
or service inclusion, as means for improving well-being. However, this 
does not mean that TSR studies only focus on various forms of service 
interactions as the source of well-being. Rather, as our discussion will 
show, consumer well-being can be enhanced in many different ways. 
In addition, a number of studies also focused on service systems, 
institutions, and other meso and macro level attributes that contribute 
to well-being. Next, we present the three dimensions uncovered in 
our analysis. These are built on the foundational questions that we 
formulated in our conceptual background. A summary and examples of 
findings is presented in Table 1. Following this, we present our typology, 
which is built on the dimensions uncovered in our review.
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Table 1: Results of scoping review mapped onto the three driving questions

Table 1: Results of scoping review mapped onto the three driving questions
How is the consumer viewed?
Active subject Passive object
- Participates in creating improved service 
outcomes: Hurley & Trischler (2017)

- Beneficiary of improved social conditions: Sanzo-
Perez, Álvarez-González & Rey-García (2015)

- Takes personal ownership of their individual well-
being: Chen et al. (2021); Taiminen, Taiminen & 
Munnukka (2020)

- Beneficiary of improved service performance or 
delivery: Dickson et al. (2016); Khaksar et al. 
(2017); Patrício et al. (2020)

How does the service provider act?
Direct, creates well-being Indirect, enables well-being
- Improved service interactions or experiences: 
Azzari, Mithcell & Dadzie (2021); De Keyser & 
Larivière (2014); Khaksar et al. (2017)

- Improves inclusion and integration into society: 
Blocker & Barrios (2015); Nehls (2021)

- Provides for essential needs: Baron et al. 
(2018); Fisk et al. (2016)

- Empowers and enables greater agency for 
consumers: Dean & Idrianti (2020)

What drives well-being?
The individual consumer The context of the consumer
- Consumer behavior or cognitive resources: 
Bieler et al. (2022); Winterich & Nenkov (2015); 
Wittkowski et al. (2020)

- Fair access to services: Boenigk et al. (2021); 
Fisk et al. (2018)

- Actions undertaken to transform service 
systems or institutions: Skålén et al. (2015)

- Social and institutional change: Blocker & 
Barrios (2015); Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 
(2019)

The consumer: active subject or passive object?

Regarding the first question, our findings revealed that the consumer 
is typically viewed in TSR studies as either an active subject who 
takes actions to improve well-being, or a more passive object who is 
the beneficiary of well-being improvements. This is reflected in their 
conceptual and methodological approaches to understanding well-
being. In one end, consumers are agentic subjects, whose capabilities 
and self-efficacy are emphasized (Cheung, McColl-Kennedy & Coote 
2017). For example, in healthcare contexts, patients are increasingly 
seen as active co-creators of their experiences and the care they receive 
(Anderson et al. 2016; Kim 2019; Sweeney, Danaher & McColl-Kennedy 
2015). These co-creation perspectives were also applied in studies where 
consumers engage in improved service development together with the 
service provider (e.g. Hurley & Trischler 2017). While customer activity 
is typically encouraged and lauded, studies have also acknowledged 
the potential increased consumer responsibility and burden associated 
with this perspective (Azzari et al. 2021). As another example, in the 
context of poverty, studies may focus on activities and capabilities of 
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consumers, such as individual saving ability (Martin & Hill 2015). In the 
studies that we reviewed, more choice, agency, and autonomy, but also 
more expectations on specific behavior or emotional states were put on 
consumers (Pham, Sweeney & Soutar 2019; Wittkowski et al. 2020).

At the other end of this axis, our review revealed that consumers can also 
be conceptualized as passive beneficiaries or targets of interventions. In 
this view, consumers can also have a secondary role, as interventions 
are targeted elsewhere. For example, instead of focusing on individual 
behavior in relation to specific well-being challenges, some studies 
focused rather on ecosystem attributes, where consumers are recipients 
of service (Baron et al. 2018; Sanzo-Perez, Álvarez-González & Rey-
García 2015). This perspective also includes investigations of the 
consequences of conflicts, discrimination or unjust systems on consumer 
well-being (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019; Fisk, Anderson, Bowen et 
al. 2016). In these studies, the consumer was not conceptualized as the 
active subject who is required to work or take action for improved well-
being. In addition, the consumer had a more passive role in studies where 
well-being improvements focused on the process of service delivery or 
service experience (Patrício et al. 2020). The level of consumer agency 
and activity can thus be seen on a spectrum, where, on one hand, they are 
expected to take more responsibility of their well-being on the one hand, 
and, on the other hand, where they are the target of interventions or the 
beneficiary of social changes or improved service inclusion.

The service provider: enabler or creator of well-being?

Our second question concerned how the service provider acts in the 
improvement of well-being. In the reviewed TSR studies, we identified 
two different views of the roles played by service providers. On one hand, 
service providers improve well-being directly, or create well-being, 
which implies concrete and active measures with tangible results and 
directly observable outcomes. The service provider can engage in these 
activities at levels ranging from the individual consumer to the structural 
and physical conditions. This can happen for instance, through medical 
interventions and health initiatives that directly improve the health 
and well-being of consumers (Rosenbaum et al. 2013). It can also entail 
providing specific service settings, designed for consumers experiencing 
vulnerabilities or disabilities (Abney et al. 2017), or by directly helping 
consumers with access to crucial services, relief or basic necessities 
(Boenigk et al. 2021; Nasr & Fisk 2018). For example, studies on food 
banks focus on tangible and direct aid that improve consumer well-being 
(Baron et al. 2018). 
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On the other hand, indirect ways of enabling well-being can also happen 
both at micro and macro levels. This means that service providers enable 
structural or institutional change that improves well-being or provide 
means and conditions for consumers to improve their well-being. For 
example, studies within TSR have focused on institutional-level actions to 
reduce discrimination and enhance inclusion (Finsterwalder et al. 2021), 
and the role of services in initiating social change either through political 
means (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019) or by consumer actions 
(Skålén, Aal & Edvardsson 2015). These changes can, in some instances, 
be slow and difficult to perceive as the result of the actions of any specific 
service provider. For example, reducing the discrimination against sexual 
minorities has progressed over decades, due to efforts by a myriad of 
actors in society. On a micro-level, enabling well-being can entail 
providing consumers with guidance or resources to self-regulate or self-
manage well-being (Cheung et al. 2017; Martin & Hill 2015; Skålén, Aal 
& Edvardsson 2015). This can include helping consumers to make better 
choices, e.g. in the context of financial decision making (Winterich & 
Nenkov 2015) or weight management (Taiminen, Taiminen & Munnukka 
2020), or develop resilience and coping strategies, as exemplified by a 
study on services for human trafficking survivors (Loomba 2017). In 
other words, on the direct end of the axis, the service provider is more 
responsible for improving the well-being of its beneficiary, whereas in the 
indirect end, the service provider only contributes to enabling the means 
or conditions necessary for well-being.

The underlying assumptions: what drives well-being?

This dimension concerns the locus of transformation, where a 
fundamental dichotomy between the individual and the context 
surrounding individuals was identified. On one hand, well-being is 
improved by individual behavior or attributes. In several studies well-
being was thus attributed to individual factors, such as capabilities, 
cognitive attributes, or goal striving (e.g. Tang et al. 2016; Winterich & 
Nenkov 2015). For example, solutions to poverty can, in this view, be 
located in how poor or low-income individuals act and make decisions 
e.g. regarding saving (Martin & Hill 2015). Other examples include 
getting consumers to adopt specific services to improve their well-being 
(Schuster, Drennan & Lings 2015), as well as consumers complying with 
advice and instructions from service providers (Taiminen, Taiminen & 
Munnukka 2020; Wittkowski et al. 2020). These studies have in common 
a focus on the individual consumer as the target of interventions or locus 
of actions for well-being.
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On the other hand, well-being is improved through the physical, 
institutional or socio-cultural context that an individual or group are 
embedded in and affected by. We define context broadly, and it can 
be anything from physical surroundings to legal rights, availability of 
resources, and cultural and societal norms. A common feature of all 
contextual approaches in the reviewed studies is to go beyond individual-
level metrics and interventions, focusing instead on servicescapes, 
ecosystems or institutional arrangements (Baron et al. 2018; Blocker & 
Barrios 2015; Skålen, Aal & Edvardsson 2015). For example. Bast et al. 
(2021) studied the establishment of dementia villages, which constitute 
service settings that enable their users to freely and safely live their lives. 
Other studies focused on how institutional and structural change can lead 
to improved well-being, e.g. through reduced stigma (Blocker & Barrios 
2015). This underlying assumption thus answers the question: what is 
transformed: the individual or their surrounding conditions? As we will 
discuss later, the understanding of where the challenges to well-being are 
located is not always clear; rather it is affected by a number of factors.

THE ACCA-TYPOLOGY

Following the fundamental distinction between analysis and 
interpretation, as argued by Spiggle (1994), we next set out to synthesize 
and grasp the meaning of the previously discussed dimensions that were 
developed in our analysis. This interpretive process entailed translating 
abstract and distant attributes into something more concrete and familiar 
(Spiggle 1994). Drawing on Spiggle (1994), we utilized metaphor as a tool 
to make our typology more salient and more readily understandable for 
a broader audience. 

As such, we propose four roles that characterize how service providers 
can contribute to improving well-being: Advocate, Caregiver, Coach, 
and Ally. Taken together, these roles form our ACCA-typology. The third, 
underlying dimension of well-being drivers further refines the definitions 
and implications of these four roles. This means that each role can also 
be located on the underlying third dimension of well-being drivers. This 
typology is illustrated in figure 2. These roles are theoretical archetypes, 
representing perspectives rather than actual pure roles that can be 
empirically separated and isolated (Helkkula, Kowalkowski & Tronvoll 
2018). The typology does not differentiate between different types of 
organizations, rather views them all – whether public or private – as 
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service providers. We also emphasize that these roles are not mutually 
exclusive; rather they are tools for guiding thinking about how service 
providers can play a part in contributing to well-being. 

Figure 2: The ACCA-typology

The four roles draw on different theoretical foundations and paradigms 
that have different implications for methodological approaches to well-
being issues, and practice and policy perspectives. The roles, drawn 
from the two dimensions of consumer and service provider, are located 
differently in the third dimension of locus of transformation. Whereas a 
coach places the locus of transformation in the individual, the advocate 
places it in the surrounding context and circumstances. The caregiver 
and ally can focus on the transformation of both the individual and the 
context. An overview of the roles is presented in Table 2. Next, we will 
explicate the framework in more detail.

The Advocate

An advocate is someone who defends a concerned party’s rights or who 
publicly supports someone. The advocate role is defined by a passive 
view of the consumer as object, and the service provider is seen as an 
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indirect enabler of well-being. When service providers are viewed as 
advocates, the focus is on uncovering or changing conditions that hamper 
consumers’ well-being. This means that the locus of transformation 
is in the surrounding context of consumers, instead of in individual 
attributes, and the responsibility for well-being can be located at the 
societal or governmental level. The consumer is thus not involved 
in an advocate’s activities. Examples of threats to well-being that the 
advocate focuses on can include injustices, inequalities, discrimination, 
as well as health and safety hazards, and other harmful structures and 
social conditions. Solutions might concern the creation of new markets 
or institutional arrangements that support well-being, for example in 
the form of raising awareness or lobbying for regulation or rights of 
underprivileged groups (Sanchez-Barrios et al. 2015), as well as issues 
of inclusion in the marketplace and access to offerings (Fisk, Dean, Alkire 
et al. 2018; Minton, Cabano, Gardner et al. 2017). Non-governmental 
organizations such as Human Rights Watch or Amnesty International, 
who defend the rights of people in countries across the globe, can be 
seen as representative examples of an advocate role. However, this role 
is not restricted to NGOs, as companies can also engage in institutional-
level actions by taking stances on social issues (Eilert & Nappier Cherup 
2020). Theoretical approaches can include intersectionality, social justice 
and other critical theories (Fisk et al. 2018), as well as service systems 
perspectives (Cheung & McColl-Kennedy 2019). 

The Caregiver

A caregiver, in everyday language, is someone who provides for the needs 
of another. The role of caregiver is perhaps the most traditional, both 
in terms of how well-being is perceived, and in terms of the theoretical 
explanations of what service is about. In the caregiver role, the consumer 
is seen as a passive object, and the service provider is a direct creator of 
well-being. The responsibility for engendering transformation is thus 
mainly placed on the service provider. The caregiver can drive well-
being both through the individual level and at the contextual level. On 
both levels, the service provider acts through a ‘goods-dominant logic’ 
(Vargo & Lusch 2008), in which the consumer is a passive recipient of 
service. In addition, the consumer might lack the necessary resources or 
possibilities to tackle their well-being issues, which emphasizes the active 
and direct role of the service provider. Examples at the individual level 
include healthcare services, where patients receive treatment for illness 
or disease. At the level of context, nongovernmental organizations such 
as charities and disaster relief providers can for example provide access 
to food and shelter, thus reducing suffering (Nasr & Fisk 2019). Other 
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examples at this contextual level include daycare services and other direct 
support systems that can foster a more equal society. In general, we note 
that this role seems to be most commonly associated with non-market 
based services, echoing the fundamental question of whether markets 
can be caring (Chatzidakis, Eckhardt & Husemann 2021). Theories 
from psychological disciplines are often drawn upon to discover specific 
cognitive or affective mechanisms that a service provider can affect or 
use, to affect consumer’s well-being.

The Coach

Whether in sports, business, or personal life, a coach is someone who 
helps and supports an individual or a team to improve their performance 
or to change themselves in a way they desire. Seen from a coach role, the 
consumer is the active, subjective and agentic party, who uses services 
as resources in their personal well-being management. The service 
provider is thus an indirect enabler of well-being. The responsibility 
for engendering transformation is mainly placed on the consumer, 
who uses services as a resource for their personal management of well-
being. Typically, different types of interactions where consumers seek 
to increase their competence, self-efficacy or positive mood (e.g., Tang, 
Guo & Gopinath 2016; Sweeney, Danaher & McColl-Kennedy 2015) can 
be seen as central goals of service providers in this role. Processes where 
the service provider enables consumers to gain more power, choice, 
and freedom (Bahl et al. 2016; Sanchez-Barrios et al. 2015), as well as 
resilience and motivation to overcome external challenges (Boenigk et 
al. 2021) fall into this category. This role also portrays consumers are 
entrepreneurial subjects (Bajde & Rojas-Gavirias 2021) who are expected 
to act as self-reliant market participants. The coach’s role differs thus 
from the caregiver’s, as the aim is to support consumers’ agency or self-
efficacy within their contexts and towards their own goals by focusing 
on individual attributes. Different market-based services, ranging from 
weight management programs to self-tracking devices and applications, 
exemplify a typical coach role.

The Ally

An ally is someone who unites and forms a relationship with the other 
party. It refers to someone who provides support and assistance through 
their efforts and activities, often as part of a larger cause. The role of 
an ally emphasizes the co-constitutive nature of service, where both 
the service provider and the consumer are actively improving well-
being. The consumer is thus seen as an active subject, and the service 
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provider improves well-being directly. The locus of transformation is thus 
recognized both on an individual level and in their surrounding context. 
An ally can for example engage in contextual well-being improvement 
by engendering consumer activism (Cronin & Hopkinson 2018). This 
type of activism, as enabled by service systems, has also been touched 
upon within TSR (Skålen, Aal & Edvardsson 2015). Following this, the 
role of an ally implies shared responsibility between the service provider 
and the consumer. This might occur, for instance, through engaging 
customers in transformative value creation (Blocker & Barrios 2015) or 
through other participatory approaches. This perspective also draws on 
co-creation theories prevalent in TSR and focuses on the joint sphere of 
customer and provider, in creating and enabling well-being (Grönroos 
& Voima 2012). Drawing on Beudaert, Gorge and Herbert (2017), we see 
that the role of an ally is meant to emancipate and empower consumers, 
rather than subordinating them or treating them as objects. An ally 
or alliance perspective is similar to the role of coach, as it emphasizes 
the empowerment and agency of the target group. However, this role 
is distinct from the coach role, as its focus lies more on creating or 
developing a service or solutions to well-being challenges together with 
the target group to foster both individual and societal change (e.g., 
Blocker & Barrios 2015). An ally differs also from an advocate, in that 
the beneficiaries are more empowered and included. This “bottom-up” 
approach can be exemplified by the Grameen Bank, which empowers and 
engages with previously underserved communities, rather than providing 
donations to them. As other examples, the co-design of a school-based 
alcohol education program (Hurley, Trischler & Dietrich 2018), and the 
design of healthcare services together with key stakeholders (Anderson, 
Nasr & Rayburn 2018) represent forms of alliances, where both parties 
are active.
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Table 2: Description of the ACCA-typology 

Discussion and Implications

Consumer and marketing research have studied and discussed the ways 
in which political and economic leaders advance the responsibilization 
of individuals, with matters relating to societal welfare and well-being 
(Giesler & Veresiu 2014; Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021). However, the roles 
that service, meaning the coordination and application of resources for 
value creation (Trischler & Charles 2019), is carried out to enable well-
being, has not been studied extensively enough. TSR as a fast-growing 
field is defined by its goal of increasing well-being, and by an eclectic 
approach, both theoretically and methodologically (Anderson et al. 
2013). It is aimed at producing insights that matter and are actionable 
and it can thus contribute relevant insights for policymakers. It is at 
this intersection between research and policy that our paper makes a 
timely contribution. In this paper, we have not sought to produce an 
exhaustive review of the literature, but rather a critical examination 
of the sprawling field TSR, guided by a responsibilization perspective. 
In line with Tadajewski (2010) and Dholakia (2012), we believe that 
applying critical perspectives to any field of study can help researchers 
contribute to social transformation. As the Canadian political scientist 
Richard Simeon argued, policy design should take into account “the 
existing values, norms, institutions, and patterns of power” (Simeon 
1976:554) that shape decision making. By differentiating the roles of 
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advocate, caregiver, coach, and ally, our typology provides a heuristic 
for understanding how different assumptions about marketplace actors 
frame responsibilities around well-being.

As stated in the introduction, providing service for well-being means 
applying resources and competencies for transformative effects and 
outcomes. The ACCA-typology shows how the role of service providers 
can be understood in four different ways, depending on whether the 
consumer is seen as an active subject or a passive object, and whether 
resources and competencies are applied directly or indirectly for 
the well-being of consumers. Underlying these roles is also the more 
fundamental view of what drives well-being: the individual, or the 
physical, institutional or cultural context that the individual is affected by 
and embedded in. The typology consists of theoretical roles, which do not 
exist in isolation in practice (Helkkula, Kowalkowski & Tronvoll 2018), 
and are thus not mutually exclusive (Doty & Glick 1994). To further 
develop these roles, we illustrate them below in Table 3, which presents 
applications of these roles through food and mental health contexts, two 
crucial areas for well-being. 

Table 3: Illustration of ACCA-typology applied to well-being issues

As table 3 illustrates, the same phenomena and issues pertaining to well-
being can be understood and approached in different ways. Consider 
for instance obesity, which is widely seen as a key threat to well-being 
in most Western societies (WHO, 2020). In its simplest form, obesity 
is due to a higher caloric intake than what the body consumes (which 
can vary for genetic reasons, among others). However, this physiological 
fact can be framed and remedied in several ways. A coach, such as a 
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personal trainer, frames the problem and the solution at the individual 
level: more exercise, less fatty foods. The advocate, on the other hand, 
points to institutional factors, such as the prevalence and placement 
of soda vending machines in school corridors, high sugar content in 
many common groceries, or public infrastructure that discourages 
transportation by foot or by bicycle. These examples, presented in table 
3, illustrate how the ACCA-typology can be applied to different contexts 
relating to well-being.

In figure 2, the underlying dimension of the locus of transformation is 
not always evident. In some cases, as in droughts or earthquakes, the 
locus of what drives and affects well-being is clear-cut; conditions, such 
as food availability or infrastructure and adequate housing need to be 
improved. However, in many cases, this becomes more a question of 
ontological assumptions and the ensuing attribution of cause, as our 
discussion of obesity demonstrated. For example, is obesity seen as a 
medical condition, the result of individual choices, or the outcome of an 
increased prevalence of unhealthy foods. Ideological stances can, in turn, 
affect which types of service solutions are sought, from market-based 
and individual services, such as personal trainers, to publicly funded, 
universal services, such as healthy foods at school.

Implications for transformative research

Our review contributes to existing studies in marketing, consumer, and 
service research that seek to improve individual and collective well-
being through transformative outcomes (Anderson et al. 2013; Mick 
2006), where it helps researchers in better understanding how services 
can contribute to well-being. It joins studies that investigate the effects 
and implications of neoliberal governmentality and responsibilization 
(Anderson et al. 2016; Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 2021; Varman, Skålén 
& Belk 2012), and contributes to this literature with a more holistic 
view of how responsibilities can be framed. In our typology, we 
highlight different perspectives that can be approached with different 
methodological tools and theoretical lenses. As a key implication for 
research, we want to emphasize the continued need to embrace these 
varying paradigmatic approaches, while at the same time acknowledging 
that one specific angle cannot give a complete picture of how the role of 
service providers should be understood in terms of enabling well-being 
in different contexts. We summarize the implications for transformative 
research in figure 3.
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Figure 3: Avenues for transformative research, based on the ACCA-typology

The theoretical implications of our study are especially related to two 
important calls for transformative research. First, researchers have 
pointed out the need for more macro-level studies (Anderson et al. 
2013), for example through an increased focus on egalitarian systems 
(Fisk et al. 2018) and sustainable societal transformation (Previte & 
Robertson 2019). We note that in several studies within transformative 
research, consumers are assumed to take on more tasks from service 
providers. However, the macro-level shift of these tasks from public and 
governmental domains has not been discussed sufficiently. Instead, the 
shift of tasks and responsibilities has been viewed within the realm of 
the market, between service providers on one hand, and consumers on 
the other hand. For example, Ostrom et al. (2021) discuss some potential 
drawbacks of increased consumer responsibility for well-being, but these 
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are limited to individual-level decision-making considerations. The 
ACCA-typology is useful in viewing different responsibilities of service 
providers, going beyond individual-level actions and measures.

Second, Blocker, Davis & Anderson (2022) have also emphasized the 
importance of understanding unintended negative consequences 
of the actions of organizations. One common way of studying these 
consequences has been to better understand interactions between 
consumers and organizations at the micro level. How can each individual 
service encounter be made more safe or equitable? How can a market 
offering help its customers improve their resilience or self-efficacy? 
At an individual level, these questions have valuable transformative 
implications for improving well-being. However, in many cases the 
focus on individual-level interventions can obscure the societal and 
institutional issues that affect well-being. In addition, the emphasis 
on agentic, self-realizing individuals can have negative, exclusionary 
effects on vulnerable and “hard-to-reach” consumers (Finsterwalder, 
Foote, Nicholas et al. 2017). This includes engaging with groups and 
individuals who may have previously been neglected and underserved 
in the marketplace (Boenigk et al. 2021). An important area of research 
is thus to gain further understanding of how an increasingly market-
based and individualized service provision affects the access to service 
of marginalized, underserved, and vulnerable consumers.The ACCA-
typology can provide researchers with more reflexivity regarding these 
implicit or explicit framings around well-being. 

A considerable number of studies portrayed the service provider as an 
engaged, responsible party in improving consumer well-being. However, 
it is worth noting that the locus of transformation was still most often 
viewed at the individual level. In many cases, such as social services 
and health care, consumer activity was a prerequisite for successful 
service outcomes. This presents interesting nuances in the discussion 
on responsibilization. In other words, there are significant individualizing 
currents in TSR, although they do not always place the responsibility 
for well-being on individuals alone. Through this kind of framing, most 
typically in the coach role, individuals risk internalizing social and 
structural problems and locating them as personal shortcomings. It also 
shifts the emphasis of public interventions from collective-level measures 
to individual-level solutions. From an epistemological point of view, an 
increased focus on the individual as locus of transformation has been 
seen as the result of the rise of the psychological method and its ensuing 
discourses (Binkley 2011). While researchers tend to have their favorite 
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methodological toolkits, it is important that these tools do not frame the 
problem. Rather, the problem should dictate the tools needed to solve it. 
Experimental studies that measure cognitive attributes can point to very 
different conclusions than a critical study of discourses or institutional 
factors. In particular, we encourage multidisciplinary studies, that can 
combine several perspectives. Multidisciplinary approaches can also 
enable more reflexivity around the assumptions that underlie research 
questions, aims, and knowledge claims (Johnson & Duberley 2003). The 
ACCA-typology can help researchers in positioning different approaches 
to well-being, and how these can have negative consequences through an 
increased individualization. It can thus help in understanding unintended 
consequences of service, as called for by Blocker, Davis & Anderson 
2022). Consider, for example, the different research questions that can 
result from viewing poverty on one hand as the result of inadequate 
support systems and structures that perpetuate inequality, or on the 
other hand as an individual failing and lack of capabilities.

In addition, we note that a service perspective that typically focuses 
on dyadic interactions can be prone to emphasize the individual over 
structures and social factors. Emerging streams within service research 
that highlight institutions and institutional arrangements manifested 
through service systems and service ecosystems (Baron et al. 2018; 
Vargo & Lusch 2016) can enable service-based researchers to overcome 
overly individualistic approaches by raising their view towards systems 
and institutions. Insights from social marketing and critical research 
streams can also broaden the analytical perspectives within TSR. 
Another important research avenue concerns the potential and the effects 
of each role to uplift well-being as complementary actors in a service 
system. Investigations and evaluations of which roles might have the 
highest potential to uplift well-being in a specific context could enable 
more efficient use of resources. This also includes understanding how 
individual and contextual elements interact in driving well-being. Ideally, 
collaborative and participatory platforms can engender transformation 
both in the individual and in their surrounding conditions, as it 
acknowledges that problems, challenges or conflicts are often multi-
layered and systemic (Frow et al. 2019). This kind of transformation can 
improve consumer agency not only through increased capacity to act on 
the self, but also by enabling consumers to have an effect on the social 
world in which they are embedded (Scott 2014, p. 92). 
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In order to recognize and reflect on these underlying values and 
assumptions, we emphasize a macro-level perspective of understanding 
the unintended effects of individualized micro perspectives. This means 
understanding how solutions targeted to individual consumers, while 
beneficial at a micro level, can unintendedly contribute to framing social 
problems as individual burdens. Ultimately these framings become 
part of the practices and institutions of service ecosystems (Frow, 
McColl-Kennedy, Payne et al. 2019). In this respect, we encourage 
a problematization approach (Alvesson & Sandberg 2011), in which 
research questions are constructed through questioning assumptions 
within existing research rather than spotting gaps. Problematization can 
be a fruitful means to discover what perspectives have been left out, and 
how they could be brought to light.

Implications for policy

This paper adopts the TSR perspective to highlight the importance of 
and various roles played by service organizations in achieving wellbeing 
outcomes. The ACCA typology and the overall responsibilization 
framework proposed in this paper has relevance for policy makers 
and offers implications for them in different ways. We present those 
implications in three groups:

Policy makers as the driver of the ACCA Typology  
First, the policy makers and what they aim to achieve around 
specific policy issues could be the driver of the ACCA typology and 
its implementation. Even though this typology seems to be explicitly 
about wellbeing (the UN SDG #3 “Good health and wellbeing”,) its 
overall and generalistic approach to wellbeing could be applied to other 
more specific issues and problems as represented by 17 UN SDGs. This 
is important and timely given the focus of policy-based research and 
practice on sustainability and related UN SDGs (Mende & Scott 2021). 
For example, a policy maker could approach to zero hunger (UN SDG 
#2), gender equality (UN SDG #5) or climate action (UN SDG #13) 
issues differently by identifying how different service organizations 
could play specific roles based on this typology to address the issue in 
hand more effectively. In other words, various policy-specific typologies 
with different organizations with different roles could be developed as 
it is very likely the type of roles organizations play in addressing gender 
equality or climate action issues could be different.
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For example, this ACCA typology could be used toward achieving “zero 
hunger” goal. Tackling such a complex issue requires integrated policies 
created by well-coordinated and inclusive constructive engagement 
among multiple stakeholders (Shultz et al. 2022), especially now when 
many policy changes to provide relief or solutions for complex problems 
necessitate involvement of more than just government or government 
agencies (Martin and Scott 2021).  Policy makers and those that 
implement those policies either could use this responsibilization- based 
framework and the typology to identify various service organizations 
to play specific roles around those policies, or they could identify what 
alternative roles could be played by those organizations to increase 
effectiveness of their efforts to move toward making our world a better 
and more habitable place.

Policy makers as the enabler of the ACCA Typology
The proposed ACCA typology recognizes that the same organizations 
can play different roles based on the issues of interest. For example, 
policies and efforts around drug addiction and obesity related problems 
may require the same service organizations to play different roles based 
on their resources, capabilities, interests and involvement. So, while an 
organization could be a coach for one problem, it could play the role of 
an ally for a different problem. This inherent role versatility in the ACCA 
typology, and the fact that potentially different roles played by the same 
organization as required by specific policy goals need be recognized by 
policy makers. Such recognition enables the effective implementation of 
this responsibilization-based approach and typology.

Additionally, organizations may also face challenges when it comes to 
playing different roles in addressing various policy issues. There may be 
internal and external barriers to them playing various roles as created by 
expectations, resources, or legal and bureaucratic restrictions. Therefore, 
in addition to recognition of roles and responsibilities by organizations, 
policy makers could also take necessary measures or remove those 
barriers to make sure those organizations will perform their assigned 
roles effectively. Also, if there is a need to shift the organizational roles 
to create better outcomes, then policy makers can step in to facilitate 
such shift. For example, the service providers rely on policy makers to 
create the conditions to successfully play the role of the Advocate. The 
effectiveness of this role depends on the creation of new markets and 
institutional arrangements which would need the support from policy 
makers. Similarly, the role of caregiver could be facilitated by the right 
policies regarding the needs of the consumers like healthcare. Also, 



90

there should be a direct interaction with policy makers to improve the 
effectiveness of this role played by individual organizations. To sum 
up, while the ACCA typology has consumers and service providers as 
its dimensions, public and private policymakers also play an important 
role in creating the conditions and removing the barriers that enable it 
to work to create wellbeing outcomes.

Policy makers as the beneficiary of the ACCA typology
Given that public policy has changed its focus from what governments 
do to what various public or private mechanisms for addressing issues 
of public interest (Stewart 2017), one would expect that policy makers 
have been under pressure to address those issues. Such pressure on those 
policy makers could be eased with careful responsibilization by using 
the proposed typology. For example, reducing suffering and improving 
wellbeing of refugees requires a new mindset and approach that includes 
multiple players during various stages of refugees’ journey (Boenigk et 
al. 2021). As such efforts present a challenging undertaking for policy 
makers, using the ACCA typology they can identify various service 
organizations that could support those efforts by playing different roles 
and co-create wellbeing outcomes for refugees and host communities 
simultaneously. While collaborating with various organizations including 
service organizations can be needed to address refugees’ problems, the 
typology proposed in this paper could help policy makers to identify and 
partner the right organizations to play the right role in achieving their 
outcomes. For example, when it comes to healthcare related needs of 
refugees, policy makers could approach to different organizations to 
play the role of caregiver vs ally depending on the profile and agency 
of the refugee groups that they try to help. Similarly, the policy makers 
could ask the same healthcare provider to play a different role, i.e., 
coach vs ally, if they believe the refugees in question require such 
different approach.

 Finally, policy making requires a multi-staged process with 
different tasks that need to be performed at each stage (Andrews et al. 
2022). The responsibilization framework and the ACCA typology could 
be helpful to policy makers in different ways. Service organizations 
with clearly defined roles and expectations could help policy makers 
in problem identification, policy formulation or implementation stages 
by providing different perspectives around focal issues based on their 
interactions and experiences with individuals. For example, policy 
makers can seek input from different organizations that play different 
roles when it comes to addressing an issue like drug addiction, and then 
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incorporate that input and input to finetune their problem statements or 
policy formulation, reflecting those organizations’ perspectives of playing 
those different roles. Similarly, such feedback could be used to evaluate 
different policy interventions as organizations with different roles could 
provide different angles and views when it comes to effectiveness of 
those interventions.

Conclusion

Service providers, whether businesses or nonprofits play an important 
part in the well-being of individuals and societies. Previous studies in 
marketing and consumer research have pointed to this shift due to a 
neoliberal responsibilization of well-being, where societal welfare is 
improved through voluntary and self-regulating activities of marketplace 
actors. This shift puts new requirements on policy design, with new needs 
for research-based input. Within marketing, the growing domain of TSR 
stands to provide highly relevant insights for policy discussions. However, 
this also calls for an improved understanding of underlying assumptions 
of responsibilization within this field of research. In our study, we have 
conducted a scoping review of TSR studies from a responsibilization 
perspective. Based on this review, we constructed the ACCA-typology, 
which differentiates four distinct, theoretical roles of service providers for 
contributing to well-being. The roles of advocate, caregiver, coach, and 
ally point to different implications for how policies can support service 
providers for improved well-being. They also provide a framework for a 
better understanding of how assumptions shape knowledge production 
in transformative research streams.
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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to characterize how services present responsibilized consumers with well-being capabilities. This is done by
drawing on structuration theory and literatures on responsibilization, social well-being and psychological well-being.
Design/methodology/approach – This paper is based on conceptual development and a qualitative interpretive study of value propositions in
texts and images on websites of 11 different self-tracking wearables and applications.
Findings – This paper introduces the changing–coping–countering characterization to explicate different types of well-being capabilities that are
represented in services. These capabilities represent different stances towards structures. This paper proposes and discusses how these capabilities
can have different impacts on well-being on individual and collective levels.
Research limitations/implications – This study is limited to the perspective of services in a self-tracking context. Further empirical research is
needed to investigate well-being capabilities from consumer perspectives.
Practical implications – The proposed characterization can help practitioners in becoming more reflexive concerning their value propositions that
relate to consumer well-being. This implies becoming aware of well-being discourses that shape and affect service development.
Originality/value – This paper provides a novel characterization for understanding the role of services in the context of responsibilization. It
contributes to structural perspectives on the role of services in contributing to well-being.

Keywords Well-being, Qualitative research, Transformative

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

One of the crucial questions within current service research
priorities concerns the role of services as drivers of well-being
on individual and collective levels (Ostrom et al., 2015).
Services are both responding to and creating new expectations
for consumers (Russell-Bennett and Rosenbaum, 2019), as
they play an important and enabling role in a societal shift
towards responsibilization (Anderson et al., 2016). In practice,
responsibilization has been argued to entail a shift of well-being
management from the public sector and collective
organizations towards an emphasis on individual responsibility
for self-care (Shamir, 2008).
This shift towards increased individual responsibility

requires consumers to be literate and capable enough to
personally manage their well-being (Anderson et al., 2016).
During the past few decades, a plethora of services, exemplified
by fitness gyms (Sassatelli, 2016), wearables and applications
for self-tracking (Lupton, 2016), personal trainers and weight
management programs (Yngfalk and Yngfalk, 2015), have
emerged to support this capabilization (Giesler and Veresiu,
2014) in the context of self-management of well-being. Often
the capabilities of individual well-being management relate to
structural and societal issues that affect their well-being

(Giesler and Veresiu, 2014; Yngfalk and Yngfalk, 2015). For
example, physical exercise and practicing mindfulness can be
seen as personal tools to handle the problems of increasing
insecurity and performance requirements in the workplace. As
the role of services is becoming increasingly important in
consumers’ well-being projects, it is important for both
research and practitioners to gain an understanding of how they
portray the roles of consumers in managing well-being, i.e. how
services present consumers with well-being capabilities. This
study contributes to transformative service research (TSR) by
providing a characterization of how consumers are presented
with well-being capabilities within the empirical context of self-
tracking.
This study is based on a perspective in which consumers are

embedded in social and structural circumstances (Giddens,
1984; Edvardsson et al., 2011; Askegaard and Linnet, 2011),
meaning that the focus is not on individual consumers, but
rather on how services portray the roles of consumers who seek
well-being. While many studies have showed that pursuing
personal goals can contribute to individual well-being (Blocker
and Barrios, 2015; Tang et al., 2016), the formation and
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appraisal of these goals and the required capabilities for
achieving them are argued to be affected by culture and
language (Baumeister et al., 2013). Previous studies have
investigated, for example, how marketing campaigns portray
consumers as responsible for social development (Kipp and
Hawkins, 2019) and how self-help literature renders individual
consumers as responsible for their well-being (Rimke, 2000).
However, how services portray the roles and responsibilities of
consumers in the context of well-being has not yet been
studied. In practice, this study seeks to understand how services
play a part in defining these realities by focusing on value
propositions presented by services, i.e. “invitations from actors to
one another to engage in service” (Chandler and Lusch, 2015,
p. 8).
Even though consumers are usually seen in service research

as agentic, their agency and literacy is also argued to be
constrained and limited by discourses that promote self-
improvement, ideal expectations of behaviour and normalized
body images (Gurrieri et al., 2013; Yngfalk and Yngfalk, 2015;
Liu et al., 2016; Schroeder and Zwick, 2004). Previous
research has shown, for example, that exposure to idealized
images of women in advertisements causes anxiety and body
shame (Bissell and Rask, 2010). Services play also a part in this
context, as they tap into structures, meaning the norms, values
and expectations of behaviour that are culturally formed
(Giddens, 1984; Blocker and Barrios, 2015). These structures
constitute the context for personal well-being, and they can
shape consumers’ understandings of what it means to be well
and fully functioning (Ryff and Singer, 2008). Thus, from a
structurationist perspective (Giddens, 1984), services can play
a part in shaping consumers’ capabilities for managing personal
well-being, which can be manifested in different ways (Blocker
and Barrios, 2015; Rosenbaum et al., 2011). The capabilities of
consumers – defined as “a person ability or competency to
achieve a particular goal or fulfill expectations” (Anderson
et al., 2016, p. 265) – are in this view inherently linked to
structures. In this study, the more specific notion of well-being
capabilities refers to the competencies to achieve well-being
and expectations related to it. Enabled by this perspective, the
purpose of this study is to characterize how services present
well-being capabilities to responsibilized consumers. The
research question that drives this study is thus:

RQ. How are well-being capabilities for responsibilized
consumers represented in service value propositions?

The research question in this study is answered by drawing on
theories of psychological and social well-being,
responsibilization and structuration theory (ST), together with
empirical insights from a qualitative study on value
propositions. Self-tracking devices and applications constitute
the empirical context of this study, as they are often aimed at
promoting health and well-being. The insights are also relevant
for practitioners engaged in creating well-being offerings. Well-
being refers in this study to its eudaimonic dimensions, drawing
on the concepts of psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989; Ryff and
Singer, 2008) and social well-being (Keyes, 1998). According to
this view, well-being is individual, but it is formed in the
individual’s socio-structural context (Ryff and Singer, 2008).
By studying how well-being capabilities are represented in

services, this study makes several contributions. Firstly,

drawing on a social constructionist perspective (Edvardsson
et al., 2011), this study contributes to an understanding of the
relationship between services and well-being in the context of
daily life by looking at the norms and expectations that services
associate with well-being, and more specifically, how services
propose that consumers should exercise their agency in relation
to surrounding structures. These insights can help researchers
understand how services contribute to establishing societal
norms, as called for by Fisk et al. (2018). Secondly, it
investigates the role of services in the context of
responsibilization by showing how services propose capabilities
with which consumers can carry personal responsibility for
their well-being. Thirdly, it contributes to ongoing discussions
within TSR on how services can create more sustainable well-
being (Previte and Robertson, 2019). Finally, this paper
responds to calls for research by Anderson et al. (2013) and
Ostrom et al. (2015) on the socio-structural dimensions of the
interplay between service andwell-being.
The paper is structured as follows. The next section presents

literature on well-being and connects it to the underlying
assumptions that draw on ST and responsibilization. This is
followed by a presentation of the methodology used for the
empirical study, after which the findings will be presented.
Next, the paper presents a discussion of theoretical and
practical implications, where the transformative potential of
services under a context of responsibilization is discussed. The
paper concludes with limitations and suggestions for future
avenues of research.

Well-being capabilities from a structurationist
perspective

Structuration theory
In line with the value-in-social-context view presented by
Edvardsson et al. (2011), well-being capabilities are in this
study seen in relation to aspects of consumers’ everyday well-
being that are affected by their socio-structural context. The
underlying assumptions of this study are informed by ST
(Giddens, 1984), which acts as a sensitizing concept, i.e. the
foundation that shapes the research problem and provides a
starting point for the analysis (Bowen, 2006). ST is concerned
with the question of how social structures are transformed or
maintained by knowledgeable actors in society (Giddens,
1984). In this study, structures refer to the values, social norms
and expectations that drive and are shaped by individual
actions (Edvardsson et al., 2011). Knowledgeable actors refer
in this study to the notion that individuals are not solely steered
and governed by structure, rather they are agentic, but they
exercise their agency by drawing on their knowledge of
surrounding structures (Giddens, 1984). This means that both
service providers and consumers draw on social structures in
their activities.
The closely related concept of institutions can to a large extent

be seen as synonymous to structure (Barley and Tolbert, 1997;
Vargo and Lusch, 2016). Most commonly, institutions have
been defined as the “rules of the game” within social situations
(Koskela-Huotari and Vargo, 2016), or in other words, the
norms, values, meanings and beliefs that affect actors, be they
consumers or members of service provider organizations
(Vargo et al., 2015). In contrast to the institutional view, ST is
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used in this study because it focuses more on the processual
view on how these structures (or institutions) gain andmaintain
their shape through the actions of capable individual actors (for
example by acting “as one is supposed to”, as Giddens put it),
and how these structures can be transformed (Barley and
Tolbert, 1997; Giddens, 1984).

Eudaimonic well-being
During the past years, the creation of uplifting changes for
individuals and societies has emerged as a new research priority
(Anderson et al., 2013; Ostrom et al., 2015). Consequently,
well-being has become the focal outcome and variable of
interest in a growing number of studies in the emerging field of
TSR (Sharma et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2016; McColl-Kennedy
et al., 2012). Numerous definitions and conceptualizations of
well-being have been developed in different fields, ranging from
an individual’s global appraisal of their life, such as subjective
well-being (Diener, 1984), to more specific aspects, such as
financial well-being (Brüggen et al., 2017). The most common
understanding of well-being within TSR has divided its
outcomes into hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, where the
former relates to pleasure and enjoyment, and the latter implies
a more Aristotelian realization of potential or meaningfulness
(Ryff and Singer, 2008; Anderson et al., 2013; Sharma et al.,
2017).
This study focuses on eudaimonic well-being, to understand

well-being in relation to consumers’ daily lives, outside the
specific contexts of medical illness and health care, as discussed
by Durgee and Agopian (2018) in their study on refurbishing
services. The notion of eudaimonia has its roots in the writings
of Aristotle, and is concerned with the pursuit of a well-lived life
(Ryff and Singer, 2008). The perspective on eudaimonic well-
being in this study draws on the argument by Keyes (1998,
p. 121) that the self is “both a public process and a private
product” and provides a useful means for understanding well-
being capabilities in the context of this study. Whereas hedonic
well-being can be seen as a subjective evaluation of an
individual’s happiness, this study focuses on eudaimonic well-
being, because it is more goal-directed (Ryff and Singer, 2008).
The goals, or end-states, reflect the purposes of well-being
capabilities. The concepts of psychological (Ryff, 1989) and
social well-being (Keyes, 1998) serve to illustrate eudaimonia,
as they include for example the dimensions of self-acceptance,
purpose in life, evaluations of one’s social value and the quality
of one’s relationship to society (Ryff and Keyes, 1995; Keyes,
1998; Ryff and Singer, 2008). These concepts point to the
individual’s role in their social context.
As ST focuses on the reproduction and transformation of

structure, specifically through individual agency, it provides a
relevant lens for understanding how services can enable
eudaimonic well-being. In principle, eudaimonic living focuses
on the process of living well, pursuing the right ends for a good
life and realizing one’s true self (Ryff and Singer, 2008).
According to positive psychology, eudaimonic well-being can
be achieved through autonomous and volitional behaviour, and
by pursuing intrinsic values – in other words, when an
individual “evaluates oneself by personal standards” (Ryff,
1989, p. 1071). However, individuals remain embedded in
social structures, where they face many social tasks and
expectations (Keyes, 1998, p. 122). Structures can be seen to

provide individuals with expectations of eudaimonia, i.e. how
well-being looks like, and how it should be pursued. Similarly
to the basic tenets of ST, this implies that consumers are
agentic, knowledgeable actors, but at the same time they are
constrained in their efforts to achieve eudaimonic well-being.
In other words, ST acknowledges that individual reflexivity and
agency are always bounded to some degree by surrounding
structure (Barley and Tolbert, 1997). Structural constraints to
an individual’s agency are connected to their motives and
reasons (Giddens, 1984). This means that individuals may
often act in ways that they actually dislike, only because they
think that this is the appropriate and expected way to behave.
Many individuals may diet or build muscles, not because they
like doing it, but because they think that they will becomemore
desired.
This view on well-being means that services reproduce

societal norms and values that play a part in influencing
consumers (Edvardsson et al., 2011, p. 328). At the same time,
services can capabilize consumers to face these social tasks and
challenges. The next section discusses how capabilization, a
necessary element in responsibilization, is operationalized in
this study in the form of well-being capabilities.

Capabilizing the consumer
Responsibilization entails a discourse and shift where social
issues and tasks previously belonging to collective organizations
or the public sector become the burden and responsibility of
individuals, who are expected to use market resources in
handling these responsibilities (Shamir, 2008; Anderson et al.,
2016). Previous research has examined responsibilization
critically, arguing that it can be overwhelming for consumers,
and cause discomfort between providers and consumers
(Anderson et al., 2016). The focus in this study is on the role of
services – which constitute an important part of the available
market resources – in responsibilization and the enabling of
well-being management. This means specifically looking at
how responsibilization of well-being management is portrayed
in service value propositions. Central to this understanding is
the personalization, authorization, capabilization and
transformation (P.A.C.T) model, by Giesler and Veresiu
(2014), which gives a conceptual explanation of how consumer
responsibilization occurs. According to this model, which is
briefly presented below, the four-step process entails a
personalization, authorization, capabilization and finally
transformation of the consumer (Giesler and Veresiu, 2014):
1 Personalization: Redefining the solution to a social

problem as the creation of a more ethical individual
behaviour.

2 Authorization: Legitimizing this new ethical individual
behaviour by linking it to e.g. psychological constructs
such as well-being and self-esteem.

3 Capabilization: The creation of an infrastructure that
supports individual self-management, mostly through
market offerings, i.e. products and services.

4 Transformation: The individual internalizes her new role as
the manager of her identity project.

This study aims to zoom in on the process of capabilization, i.e.
the supporting infrastructure, to look at how services present
well-being capabilities to consumers. This topic, as well as
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other steps in the P.A.C.T. model, is relevant for TSR because
services can be seen as constituting a crucial and growing part
of this capabilizing infrastructure in the larger context of
responsibilization.
Theories of psychological and social well-being, connected

to a structurationist perspective, provide the foundation for the
specific notion of well-being capabilities. These capabilities are in
this study seen as different ways in which an individual
consumer can enact their agency in managing personal well-
being, which is formed in their surrounding socio-structural
context. Embedded in this context, the individual consumer
engages with structures in the form of tasks, expectations and
issues that affect their well-being. In a Giddensian (Giddens,
1984) sense, these structural issues can range from more
“rigid” or “deep” ones, such as laws and regulations concerning
working conditions, to more “fluid” or “superficial” ones
(Sewell, 1992), such as performance pressures and cultural
norms and values concerning idealized body images, health or
success (Giesler and Veresiu, 2014; Gurrieri et al., 2013). All of
these have implications for individual well-being, as they can
serve to shift an individual’s locus of evaluation towards external
ideals (Ryff, 1989) and affect one’s self-conception and
appraisal of performance in social roles (Keyes, 1998).
Figure 1 visualizes the perspective of this study, based on

existing literature, where service enable the responsibilization
of consumers by presenting them with capabilities for
interacting with structures, i.e. societal values, expectations and
norms. As Edvardsson and Tronvoll (2013) point out, these
values are not owned by any individual, but rather they are
shared as common understandings, which lead to individual
actions that in turn reproduce these understandings. Because of
this, it is meaningful to extend the level of analysis beyond
individuals, to norms and meanings that are expressed in
service offerings, often through “what’s good for you” solutions
(Gurrieri et al., 2013, p. 130), i.e. offerings that prescribe well-
being goals which often relate to societal norms. Well-being
capabilities are directly related to these norms and
understandings, i.e. structures. The figure shows how both
consumers and services are embedded in structures. The
arrows in the figure represent the reproduction of structure
through well-being capabilities offered by services to

consumers. These capabilities are invested with meanings that
connect consumers with surrounding structures. The arrows
are two-directional, which indicates the co-constitutive nature
of structure and agency (Giddens, 1984), meaning that well-
being capabilities both shape and are shaped by structure.
Next, the method of this study will be presented, together with
a discussion on how the meanings of these capabilities can be
grasped in a service context.

Methodology

This study follows a social constructivist perspective, as used in
previous service research, such as Cheung and McColl-
Kennedy (2019). Within this qualitative approach, value
propositions are seen as carriers of cultural values and
meanings, which are conveyed to consumers. The aim is thus to
not to generalize from observations, but to understand the focal
phenomenon and to use the empirical material as a resource for
developing theory (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Alvesson and
Kärreman, 2011). In this study, the empirical context of self-
tracking refers to the collecting of data on physiological and
cognitive attributes and functions. This context was judged as
relevant for the study, as these devices and applications are
becoming increasingly popular and they often contain
normative expectations of health and appropriate behaviour
(Pantzar and Ruckenstein, 2017). The devices and applications
included in this study measure, for instance, heart rate, weight,
mood and sleep. This setting is relevant for services that aim to
transform consumers’ lives and increase their well-being.
Website content in the forms of both texts and images

constitutes the empirical material for this study, and these
contents are handled together as textual material. The
collection of empirical material was done during 2018 through
internet searches on wearable devices and self-tracking, to
identify a number of services for the sample. Texts and images
were collected from the front pages and respective product
pages of 11 companies in total. The material is presented in
Table 1. The analytical approach corresponded to an
interpretive, qualitative content analysis, which can be used in
revealing meanings and cultural norms (Daymon and
Holloway, 2010, pp. 277–288). For the analysis process,

Figure 1 Placing services in a structural context
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screenshots were printed of these websites, consisting in total of
30 pages of material. The research evolved in an iterative
manner, meaning that the author moved back and forth
between data collection and analysis stages (Spiggle, 1994). As
the analytical focus was on depth instead of breadth, and as the
empirical material consisted of both text and images, the author
analysed the material manually. The sample is not
generalizable, but rather uses examples of a broad spectrum of
wearables that serve as a platform for showcasing what types of
meanings relating to well-being capabilities are represented in
the value propositions of services.
In accordance with Spiggle (1994), the process of inference

involved both analysis, in the sense of breaking down and
dissecting wholes into parts, and interpretation, which entailed
grasping a sense of what these texts and images mean, using
metaphors. The analysis included a detailed reading of the
collected texts and images. The main focus and unit of analysis
consisted of both overt and covert value propositions – referring
to the “invitations from actors to one another to engage in
service” (Chandler and Lusch, 2015, p. 8). ST functioned as a
sensitizing concept (Patton, 1990, p. 391) in the analysis,
meaning that attention was given to what implicit or explicit
norms, expectations and assumptions, i.e. structures relating to
eudaimonic well-being are present, and how are consumer
stances towards these structures portrayed. In the next step,
these findings were compared between different texts and
images, to find both patterns of similarity and difference, which
were then categorized. At this stage, the process of interpreting
(Spiggle, 1994) these categories was started. The interpretation
focused on looking at the two aspects of structures and stances
towards structures. In this way, different well-being capabilities
could be discovered. Next, the findings will be presented.

Findings

On a general level, the empirical part of this study pointed to the
realization that in almost all of the cases, well-being is concerned
with contextual issues, such as managing a hectic and stressful
work life, or enhancing impression management and the
presentation of a healthy self. This also supports the notion of
responsibilization of individuals, as argued in several previous
studies (Giesler and Veresiu, 2014; Anderson et al., 2016).
Although this is a common theme, the capabilities for tackling
these problems are defined in different ways by service providers,
sometimes even representing conflicting meanings (Thompson
andHaytko, 1997).
Based on theoretical and empirical insights, three different

types of capabilities emerged: changing, coping and countering,
which are suggested to have different implications for
individual well-being. These capabilities are seen as different
ways for consumers to act within social structures to improve
their well-being. These three types are summarized in Table 2
and will be discussed below.

Changing
The first type refers to consumers changing their physique or
appearance to reflect surrounding norms. This represents an
extrinsic, active, assimilating approach where well-being is
reached by fitting in and corresponding to expectations. This is
illustrated by text on the website of Lumo Lift, a posture
tracker, promising that the user will “look better, feel better, be
better” by “changing your posture”. This type of capability
enables most directly the reproduction of structure (Giddens,
1984). It is thus indicative of a service where schemas of e.g.
normalized body images have affected and become reproduced
in the service design process.
In an image on the same website, a man is climbing and

conquering a mountain, which can be read as a classic
metaphor that refers to the end goal of succeeding and
overcoming challenges. This is coupled with a call-to-action,
implying that this is done by changing one’s posture: “Sit
straighter, stand taller, look better.”

Slouching lets your stomach hang out and look bigger than it actually is –
standing or sitting with a good posture pulls it all in and can make you look
up to 10 pounds lighter!

You only get one first impression, make it count. Your first impression
matters. Show off your best self with a strong first impression. Poor posture
affects how people perceive you – and not in a good way! Stand upright and
make that first impression count. You will immediately appear much more
open, confident and up for any challenge ahead.

The quotes above, from the front page of the companyUpright,
are illustrative of the common theme of controlling and thus
changing one’s physical appearance, which characterizes the
capability of changing. They can be seen as representing what
Johansson et al. (2017) call managerial athleticism, which builds
on cultural meanings where fit and athletic bodies are

Table 1 Sampled self-tracking services

Name Type Purpose

Lumo Lift Device Posture tracking
Spire Device1 app Breath and activity tracker
Upright Device Posture tracking
Lioness Device1 app Smart vibrator
Touchpoint Device Stress relief
Beddit Device1 app Sleep monitor
VITALI smart bra Device Wellness coach
Jawbone Device Fitness tracker
Garmin Vivosmart Device Activity tracker
Optimized App Lifelogging
Oura Device Sleep and activity tracker

Table 2 Three types of well-being capabilities

Type Description Example quote of value proposition

Changing Actively conforming to norms by changing appearance or physique “Sit straighter, stand taller, look better”
Coping Learning to live with external pressures, managing the situation “Don’t let stress hold you back”
Countering Self-knowledge, non-conformism towards norms “I’m not afraid to question convention . . . I define my own pleasure”
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representative of managerial identities. A successful manager,
according to this logic, is also successful at managing her own
physique and performance. At the same time, a stomach that
“hangs out” or a sagging posture are constructed as undesirable
and as signs of a person who is unreliable and who does not
correspond to the expectation of being a successful leader.
In summary, the capability of changing can be seen to

produce expected obligations (Giddens, 1984) of ideal conduct
and appearance, while simultaneously encouraging the user to
evaluate herself by the standards of these expectations. This
encouraged self-assessment (Yngfalk and Yngfalk, 2015) turns
the locus of evaluation towards the external realm of the user,
which, as Ryff (1989) showed, can affect well-being negatively.

Coping
The second well-being capability is coping. Coping refers to a
more passive stance, where the consumer is simply encouraged
to withstand pressure and cope with stress. This is exemplified
by Spire, a breathing tracker which alerts the user when her
breathing indicates increased strain, and coaches stress-
relieving breathing practices amid stressful situations:

Get notifications of tension before it strikes. When your breathing becomes
rapid or erratic, Spire will send you a gentle notification with actionable next
steps.

In a very similar manner, VITALI communicates the value
proposition of its smart bra:

The VITALI Smart Bra tracks your breathing, and heart rate variability
(HRV), key physiological indicators of the balance between stress and your
well-being. The biofeedback gives you guidance at the time when an
unbalance is first detected, so small actions such as taking a deep breath can
effectively take you back on track.

Coping does not explicitly uphold normalized body projects
or encourage conformity to norms or structures, but rather
aims to “handle the situation” through a passive acceptance.
Coping also most clearly upholds the transfer of responsibility
to the individual consumer, by framing the solution as
something that lies within the individual, rather than in the
environment or in political means. The individual’s
reflexivity, i.e. capacity to observe and understand what they
are doing (Giddens, 1984), can thus be shaped in a way that it
is not structures that should be altered, but one’s individual
behaviour. For example, workplace stress, as mentioned in
these examples, should be remedied by means of tolerating
stress better, such as breathing exercises, rather than
addressing the root cause, which might often be located in the
organization or surrounding culture.
On the website of the breathing tracker Spire, an image

shows a woman with a harmonious and relaxed expression on
her face, in what appears to be a busy office. She sits in front of
a computer, and the blurred outlines of people in the
background represent a fast-paced environment. The text
indicates that by using the tracker, she as an individual can
decouple herself from the hectic setting that causes stress and
anxiety. Shifting the locus of remedy to the individual is usually
also coupled with the logic of self-optimization, as exemplified
by the slogan for the stress-relieving wearable Touchpoint:

Stress less, sleep better and manage anger to be the best version of yourself.

To summarize, coping implies a more implicit and not as direct
reproduction of structure (Giddens, 1984). Although this type

of capability encourages users to turn their gaze inwards,
towards their own physical and cognitive attributes, it still does
not encourage reflection concerning the structure that
surrounds her. In this case, turning the gaze inwards implies an
increased individualism, which, as McGuire (1988) noted, can
hamper the transformation of harmful social structures.

Countering
The third type of capability is countering. This represents again a
more active stance, but this time with a more reflexive,
subvertive and non-conformist take. It implies standing up
against external pressures and extrinsic motivators, typically by
turning the user’s gaze inwards; to find intrinsic well-being in
knowing one’s body or being comfortable with oneself. The
VITALI smart bra, an activity tracker and wellness coach, does
this by acknowledging a plurality of goals and types of people,
without prescribing any ideals, as the quote below shows:

The bra is tailored to a woman’s everyday need regardless of how she lives.
Medium support, tested and tried on many different bodies to be just right.

Phrases such as “regardless of how she lives” and “tested and
tried on many different bodies” are telling of a conscious effort
by the service provider to not portray any ideals, and in so
doing, the consumer is encouraged to evaluate herself by
personal standards, instead of external ones (Ryff, 1989). The
smart vibrator Lioness is another example of a self-tracking
device that most directly encourages countering, which is
illustrated by their “pact”with consumers, stating for instance:

I’m not afraid to question convention” and “I define my own pleasure.

The activity tracker Jawbone is marketed along similar lines,
with the tagline:

Feeling great is a very good look

These taglines openly confront and reject the expectation that
one has to change the shape or behaviour of one’s body to fit the
ideal of beauty, thus encouraging a transformative agency
among their users. These catchphrases are also directly
representative of an internal locus of evaluation, and a rejection
of external norms. In this sense, they can be seen as
empowering and indicative of service users as agentic actors.
The imagery from the social media feed on the website of

Lioness shows the same line of reasoning. Portrayals of older
persons, and other depictions of women that differ from
stereotypical popular cultural serve to emphasize the argument
of questioning norms. In one image, an older woman, with
large black-rimmed glasses, short, spikey grey hair and
colourful clothing says “don’t live in anybody else’s image”. In
another image, there is a drawing of a hunched woman with
thick glasses and hairy legs. The woman says “I’m a smart,
strong sensual woman”. The texts associated with both pictures
also direct the locus of evaluation from the external to the
internal realm. In more subtle forms, countering simply implies
shifting this locus of evaluation away from the external, and
encouraging a plurality of motives, goals and outcomes, which
is also evident in this particular phrase from the lifelogging
applicationOptimized:

Improving your life is all about setting the right goals. Whether you want to
regularly go to the gym, do more creative stuff or spend more time with your
loved ones, Optimized provides you with the right tools to keep your goals
on track.
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Even though the popular notion of improving one’s life occurs
also here, it is coupled with an array of very different outcomes,
from exercising to simply fostering one’s social life. In this way,
it does not contribute to discourses of maximising productivity
or efficiency, as is often the case with those capabilities that
more directly reproduce responsibilization and other social
expectations. The same emphasis on an internal locus of
evaluation is also evident in some of the value propositions of
Oura, a smart ring that tracks its user’s sleep, activity and heart
rate. In an image on their website, a man is seen at home
happily playing with what is presumably his child. There are no
references to matters pertaining to work, looks, performance or
exercise. The accompanying text, stating “Be you. Nobody
does it better.” is a clear nod to focus on one’s own persona.
The man seems to focus only on the moment, without any
external expectations. This emphasis on an internal locus of
evaluation sets countering apart from the capabilities of
changing and countering.
Connecting this to streams of thought within service

research, this countering represents what Edvardsson and
Tronvoll (2013) call configuring new sets of structures, or what
Blocker and Barrios (2015) refer to as breaking free from one’s
everyday life and worldview. Appropriate behaviours and
appearances, such as gender stereotypes, are actively
confronted and rejected, thus portraying a change – or
transformation – in the realm of action (Barley and Tolbert,
1997) of individual consumers. Although this stance can be
seen as best being able to induce structural transformation for
the benefit of well-being, perhaps surprisingly, it occurredmore
rarely in the sample of this study.

Discussion

The aim of this paper was to gain an understanding of how
services propose well-being capabilities to consumers in a
context of responsibilization, through a qualitative content
analysis of value propositions presented in website contents of
self-tracking services. Insights from ST, psychological and
social well-being acted as a guiding frame of reference in
connecting the notion of well-being capabilities to structures,
such as norms, values and culturally contingent, taken-for-
granted assumptions. Understanding the modes in which

capabilization occurs, as well as other steps in the P.A.C.T.
model (Giesler and Veresiu, 2014), it is especially relevant for
TSR, as its aim is to understand well-being in the interplay
between providers, consumers and society (Anderson et al.,
2013). Arguably, services can be seen as constituting a crucial
and growing part of this capabilizing infrastructure in the larger
context of responsibilization.
To summarize the findings, this study argues that the

different capabilities presented in services can be seen in terms
of changing, coping and countering. These capabilities represent
different ways for consumers to interact with their
environment, which has been argued to affect their well-being
(Kuppelwieser and Finsterwalder, 2016). The proposed
characterization is applicable both for services that are
transformative by design, and that have transformative
potential (Rosenbaum et al., 2011). By studying meanings that
are present in value propositions on company websites, the
focus has not been on understanding specifically how to enhance
well-being, but rather in shedding light on how well-being
capabilities are presented in services to responsibilized
consumers. The unit of analysis is thus the value proposition,
not the consumer. Accordingly, a central limitation is the fact
that this study has not considered how consumer themselves
form meanings around well-being and how they perceive
capabilities that relate to it. It is also worth noting that the three
types of capabilities are primarily distinguished analytically and
represent a heuristic model with the aim of better
understanding the role of services in relation to structures. This
means that every type of wearable or other service does not fall
neatly into one category of capabilities, but rather that the
capabilities are found in differing degrees in different offerings.
The implications of the proposed framework are presented in
Figure 2.
Figure 2 shows the well-being implications of the three

proposed stances on both individual and macro level well-
being. These well-being implications are theoretical, based on
the relations of these capabilities to psychological and social
well-being. If a service presents the individual with changing
capabilities, it takes a more reproductive stance towards
potentially harmful structures. The notion of changing to fit
idealized images and norms can reinforce certain conceptions

Figure 2 Implications of the changing–coping–countering characterization

Type of capability Micro level implications 
for well-being

Macro level implications 
for well-being

Role of service in 
relation to structure

Changing
Reproducing

Coping

Countering

Transforming

Stigmatization and exclusion 
of alternative bodily forms 
and expressions

Reinforcing tension between 
individual and collective well-
being, by emphasizing the 
individual

Destigmatization, 
encouraging plurality of 
bodily forms and 
expressions

Short and long term: 
improved conditions for eg. 
self-acceptance and 
evaluation of social value

Short term: improvement, 
long term: threat to 
sustainable well-being

Short term: both increased 
well-being and risk for 
anxiety, long term: lower 
self-acceptance
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of desired identities, instead of encouraging a plurality of
different appearances and ways of being. This capability
suggests that consumers should use their agency in actively
shaping their behaviour or physique to correspond to a
proposed norm. In its pure form, it puts the individual’s locus of
evaluation outside the self, implying that this type of capability
is unconducive to autonomy (Ryff, 1989). If, on the other
hand, the capability represents countering these structures, it has
potential to be more transformative in nature, by encouraging
personal standards and destigmatization over the reliance on
collective norms. Countering implies a more reflexive attitude
towards oneself and one’s life circumstances. As a result, this
countering capability can potentially also be more conducive to
long-term, sustainable change, which has been called for by
Previte and Robertson (2019) among others. This potential
sustainable change is, however, only suggested in this study, as
no consumer data was involved. Coping, in turn, falls more
passively in the middle of the reproducing–transforming axis,
potentially reinforcing the tension between individual and
collective well-being. This reinforcement occurs by framing the
responsibility on the individual, and by framing solutions to
collective problems as lying in the hands of individual
consumers (Giesler and Veresiu, 2014). While the coping
capability emphasizes the individual consumer as the locus of
responsibility, it differs from the changing capability by
downplaying the agency of consumers. In addition, it differs
from the countering capability by placing the locus of evaluation
outside the self, meaning that purpose and self-acceptance do
not come from within. These capabilities can be seen as
different ways in which consumers are suggested to enact their
agency in the pursuit of well-being; however, all of these
capabilities emphasize the individual as responsible for their
well-being.
On a general level, this study contributes to TSR by looking

at well-being as a socio-culturally constructed phenomenon, in
response to calls for research by Anderson and Ostrom (2015),
among others. In the context of this study, the socio-cultural
perspective means that the data and unit of analysis were not
based on individual consumers, but rather on representations
that are found in services. More specifically, in line with the
hermeneutic paradigm of service research (Tronvoll et al.,
2011), the characterization is an interpretation of how the well-
being capabilities of responsibilized consumers are constructed
in services. Whereas previous research has studied how the
responsibilization of consumers is represented, e.g. in
marketing campaigns (Kipp and Hawkins, 2019) and in self-
help literature (Rimke, 2000), this study contributes by
investigating these representations in services. The aim is to
spur discussions in TSR around a richer understanding of the
construction of well-being as a socio-cultural phenomenon,
outside the context of illness and disease – what is here referred
to as everyday well-being. As a result of this, discussions on the
role of services in personal management of well-being can
better take into account structural issues, instead of overly
emphasizing the individual as the locus of responsibility
(Anderson et al., 2016). This echoes the co-creation
perspective, in which well-being is not solely created by
consumers, but together with services, in a social context
(Kuppelwieser and Finsterwalder, 2016; Edvardsson et al.,
2011). By going explicitly beyond individual service

encounters, this study thus helps in gleaning the institutional
arrangements that influence both providers and consumers
(Akaka andVargo, 2015).
In addition, building on findings by Blocker and Barrios (2015),

this study also shows the transformative potential of service
providers to promote social and existential well-being through
distancing the consumer from normalized representations of
behaviour and physical appearances, and resisting an exaggerated
focus on presentations of the self. Previously, Liu et al. (2016)
proposed that how consumers present their selves in social settings
affect consumers’ perceptions of well-being. This study showed
that service providers actively both encourage and discourage a
focus on presenting the self in these social settings. Even though
certain uses of servicesmay be beneficial for well-being in the short
term, by ignoring the structural conditions, they might affect well-
being negatively in the long run. By realising how the capabilities
that services offer can affect consumers’ stances towards norms
and structural issues, service providers can help responsibilized
consumers in achieving more enduring well-being that is
sustainable over time (Durgee and Agopian, 2018; Previte and
Robertson, 2019). Ultimately, this points to the argument that
service providers should be more reflexive regarding their
understanding of beauty norms and ideals of well-being.
By characterizing the different stances presented in service

value propositions, this study also showed how services can
frame consumers’ capabilities in ways that reproduce tension
between individual and collective well-being. In doing so, the
findings from this study show how “consumer capabilization”
(Giesler and Veresiu, 2014) takes place in practice through
services. This, again points to the role that service providers can
take in shaping social realities (Rosenbaum et al., 2011), mainly
through two routes. Firstly, they portray capabilities that have
the potential to induce individual actions that either reproduce
or transform structures that affect well-being, such as beauty
ideals and performance expectations. Secondly, the consumer
responses to social sources of ill-being, such as stressful
workplaces or beauty ideals are framed by services as individual
rather than collective or structural, contributing to a
responsibilization of well-beingmanagement.
Finally, these findings also point to views on how “different

social groups can construct radically different meanings of
technologies” (Vargo et al., 2015, p. 65), in the context of well-
being technologies. Although responsibilization is a common
theme, the capabilities for managing individual well-being are
defined in different ways by service providers, sometimes even
representing conflicting meanings (Thompson and Haytko,
1997). The suggested use of these technologies varied in this
study from finding pleasure through self-knowledge, to the
creation of ideal employees by monitoring physical aspects of
one’s body (Johansson et al., 2017). These ultimate purposes of
well-being technologies represent an area which has not
received much attention in TSR. They can also be seen as
representing different underlying teleological assumptions
concerning well-being. This echoes existing discussions of well-
being within TSR, where the end goals of well-being have been
framed in ways ranging from increased productivity and
improved service quality (Mirabito and Berry, 2015) to societal
equality (Blocker and Barrios, 2015). Within the field of
management studies, this phenomenon of tacit assumptions
framing research questions has been identified, and a call for
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“epistemic reflexivity” has been put forth (Johnson and
Duberley, 2003), meaning that the social context and interests
that guide research should be better exposed. Supported by the
findings in this study, an increased reflexivity regarding the
production of knowledge within TSR could be helpful in
increasing our understanding of the interplay between service
and well-being.

Practical implications
In an era where the beauty industry is increasingly being
criticized for creating unhealthy norms of behaviour and bodily
appearances (Huffington Post, 2014), this study presents some
timely implications for practitioners within service industries
that are geared towards well-being. Within the beauty industry,
there is a growing awareness and reaction against these kind of
harmful norms and ideals, exemplified by Dove’s “Real
Beauty” campaign (Bissell and Rask, 2010). Becoming aware
of themoral rules (Giddens, 1984), i.e. what’s expected of one’s
behaviour or appearance, can make structures and
responsibilizing discourses more visible in the service design
process as well, enabling transformative potential. The
realization that service providers are embedded in social
systems, just as consumers are, follows the implication that
service development can benefit from being done in a more
reflexive manner. This means relating the core benefit – the
proposed capability and the ensuing notion of well-being – to
surrounding structures. During the service development
process, critical questions can be asked about what tacit ideals
or norms this particular servicemight reproduce or transform.
Many of the sampled service providers in this study can be

seen as part of a start-up culture, where individual successes are
celebrated, and failures are seen as the burden of the individual,
as one ethnographic study of Silicon Valley culture has
suggested (English-Lueck et al., 2002). This framing of the
individual also seems to support an increased
responsibilization, as argued in several previous studies (Giesler
and Veresiu, 2014; Anderson et al., 2016). Just as with self-help
literature (Rimke, 2000), service offerings designed to help
individuals and increase their well-being might participate in
framing individuals as solely responsible for structural threats
to their well-being.
Service providers should also be aware of different discourses

and meanings that relate to well-being – they are encouraged to
reflect on which types of meanings they want to support, and
which they want to distance themselves from. One way of doing
this is to involve end-users in the service design process, as has
been discussed in prior literature (Hurley et al., 2018).
However, this approach comes with the caveat that in
articulating their needs and behaviours, end-users might also
reproduce structures that are harmful to well-being. In other
words, it does not guarantee increased reflexivity in the process
of developing services.

Limitations and further directions

The intention with this study has been to draw attention to the
role of services in the larger context of responsibilization,
coupled with transformation and reproduction of structures
that affect consumers’ well-being. This study focused on
services and their value propositions, meaning that consumer

perspectives on well-being were out of the scope of this study.
Future research could therefore take as its point of departure,
the different well-being projects that consumers are engaged in,
through the use of various services. The changing–coping–
countering characterization could be applied in consumer-
focused studies with the aim of understanding how users of
services reflect on the structural conditions they are embedded
in. This research should be carried out at several levels, from
the individual to the group and to the societal levels. On the
other hand, future research could also focus on investigating
the reproduction of structure within companies, for example in
the service design process. For example, ethnographic studies
could provide a “behind-the-scenes” understanding of how
customer needs for these services are identified, and how the
framing of the proposed solution occurs. Another limitation is
the fact that, although this study included female health
solutions in the empirical material, it has not explicitly
considered issues of gender or intersectionalism (Corus and
Saatcioglu, 2015). As such, studying the gendered
manifestations of well-being, especially its social dimensions,
would further increase our understanding of the complexities
around the transformative roles of services with regard to
societal well-being.
Finally, as Sharma et al. (2017) have previously pointed out,

there is a need to further investigate the potential conflicts
between individual and collective well-being. More research on
how transforming potentially harmful structures can affect
sustainable, collective-level well-being is needed. One way of
capturing this conflict could be through oscillating foci between
micro, meso and macro, as proposed by Chandler and Vargo
(2011). Findings from the study at hand support this argument,
and point to the need to further increase our understanding of
the mitigating and exacerbating roles of services in these
conflicts.
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Smart technology services and consumer well-being: 
Wearabless as resources for agency

Abstract

Consumers are increasingly expected to be active (i.e., to take agency 
in managing their personal well-being). Agency, meaning the ability 
of individuals to reflect on their circumstances, affect change, and act 
independently toward their own goals, constitutes an important means 
for consumer well-being. To a growing extent, consumers use smart 
technologies, such as wearable devices and applications, to be better able 
to manage their well-being. However, how interactions with wearables 
improve and affect consumer agency for well-being is underexamined. 
The aim of this study is to explore how consumers use smart wearable 
technologies as resources for agency in managing their well-being. Based 
on psychological and sociological literature on agency, and by drawing on 
qualitative data from users of various wearable devices, we distinguish 
individual and contextual levels of agency, in which knowing and acting 
constitute two types of smart wearable technology use. From these 
dimensions, we conceptualize a framework with four different types of 
technology use for well-being: 1) self-improvement, 2) justification, 3) 
adaptation, and 4) activism. We discuss the theoretical and managerial 
implications of this framework with the aim of promoting improved 
consumer agency for well-being using smart technology.

Keywords: smart technology, wearables, well-being, agency, qualitative
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“[T]echnology is socially constructed by actors through the different 
meanings they attach to it and the various features they emphasize and 
use.” Orlikowski (1992)

Introduction

Consumers are increasingly expected to engage actively in the 
management of their personal well-being (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019; 
Giesler & Veresiu, 2014; Ostrom et al., 2021). In this context, smart 
technologies, such as wearables and self-tracking devices, form an 
important means for companies to support consumers’ pursuit of well-
being (O’Connor et al., 2021; Ostrom et al., 2021). Smart technologies 
are intelligent objects that can monitor and diagnose the surrounding 
environment, collect real-time data, and communicate with other 
connected devices (Allmendinger & Lombreglia, 2005), thus facilitating 
consumers’ decision-making and increasing their awareness of vital 
biometric information (Wünderlich et al., 2015). Smart wearable 
technologies1 refer to complex, multifunctional hybrid products that 
are always on and that can communicate and process information to 
users (Ferreira et al., 2021). Fitbit, Apple Watch, and the Oura Ring 
are examples of increasingly popular smart wearable technologies with 
which consumers can collect and analyze data on their bodies, minds, and 
behaviors (Berg, 2017; Paluch & Tuzovic, 2019). With these devices and 
applications, consumers can track, for example, physical activity, sleep, 
stress, weight, or mood. 

Previous research has widely explored and investigated consumers’ 
relations to various digital and smart technologies (Hoyer et al., 2020; 
Gonçalves et al., 2020). Smart wearable technologies are associated with 
the dichotomies ‘health and indulgence’ and ‘labor and leisure’ (Zakariah 
et al., 2021). They have significant potential to increase consumer well-
being (Ferreira et al., 2021). However, even though extant research has 
explained what consumers adopt, think, and feel about smart wearable 
technologies (e.g., Bianchi et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2019; Nascimento 
et al., 2018; Zakariah et al., 2021), less is known about how consumers 
actually use them to manage well-being in their everyday lives. Previous 
studies have highlighted the potential of smart wearable technologies to 
support consumer well-being by enabling consumers to become more 
active in managing their health and facilitating self-connection (Ferreira 

1 The terms ‘wearable technologies’ and ‘self-tracking devices’ are often used interchangeably 
to describe the objects that allow users to monitor and quantify their everyday life and self. In 
this research, we use the term smart wearable technologies to denote these smart objects.
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et al., 2021). Existing research has also indicated that smart wearable 
technologies, with their sophisticated capacity for data analysis and 
behavioral advice, can affect and shape consumers’ agency (Fuentes & 
Sörum, 2019; Verhoef et al., 2017). However, the mechanisms by which 
smart wearable technologies actually enable agency have not been 
explored. 

Against this backdrop, the aim of our study was to explore how 
consumers use smart wearable technologies for agency in well-
being. We view smart wearable technology from a service perspective 
as resources used by consumers to act toward desired ends (Koskela-
Huotari & Vargo, 2016). From this perspective, we propose that smart 
wearable technologies contribute to consumer well-being when they 
act as resources for agency. The focus of this study is on eudaimonic 
well-being, referring to human functioning and self-realization (Ryff & 
Singer, 2008). While other aspects of well-being, such as happiness or 
physical well-being, are also important, eudaimonic well-being reflects 
the current societal expectations of the fully functioning individual, 
who is capable of actively managing their own well-being (Ostrom et 
al., 2021). In other words, a fully functioning individual is better able to 
achieve happiness and physical health.  We view agency as an important 
means of improving well-being. Agency is understood in this study as the 
ability of an individual to reflect on their circumstances, affect change, 
and act independently toward their own goals (Bandura, 2001; Blocker 
& Barrios, 2015; Giddens, 1984). Drawing on the psychological and 
sociological literature on agency and research on smart technologies, we 
conducted a qualitative study of users of wearable self-tracking devices 
and applications. Through this theoretical and empirical exploration, we 
conceptualize a framework with four different categories of technology 
use for well-being. These are self-improvement, justification, adaptation, 
and activism, which represent different manifestations of agency. We 
present and discuss the implications of this typology for research on 
well-being and smart wearable technologies, and for firms engaged in 
consumer well-being.

This study makes two important contributions to the research on smart 
wearable technologies and well-being. First, it provides an understanding 
of how consumers exert agency for well-being using smart wearable 
technologies in their day-to-day lives. The study thus responds to calls 
for research (e.g. Gummerus et al. 2019) to investigate how consumers 
use data derived from self-tracking in the specific context of well-being. 
We also present implications for how this understanding of consumer 
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agency can be used to mitigate the unintended negative well-being effects 
of smart wearable technologies. Second, the framework developed in this 
study shows how smart wearable technologies can become resources for 
various types of activities in consumers’ social and structural contexts. As 
such, it responds to several calls for research (e.g., Anderson & Ostrom, 
2015) on more socio-cultural views of well-being in service contexts, 
where consumers are studied as “social actors,” rather than isolated 
individuals (Edvardsson et al., 2011). We discuss the implications of this 
socio-structural perspective for research and practice.

 Our article is structured into four sections. The first discusses 
the theoretical and conceptual background of agency as an important 
means of well-being in the context of smart technology. The second 
section presents the empirical part of our study, consisting of consumer 
self-report answers and semi-structured, open-ended interviews. The 
third section presents and discusses the empirical findings in relation to 
the theoretical background and prior research. Finally, the fourth section 
discusses the implications of these findings for companies developing 
self-tracking devices and applications and for further research on the 
role of smart technologies in consumer well-being.

Conceptual background

Well-being
Well-being at both the individual and collective levels is increasingly 
seen as an important outcome in marketing and service research 
(Anderson et al., 2013; Ostrom et al., 2021). Definitions of well-being 
are diverse, ranging from welfare to physical health (Anderson et al., 
2013; Suranyi-Unger, 1981). Commonly, understandings of well-being 
can be broadly placed into the categories of hedonic and eudamonic well-
being (Anderson et al., 2013). Hedonic well-being refers to happiness and 
pleasure, which are associated with the concept of subjective well-being 
(Anderson et al., 2013; Baumeister et al., 2013). This category pertains 
to affective states of well-being, where happiness is a key outcome (Ryff, 
1989). Eudaimonic well-being, on the other hand, focuses on human 
functioning (Ryff & Singer, 2008). It refers to human flourishing in 
terms of the realization of potential, self-actualization, quality of life, 
and individual capabilities and freedom (Anderson et al. 2013; Ryff 
& Singer 2008). Although eudaimonic well-being is a philosophical 
concept with roots in Plato’s writings, it has been operationalized and 
widely researched through the concept of psychological well-being 
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(PWB) (Ryff & Singer, 2008). PWB consists of six dimensions: purpose 
in life, environmental mastery, positive relationships, personal growth, 
autonomy, and self-acceptance (Ryff & Singer, 2008).

While it is important to study all types of well-being outcomes in 
technology interactions, our study focuses on eudaimonic well-being for 
two main reasons. First, political, social, and cultural shifts in the Global 
West have put increasing expectations on consumers to be knowledgeable 
and capable of personally and proactively managing their own well-being 
(Giesler & Veresiu, 2014; Ostrom et al., 2021). Due to these societal shifts 
and technological developments, consumers’ self-actualization and 
functioning have become increasingly important—echoing the notion 
of eudaimonic well-being. Second, consumers increasingly face various 
social and cultural norms regarding physical appearance, behavior, and 
work performance (Liu et al., 2016; Tikkanen, 2020). Amid these norms 
and expectations, it becomes important to understand how consumers 
can self-actualize and engage autonomously toward their own goals, 
thus improving eudaimonic well-being. Service offerings, such as smart 
wearable technologies, can have a positive effect on users’ physical health 
(Cronshaw, 2021). However, they also constitute resources that enable 
consumers to actively engage in individual responsibility for well-being 
and self-improvement (Giesler & Veresiu, 2014). Next, we discuss smart 
wearable technologies in relation to consumer well-being. 

Smart wearable technologies and well-being
Acknowledging the rapid growth of smart technologies, marketing and 
service researchers have studied them extensively during the past few 
years, commonly focusing on aspects such as experience (e.g., O’Connor 
et al., 2021), engagement (e.g., Henkens et al., 2021), and adoption (e.g., 
Paluch & Tuzovic, 2019). Also, a growing body of research has pointed 
to the role of smart technologies in consumer well-being (Ferreira et 
al., 2021; Ostrom et al., 2021). In the context of well-being, research 
has distinguished and studied technological offerings, such as m-health 
(e.g., Schuster et al., 2017), service robots (e.g., Caic et al., 2018), and 
wearable technology for self-tracking (e.g., Ferreira et al., 2021; Paluch 
& Tuzovic, 2019). Smart wearable technologies are commonly associated 
with quantified self-movement and self-tracking activities (Ajana, 2017; 
Feng et al., 2021). In this study, we focus explicitly on smart wearable 
technologies from a service perspective as resources for consumers’ well-
being management. We thus distinguish between the quantified self as a 
cultural phenomenon, self-tracking as an individual activity, and smart 
wearable technology as a service offering.
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Several studies have investigated how smart wearable technologies 
can contribute to consumer well-being. The adoption and use of these 
technologies have been shown to have positive effects on consumers’ 
perceived health and fitness (Lunney et al., 2016). Consumers can set 
fitness goals, monitor their progress, and compete with others through 
socially networked wearables (Lunney et al., 2016). Smart wearable 
technologies have also been shown to positively influence consumers’ 
compliance with advice from health professionals (Wittkovski et al., 
2020). While studies have indicated that the short-term well-being 
effects of smart wearable technologies are minor (Kari et al., 2017), the 
continued long-term use of these offerings has been seen as an important 
outcome (Stiglbauer et al., 2019).  Prior studies have also discussed how 
the growing popularity of smart wearable technologies is connected to 
a shift in responsibilities for health and well-being from public health 
programs to individual self-governance (Ajana, 2017; Zakariah et al., 
2021). This shift is also manifested in health insurance companies’ 
adoption of activity trackers in their insurance offerings (Stiglbauer et 
al., 2019). 

The defining feature of smart wearable technologies is their capacity to 
collect and analyze data about their user’s physical activity, environment, 
physiological functioning, or cognitive and emotional states (Berg, 2017; 
Nascimento et al., 2018; Wittkowski et al., 2020). These technologies, 
such as smart watches or activity trackers, provide users with “a 
wearable dashboard to the body” (Berg, 2017, p. 2). As such, increased 
self-connection and awareness are key drivers of well-being (Ferreira 
et al., 2021). Prior studies have discussed the ability of smart wearable 
technologies to empower consumers and enable them to pursue personal 
values (Fuentes & Sörum 2019). Among these we find for instance Mele 
et al. (2022) that showed how wearables and self-tracking can support 
vulnerable consumers’ agency in a health care context. However, 
even though smart wearable technologies have been viewed as simply 
providing their users with objective data and information, it has long 
been known in research that technology, broadly defined, is not passive; 
rather, it actively affects and shapes consumer agency (Fuentes & Sörum, 
2019; Orlikowski, 1992). This realization is further emphasized by the 
fact that smart wearable technologies have the capability for advanced 
data analysis and behavioral advice (Mele et al., 2022; Pitardi et al., 
2022; Verhoef et al., 2017). While consumers actively interpret data 
presented to them by smart wearable technologies, it is worthwhile to 
note that, as a result of design choices, they present only certain forms 
of data (Berg 2017). They thus have the potential to affect agency and 
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well-being differently (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019; Tikkanen, 2020). How 
this influence is directed depends on the effects that social contexts 
have on both the design and use of these technologies (Orlikowski, 
1992; Vargo et al., 2015). For example, while eudaimonic well-being 
means that an individual is inner-directed and follows their own beliefs, 
these beliefs may be formed by external values, expert guidance, and 
recommendations. Smart wearable technologies provide their users with 
continuous data as well as advice and persuade consumers to behave 
in certain ways (Ajana, 2017). While smart wearable technologies can 
support consumers’ agency, they can also affect it by directing and 
shaping consumers’ decisions and behaviors (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019). 
To better understand these processes, we next discuss agency as a focal 
concept. 

Conceptualizing agency to improve well-being
Previous research has argued that, as well-being becomes increasingly 
an individual responsibility, consumers are required and assumed to 
have agency (Anderson et al., 2016). We thus study smart wearable 
technologies as resources for agency, meaning the ability of an individual 
to reflect on their circumstances, affect change, and act independently 
toward their own goals (Bandura, 2001; Blocker & Barrios, 2015; 
Giddens, 1984). Agency, in turn, is viewed as a focal means for consumers 
to improve eudaimonic well-being, as argued in previous studies 
(Blocker & Barrios, 2015; Settersten & Gannon, 2005). Resources can 
be understood in abstract terms as the ability of an object to “facilitate 
the accomplishment of something desirable” (Koskela-Huotari & Vargo, 
2016, p. 164). In this study, we contribute to marketing research on 
smart wearable technologies by drawing on both psychological and 
sociological literature to define agency, at the individual and context 
levels, as a means to manage well-being.  This echoes Keyes (1998, p. 
122), who argued that although well-being is an individual measure, 
“individuals remain embedded in social structures and communities, and 
face countless social tasks and challenges.” An overview of the theoretical 
backgrounds of these is presented in Table 1. Next, we discuss the two 
levels of agency in the context of smart wearable technologies. Next, we 
discuss our focal outcome of agency in more detail.
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Table 1: The two levels of agency

Level Description Theoretical 
background

Key sources

Individual The ability to act 
intentionally towards 
one’s personal goals. 
Ability to self-regulate 
behavior. Having 
an internal locus of 
evaluation.

Social cognitive 
theory, self-
determination 
theory, 
psychological well-
being

Bandura (2001), 
Ryan & Deci 
(2000), Ryff 
(1989), Ryff & 
Singer (2008), 
Settersten & 
Gannon (2005)

Context Being reflexively 
aware of structural 
conditions that affect 
well-being. Ability 
to affect change in 
the social world 
and surrounding 
environment, 
either individually 
or collectively, by 
engaging other actors.

Structuration 
theory, 
psychological well-
being

Giddens (1984), 
Sewell (1992), 
Ryff & Singer 
(2008)

Individual – The first broad level of agency concerns the individual. In 
a traditional sense, agency relates to the ability to act independently 
and intentionally toward one’s own goals (Bandura, 2001; Blocker & 
Barrios, 2015). Drawing on the psychological literature, this requires 
self-regulation of behavior, self-efficacy, and the feeling of competency 
(Bandura, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Eudaimonic well-being, which 
refers to the realization of one’s potential, can be seen as an end goal 
for agentic behavior (Ryff, 1989). This requires self-acceptance and an 
internal locus of evaluation (Ryff, 1989). In other words, an agentic 
individual strives toward becoming a self-actualizing, autonomous 
person, based on their internal beliefs, while rejecting external values 
(Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Singer, 2008). Typically, the information provided 
by wearables pertains to the user’s body and mind, with metrics about 
daily activity, weight, stress, or mood (Berg, 2017). These technologies 
help consumers monitor their personal attributes, behavior, and 
performance. They can also help consumers assess the adequacy or 
fit of these statistics with personal goals (Bandura, 2001). This self-
reflectiveness constitutes one aspect of agency (Bandura, 2006). From 
this individual perspective, consumers come to understand different well-
being issues and challenges, such as personal, behavioral, or cognitive 
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problems. The object of action is the individual and their functioning. 
Smart wearable technologies as resources become tools for assessing 
and displaying a person’s targets and progress, thus encouraging self-
discipline and focusing on personal behavior (Pellandini-Simányi & 
Conte, 2021). The use of smart wearable technologies thus enables agency 
as self-development and adaptation (Bandura, 2001). This can happen, 
for instance, through improving physical stamina, mental resilience, 
or self-control.

Contextual – The second level concerns attributes beyond the individual, 
emphasizing the social and structural nature of agency. Within 
sociological streams of research, agency is examined in its social context 
(Giddens, 1984). From a social perspective, agency has a relational 
aspect that refers to an individual’s capacity to affect change in the social 
world (Mele et al., 2018). This entails the ability to coordinate actions 
with others collectively (Sewell, 1992). Here, agency is not isolated but 
rather exists in a duality with structures, which puts constraints on it 
(Giddens, 1984). Structures refer to societal norms and values, which 
can range from rules of etiquette to aesthetic norms and behavioral 
expectations (Edvardsson et al. 2011). They can thus be anything from 
the physical environment at home or in the office to cultural norms, and 
to larger societal or political concerns. These structures are important 
to recognize, as they provide consumers with expectations of what 
well-being looks like, and how it should be pursued, for example, in 
terms of performance expectations at work or idealized body images 
(Tikkanen, 2020). Structures are not permanent or fixed; rather, they 
are maintained or transformed by actors based on their ability to 
explain what they are doing and why (Giddens, 1984). This knowledge, 
referred to as reflexivity, is, however, bounded by the unconscious and 
routinized nature of actions and motivations (Giddens, 1984). The notion 
of reflexivity is thus important for agency, as it can enable consumers 
to become aware of structural conditions that affect their well-being 
(Vink & Koskela-Huotari, 2021). Being able to influence, change, or even 
reject these external conditions constitutes one aspect of eudaimonic 
well-being (Ryff & Singer, 2008). From this point of view, consumer 
agency is directed outwards toward the transformation of structures and 
surrounding circumstances, either by engaging another party to act, or by 
engaging in action together with others (Bandura, 2001). Smart wearable 
technologies as resources can thus enable reflexivity (Giddens, 1984). As 
technology conveys information that consumers can interpret and give 
meaning to in different ways, it can also affect how well-being problems, 
and the solutions to them are framed (Pellandini-Simányi & Conte, 
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2021). For example, if a consumer has high levels of stress, a wearable 
can suggest improving resilience, or finding more peaceful circumstances. 
The prior solution points to individual self-improvement, while the latter 
points to environmental factors. Next, we set out to empirically explore 
agency at the individual and context levels.

Methodology

We relied on a qualitative approach because our aim was to explore and 
understand how consumers use smart wearable technologies to enable 
them to improve agency in their everyday lives (Silverman, 2014, p. 9). 
Various forms of wearable devices and applications formed the empirical 
context of this study, allowing for a broad exploration of our theoretical 
foundation in real-life contexts.

Data collection
The study consists of two types of data (summarized in Table 2). We also 
acquainted ourselves with the websites of various wearable devices and 
applications to gain a preunderstanding of smart wearable technologies 
and their use for well-being. In this initial phase of preunderstanding, we 
focused on how companies portrayed the benefits of wearables for users, 
and how the role and activities of users were framed. These insights were 
used in parallel with the conceptual development, and they also acted 
as an important resource in the design and execution of the empirical 
investigation. 

For the empirical part, we recruited 12 participants, referred to as 
collaborators, as the data collection involved considerable input (Hyers 
et al., 2008, p. 319). Collaborators did not receive any compensation 
for their participation. We relied on purposive sampling with the 
aim of seeking broad variance in different types of users of wearable 
technologies (Silverman, 2014, p. 60). The collaborators (presented in 
Table 3) were recruited through social media groups and were chosen 
based on the criteria that they used some form of smart wearable 
technology. They used a wide array of wearables, although activity 
trackers and smart rings were by far the most popular types of devices. 
The collaborators also had varying relations to their wearable devices and 
applications, and used them in distinctive ways, thus fitting the criteria 
of our sampling. New collaborators were recruited until data saturation 
was achieved, meaning that no new significant themes or insights 
appeared after additional interviews. This number of interviews has also 
been determined to be suitable for reaching saturation in explorative 
qualitative interview studies (Guest et al., 2006). 
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The collaborators were engaged in a two-part methodological approach 
of self-reporting and qualitative semi-structured interviews. The self-
report questionnaires consisted of open-ended questions that probed 
collaborators’ use of self-tracking devices and applications. Collaborators 
were asked to fill out these questions after each event, where they 
used a device or application for their well-being. This meant that the 
collaborators decided when significant uses of these technologies 
prompted them to complete the surveys (Hyers et al., 2008). Self-report 
questionnaires can be seen as a light form of diaries, which are well 
suited for studying phenomena in everyday contexts, in contrast to, for 
example, isolated laboratory experiments (Hyers et al., 2008, p. 317). 
Using a predesigned questionnaire also enabled a unified format for 
collecting data, which improved the process of analysis. This allowed us 
to understand whether they consciously considered different means and 
ways of managing well-being through smart wearable technology (Barley 
& Tolbert, 1997).

Table 2

Explanation of the data used in the study
Type of the 
data

Nature Role in investigation

Self-report 
questionnaires

Online questionnaires 
with short, open-ended 
questions pertaining to 
specific use situations of 
devices or applications

Prompted research 
collaborators to reflect 
on their use of wearable 
devices and apps in real 
time. Provided entry 
points for discussions 
during interviews.

Interviews Semi-structured, open-
ended interviews. 
Questions probed how 
research collaborators 
thought about personal 
well-being, how they 
saw their own role in 
managing well-being, and 
how self-tracking related 
to these questions.

Provided rich, in-depth 
material for analysis 
and development of 
framework. Enabled 
the probing of issues 
that collaborators 
raised in the self-report 
stage.



127

In the next step, collaborators were interviewed, with the questionnaire 
answers acting as background and support for conversation. During the 
interviews, several collaborators commented that the questionnaires 
prompted them to reflect on their use of wearables more profoundly. 
Discussions revolved around the observation, made by many informants, 
that they usually did not reflect on their reasons for engaging with 
wearables. This enabled deeper and more concrete reflections and 
answers during the interviews, as discussions could be related to personal 
examples from different use situations. The interviews lasted between 
42 and 62 minutes, with an average duration of 52 minutes.  In the 
interviews, collaborators’ meanings of well-being were investigated in 
more depth using mind-mapping, where consumers’ interpretations of 
their own behavior and motivations were explored. The interviews were 
thus open-ended and semi-structured (Silverman, 2014). The interviews, 
carried out by the first author, were open dialogues, where collaborators 
could reflect on their activities when using smart wearable technologies 
for self-tracking, and their implications for well-being (Elg et al., 2020). 
After general “grand tour” questions (Spiggle, 1994) about what well-
being means for collaborators, the questions focused on uncovering 
how wearable applications and devices enabled them to manage and 
understand their well-being. Drawing on the theoretical background, 
questions in the interviews also distinguished between individual and 
contextual dimensions (Patton, 2015, p. 427). 
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Table 3

Description of collaborators

Pseudonym Age Occupation Relationship to 
self-tracking

Examples of 
devices and 
apps used

James 32 Technical 
producer

Daily and active, high 
involvement

Smart scale, 
activity watch

Bobby 34 Researcher Daily use with low 
engagement, ”love-
hate relationship”

Smart ring, 
activity watch

Donna 35 Psychotherapist Daily, passive use - 
data important for 
health reasons

Smart watch

Audrey 31 Social worker Occasional use, 
sceptical towards too 
much data

Activity watch

Harry 34 Quality manager Daily use, deep 
engagement and active 
analysis of data

Smart scale, 
sleep tracker, 
glucose 
monitor

Lucy 48 Communicator Daily use, fairly 
engaged, sees data as 
support

BP monitor, 
smart scale, 
activity watch

Catherine 46 Writer Active and highly 
engaged, loves data

Meditation 
device, 
smart scale, 
journaling app

Diane 67 Retired Active and daily use of 
data as ”life metrics”

Smart ring

Laura 33 Researcher Daily use but has 
negative relation to 
tracking

Smart ring

Sarah 29 PhD student Active and daily use of 
data - tech enthusiast

Smart watch, 
calory counting 
app

Benjamin 43 Strategist Daily use, deep 
engagement and active 
analysis of data

Smart watch, 
smart scale

Leo 32 IT-engineer Casual user, low 
engagement

Smart ring
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Data Analysis
Leaning on a constructionist approach, we approached the empirical 
material not as facts of any external reality or personal experience, but 
rather as constructions of meaning taking place in the interview situation 
(Silverman, 2014, p. 185). Answers were thus seen as representations 
of strategies that collaborators may have used to justify their actions 
in different situations (Sandelowski, 2011). This reflects the notion 
pointed out by many of the collaborators that, prior to this study, they 
had not really thought about the meanings and end goals of using smart 
wearable technologies. Based on this view, the interviews were analyzed 
as narratives, where the contents, principal agents, and contexts of the 
narratives were the focus (Silverman, 2014, p. 134). Through this kind 
of analysis, we sought to untangle how these devices and applications, 
as physical and technological objects shape and affect agency on both 
individual and contextual levels. The analysis and interpretation of data 
followed the conventions laid out by Spiggle (1994). This means that in 
the analysis stage, the data were broken down and dissected through a 
categorization that was guided by our theoretical framework (Spiggle, 
1994). The interpretation of the dissected data focused on how agency 
for well-being was manifested using wearables. Drawing on Spiggle 
(1994), we used metaphors to understand and describe the categories 
that evolved during the iterative process between data analysis and 
theoretical reflection. Data generation, analysis, and interpretation took 
place simultaneously, as data were constantly compared with theory in 
an iterative process (Gummesson, 2005). Also, transparent, and rich 
accounting of data was strived for, meaning that contradictory data was 
not left out, and alternative interpretations were sought together with 
the co-authors (Gummesson, 2005). Next, we present and discuss the 
findings of our study.

Findings

Our findings explore in greater depth the two levels of individual and 
contextual agency that form the basis of our conceptual framework. In 
the analysis of data, we identified two distinct dimensions for the use of 
smart wearable technologies at both levels. These dimensions relate to 
knowledge on one hand and behavior on the other hand, and as such, we 
labeled them as knowing and acting. This distinction became evident, 
as collaborators frequently talked on one hand about data, analyses, and 
information, and on the other hand about their activities, choices, and 
behaviors. This resonates with prior understandings, according to which 
knowledge (e.g., becoming aware of a need or forming intentions and 
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action plans) is often seen as separate from acting, meaning purposeful 
striving toward some objective or desired outcome (e.g., Bagozzi & 
Dholakia, 1999). For the collaborators in our study, knowledge most 
often led to some sort of action, although there were also instances 
where knowledge represented more of an end goal. Taken together, these 
dimensions may be structured in a framework in which smart wearable 
technologies provide resources for 1) using knowledge of oneself to act 
on oneself, 2) using knowledge of oneself to engage other actors, 3) using 
contextual knowledge (e.g., of structures, environment, or other actors) 
to act on oneself, and 4) using contextual knowledge to act on context 
(i.e., structures, or environment).

In our process of interpretation through metaphor (Spig-
gle, 1994), we label these four categories in the framework (Fig-
ure 1) 1) self-improvement, 2) justification, 3) adaptation, and 4) 
activism. These four categories constitute objectives, which can 
be closed-ended and specific, as well as open-ended and more 
loosely defined (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 1999). The descriptions of 
the four categories and their associated user objectives are pre-
sented in Table 4. We posit that the distinction between knowing 
and acting, together with the inclusion of context, referring to 
elements and actors beyond the user, thus represents a more ad-
vanced view of using wearables for well-being. In this view, smart 
wearable technologies also enable users to consider external 
and structural factors as well as engage other actors in actions 
for their well-being. These findings point to the roles that smart 
wearable technologies can play in supporting consumer agency—
an important driver and outcome of well-being. We also note that 
there were instances in which collaborators had neither type of 
knowledge nor exhibited any type of action. These instances can 
be seen as examples of a lack of agency. However, the framework 
considers only positive manifestations of agency. Next, we theo-
retically and empirically substantiate the four types of resource 
use. Following this, we discuss how firms can consider these four 
types of resource use when developing smart wearable technolo-
gy offerings for consumer well-being.

F i g u r e  1 :  F o u r  u s e s  o f  s m a r t  w e a r a b l e  t e c h n o l o g i e s

Figure 1: Four uses of smart wearable technologies
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Self-improvement
Self-improvement represents an inner-directed view of well-being, 
where intrinsic motivation is the main driver (Ryan & Deci, 2000; 
Ryff & Singer, 2008). In this activity, both knowledge and action are 
focused on the user, who can have various end goals for the use of smart 
wearable technologies. Commonly, when smart wearable technologies 
are used as a resource for self-improvement, they enable consumers to 
understand their physical and mental states and functioning. In other 
words, users seek to understand themselves. This might be for purely 
recreational purposes, but it can also have a disciplinary or comforting 
aspect. The body and mind become a set of attributes and functions that 
can be turned into numbers. Knowing one’s body or mind can be a goal, 
or the goal might be framed in terms of leading a long and happy life or 
achieving harmony. 

“Like in a game, you have a character with different attributes. Of course, 
you’d like the character to have the best possible attributes, so it has high 
strength, high intelligence and so on. So you look at this a bit like a game, and 
you want the highest possible attributes for yourself as well. The higher they 
are, the happier you are, and the more things you can accomplish.” – Harry

The quote above, by an avid self-tracker, is reflective of a view in which 
the user has gamified himself, effectively working to optimize himself 
constantly. For Harry, this view was motivated by the pursuit of a long 
life but also by the desire to be healthy and fully functioning throughout 
life. In several instances, collaborators referred to this inner-directed 
view in which the mind and body become a set of metrics that can be 
tracked and optimized. This is also illustrated by Diane’s quote below.

“We can call them capabilities if you can optimize your capabilities so that you 
can lead the kind of life you want, and through that become better based on 
those metrics that you have defined, then I think it’s useful.” – Diane

The increasing amount of data that wearable devices produce affects 
agency in different ways, depending on the different abilities to interpret 
these data and draw conclusions based on them. In several instances, 
collaborators referred to anxiety or stress induced by knowledge 
gained from self-tracking. As one typical example, seeing a low level 
of activity on their smartwatch (e.g., below 10,000 steps a day) caused 
disappointment and the desire for more self-discipline. Another 
important theme, brought up by two collaborators, related to unclear or 
worrying data about physical attributes, such as heart rate variability:

“I remember how before I knew how to interpret the data, it gave me moments 
of anxiety. Like, hey is something wrong with me? Of course, now I’ve done 
this [self-tracking] for  such a long time that I know that’s not the case.” – 
Harry
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In other words, a common feature is that smart wearable technologies 
can affect agency by overruling one’s own sensations and feelings instead 
of confirming them. On the other hand, wearables can complement one’s 
own sensations. This was especially relevant for collaborators when 
discussing their sleep:

“When I wake up, I first feel and guess how my night has been, and then after 
that I look at the data. I try to practice connecting these things.” – Catherine

Justification
Justification refers to activities in which knowledge of the user’s internal 
bodily or psychological metrics is used to engage others, such as friends 
and family, or medical professionals. On one hand, the user can engage 
a medical doctor in a desired treatment by using data on, for example, 
physical attributes, such as heart-rate variability or blood pressure. The 
information can then become either a prompt for users to seek help, 
or users can show data to medical professionals who can use it as a 
help in diagnosing. On the other hand, the user can gain emotional and 
practical support from family members or friends, who can be seen as 
“secondary customers” (Leino, 2017). Goals for this use of smart wearable 
technologies as a resource include medical treatment and cure, as well 
as the ability to explain and justify personal well-being-related issues to 
others. 

“Interviewer: When you shared the results with your friends, or the sleep 
score, what was their reaction? Did anything change from that?

Laura: Well yeah, they pitied me. They were like, ‘Oh man, that’s really bad. 
You are really having a bad sleep!’ It’s again, it’s so stupid that it matters, but 
it does make you feel like now they understand that I’m really struggling with 
this thing. It’s not like I’m just saying ‘Oh I had a bad night,’ but I’m really 
having a problem.” 

The excerpt above shows how Laura, who has challenges with her sleep, 
involved and engaged other actors in matters related to her well-being. 
They were thus able to both understand her situation, and to provide 
emotional support.

“Most often, my mood used to be four or five on the scale, meaning I woke 
up in a good mood every morning. But then last winter I noticed that every 
morning my mood was two or three on the scale, without any noticeable 
reason. I started losing my temper for small things. My resting heart rate 
became elevated as well. It’s usually been low, but then last winter it started 
rising. So then I talked with my aunts, and they started hormone treatment 
when they were 46 too. Then I went to the doctor and told them all this data 
and information, and the doctor immediately said let’s try hormones. And the 
next morning I woke up I was like, oh my god, I didn’t even remember how it 
was to wake up not being irritated.” – Catherine
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As Catherine’s quote shows, both physiological and mental metrics can be 
used to engage medical professionals in treatment. In her case, this data 
spurred the realization that there might be issues with hormone swings, 
and that she needed to seek help. Other collaborators also mentioned 
that metrics such as blood pressure or resting heart rate could be useful 
as a motivation and background to bring up health concerns to doctors.

Engaging others to help or support oneself was seen to have positive 
well-being implications, as it constituted a form of “proxy agency” 
(Bandura, 2001). At the same time, it served as a relief from feeling 
personal responsibility for matters outside of an individual’s control, such 
as poor sleep. The interviews with collaborators pointed to the notion 
that data from wearables had to be consciously used in this way. Users 
did not always realize or were not aware of the possibility of engaging, 
for instance, doctors, or nurses in the interpretation of data and in 
ultimately seeking a cure this way. This reflects the understanding of 
some collaborators that well-being is their personal responsibility. On the 
other hand, this was perhaps due to the previously mentioned challenge 
of not knowing how to interpret raw data and how to act based on it.

Adaptation
When smart wearable technologies are used as resources for adaptation, 
consumers use them mainly for comparing themselves to external 
norms or expectations. As such, they are used for shaping or adapting 
their individual physical or cognitive attributes to better correspond to 
structural and situational contexts. Knowledge in this activity is about 
external attributes, which might be situational, as in workplace contexts, 
or it can pertain to reference groups of the focal user. Action, on the 
other hand, is targeted toward the user, meaning that this knowledge 
about external conditions, norms, or expectations is used to work on 
oneself. Self-control, emotional regulation, physical improvement, and 
developing personal coping mechanisms were all common goals for users 
in this type of activity.

“With Oura, but with Fitbit as well, you can see the situations you are in, how 
they affect for example your heart rate. So you can see what kind of energy 
you experience in certain situations. At one point, we tracked our management 
team so that we had these sensors on for three days, two work days and one 
in the weekend, and we had to report day-to-day events. So, for example, at 
what points did stress peaks occur. I noticed when I did the reporting and 
looked at the graphs that when I got really excited about something it showed 
as a peak in stress. So it’s good to understand that there’s positive stress and 
negative stress.” – Diane
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In the above quote, Diane reflected on how situational and contextual 
awareness was important for understanding why the body reacted as it 
did through elevated stress levels. In this example, the stress was positive 
and experienced as an overall uplifting effect on well-being, but in other 
cases, these contexts could have negative effects. Several collaborators 
commented in the self-report questionnaires that they needed an activity 
watch or a stress monitor to “look after them” and to help them detach 
from stressful work events. Contextual knowledge is also illustrated in the 
quote below, where James reflected on how his smart scale has provided 
him with an understanding of how seasonal changes, with months of 
darkness, affect his behavior and mood. He adapted to these external 
conditions by focusing on his habits, but also through the realization that 
he should not blame only himself for lacking self-discipline or increased 
weight. The scale helped him understand what had caused this. In this 
case, the action toward the self concerned self-acceptance rather than 
self-disciplinary measures.

“I have eight or nine years of data on my wi-fi scale, and I notice that every 
autumn it’s the same thing. I become more passive; I don’t have the energy 
to go out running. It’s  dark, you want to have a glass of red wine or a 
whiskey perhaps. Then you’d like a pizza, and some candy too. (…) I haven’t 
heard of others who have these big seasonal swings in their weight” – James

Finally, adaptation also occurred through applications and devices 
showing data on averages of people in the same demographic group. 
Lucy, in the quote below, reflected on seeing statistics about how people 
like her performed and about comparing herself to and her performance 
to externally set recommendations and expectations. In this case, goals 
and the motivation to pursue goals might be externally formed rather 
than intrinsically (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

“I’ve seen in the media the recommendations for exercise, three times a week 
at least half an hour. And the conception today that it can be three times ten 
minutes, and that’s half an hour. And, like, I knew that I go out for a walk three 
times a week and it’s usually for around half an hour, but I didn’t really have 
any data on it, to analyze. (…) There are [in the application] these comparisons 
for seeing what’s the average for a person of my  gender and age, so that 
was interesting.” – Lucy

By targeting attention and actions toward individual capabilities and 
conditions, smart technologies actively use contextual knowledge to spur 
individual actions. This can have the negative effect of blaming oneself for 
problems caused by surrounding environmental or structural elements, 
although contrary examples were also present. As these external 
problems are instead seen as individual failings, this framing hinders the 
effective improvement of well-being. Also, through the data and statistics 
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presented by smart wearable technologies, consumers might compare 
themselves to others in their reference group in a way that causes stress 
and hampers their inner-directedness. In other words, well-being can be 
negatively affected if users evaluate themselves by external rather than 
personal standards (Ryff & Singer, 2008).

Activism
Using data from wearables to uncover and recognize surrounding or 
structural barriers to well-being, and targeting action toward them 
constituted the fourth type of resource use for well-being. Both knowledge 
and action are thus focused on the impact of external factors on the user, 
and how the user can enact transformation in these factors. Consumers 
can engage other actors in these processes as well, and the responsibility 
for improving well-being is thus limited not only to the individual 
consumer. The end goals for using resources are framed around changing 
surrounding environmental, social, or structural conditions rather than 
adapting oneself to surrounding circumstances. For example, activity 
trackers can make their users aware of the detrimental effects of physical 
working environments, such as desk jobs, where individuals spend long 
periods of time sitting. This reflects a view in which users connect with 
objects and physical environments to gain an improved understanding of 
the factors that affect well-being (Verhoef et al., 2017). In one instance, 
a collaborator pointed out how this got them to advocate for adjustable 
desks, enabling them to work in a standing position. This situation is an 
example of collective agency, where many individuals can together forge 
changes in social or structural conditions (Settersten & Gannon, 2005; 
Sewell, 1992). As an example of tacit assumptions, another collaborator 
reflected on the idea that she had been exposed to through media texts 
that physical exercise is always good for relieving stress. Using wearables, 
she found that in high-stress situations, physical exercise, such as 
running, only exacerbated her stress levels.

“I think we as a society have to have a responsibility, that we try to form our 
world in a way that automatically steers people towards better behavior. 
At the moment, our society steers people towards bad choices.” – Catherine

“I mostly use Somnofy for its environmental measurements. From there, I can 
see if the air quality gets poor, and then I always vacuum.” – Harry

The two quotes above, by Catherine and Harry, show two distinctive ways 
in which surrounding or structural concerns are recognized. First, users 
can reflect on the way society or local environments shape their behavior 
in good or bad ways, as Catherine noted. This represents a reflexive 
awareness of structures (Vink & Koskela-Huotari, 2021). Second, Harry’s 
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quote represents a very tangible level in which a user might become 
aware of the effect of indoor air or other local conditions that can be 
improved. Harry noted that his device for tracking sleep had provided 
him with information that air quality was one enabling factor for good 
sleep. The knowledge provided to him, and the ensuing actions taken by 
him were thus directed toward environmental factors.

This type of resource use, in which smart wearable technologies enabled 
reflexive structural awareness, was the least evident in our empirical 
exploration. Except for a few specific devices made for monitoring 
environmental conditions, the smart wearable technologies in this study 
affected users’ agency mostly toward working on themselves, rather than 
changing conditions or structures that hamper their well-being. For 
instance, circumstances that are often beyond an individual’s control, 
such as stress-inducing workplace cultures or expectations, are often 
framed in terms of individual solutions. Drawing on our constructionist 
approach to the interview material, we saw this as reflective of the norms 
associated with an individualization of well-being (Fuentes & Sörum, 
2019; Giesler & Veresiu, 2014). 
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Table 4: Descriptions, objectives and activities of four uses of smart 
wearable technology

Self-improvement Justification Adaptation Activism
Description Using knowledge 

of one’s physical, 
cognitive or 
emotional 
attributes to act 
on oneself.

Using 
knowledge of 
one’s physical, 
cognitive or 
emotional 
attributes to act 
towards others.

Using 
knowledge 
of contextual 
factors, such 
as structural, 
environmental 
or social 
conditions to 
act on oneself.

Using 
knowledge 
of contextual 
factors, such 
as structural, 
environmental 
or social 
conditions to 
act on these 
conditions.

User 
objectives

Understanding 
and/or 
optimizing the 
body and mind. 
Improving 
productivity or 
physical fitness. 

Engaging 
friends, 
relatives 
or medical 
professionals 
in support for 
well-being. 

Comparing 
and adjusting 
body and mind 
to external 
expectations or 
norms. 

Reducing or 
removing the 
effect/impact 
of  contextual 
factors on well-
being of self 
and others. 

User 
activities

Gamifying the 
self.
Self-coaching.
Juxtaposing data 
and feelings.

Sharing and 
discussing 
health data 
with others.
Learning from 
others. 

Identifying 
root causes for 
“bad data”.
Developing 
personal 
coping 
mechanisms to 
manage WB.

Initiating 
collective 
agency. 
Deviating 
from/
standing up 
against social 
norms and 
recommend-
dations.
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Discussion

This study contributes to the understanding of the role of smart 
wearable technologies in consumer well-being by exploring how these 
technologies become resources for consumer agency. This forms an 
important contribution as consumer agency is increasingly seen as an 
important means of advancing well-being (Ostrom et al., 2021). Based 
on our findings, we argue that smart wearable technologies can support 
consumers’ agency for well-being at the individual and contextual levels 
by enabling knowledge and action. Our findings also indicate how 
smart wearable technologies can affect this agency, pointing the focus 
of their users in different directions. The findings thus show how the 
“resourceness” (Koskela-Huotari & Vargo, 2016) of smart technologies 
for well-being can vary based on individual and contextual elements. 
The four categories of agency builds on, and extends existing research 
on smart wearable technologies. The framework also provides an 
additional, contextual perspective that previous scholars have highlighted 
as an important area of further investigation (Edvardsson et al., 2011; 
Gonçalves et al., 2020).

The first category of self-improvement shows how agency is manifested 
for managing individual-level attributes, such as self-efficacy or 
competency, commonly discussed in research (Feng et al., 2021; 
Henkens et al., 2021; Ostrom et al., 2021). Within this context, it joins 
discussions on how smart wearable technology can help consumers in 
becoming better at trusting their own senses and intuition (Berg, 2017). 
This category also supports previous studies that indicated a positive 
effect of smart wearable technologies on users’ sense of accomplishment 
(Stiglbauer et al., 2019).

The second category of justification builds on existing research on the 
social dimensions of smart wearable technology (e.g. Lunney et al., 
2016) by showing how smart technologies can also be used to include 
and engage other actors in the focal consumer’s well-being efforts. This 
thus shows the social dimension of agency as discussed in previous 
research (Mele et al., 2018), within the specific context of smart wearable 
technologies. Whereas previous studies have investigated how consumers 
can better adhere to advice from medical professionals through the use 
of smart wearable technologies (Wittkowski et al., 2020), this study 
“flips” the perspective by showing how these technologies can be used 
by consumers to better make their case to medical professionals.
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The third category of adaptation extends dominant views in which 
smart wearable technology users turn their gaze inwards to only monitor 
themselves (Berg, 2017; Zakariah et al., 2021). It thus contributes to 
existing research by showing that consumers also use knowledge of 
existing structural, social and other surrounding elements in assessing 
their activities for well-being. It shows how individual bodies and minds 
are framed as the site of intervention to address social or structural well-
being challenges (Zakariah et al., 2021). Even though this category has 
a contextual element of knowledge, action is still directed to control and 
manage the individual consumer. This category thus demonstrates in 
effect the individualization and responsibilization of well-being through 
smart technologies (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019; Giesler & Veresiu, 2014).

Finally, through the fourth category of activism, our study indicates that 
smart technologies can be used as resources in structural transformation 
and in improving surrounding conditions for consumers. This also 
enables greater environmental mastery, which constitutes one dimension 
of psychological well-being (Ryff & Singer, 2008). We see this category as 
empowering consumers, without reinforcing the individual responsibility 
for well-being, which is prior studies has seen as a common feature of 
smart wearable technologies (Ajana 2017). These contextual uses thus 
relate to theoretical understandings of agency and eudaimonic well-being 
that go beyond individualistic assumptions. We therefore argue that 
consumers’ agency at the contextual level, i.e., the reflexive awareness of 
structural and social contexts (Vink & Koskela-Huotari, 2021), and being 
able to affect change in these contexts, constitutes an area overlooked 
in the current research on smart wearable technologies and well-being.

On a general level, our study revealed that while smart wearable 
technologies give their users insights into their bodies and minds, 
and enable them to take agency for improved well-being, this type of 
technology can even take agency itself in user well-being – pointing 
to the active role of technology (Berg, 2017; Fuentes & Sörum, 2019; 
Orlikowski, 1992). It seems that the data and information derived 
from smart wearable technologies sometimes can overrule the user’s 
own judgments and feelings as consumers come to rely more on the 
information presented to them than how they actually feel. This is an 
important realization, as agency, drawing on the theoretical foundation 
of eudaimonic well-being, entails inner-directedness and an internal 
locus of evaluation (Ryff & Singer, 2008). Also, the findings showed that 
consumers’ understandings of what well-being means, and what they 
need to work on to achieve greater well-being were not objective or fixed, 
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but rather constructed in interactions with smart wearable technology. 
Therefore, the resources needed by the consumer vary based on different 
framings: they might seek fitness or diet coaching, or they might need 
support in rejecting external norms or advocating for healthier options 
in the marketplace. This thus showed in practice how the meanings of 
technology can vary depending on their design and use, as pointed out 
by prior research (Vargo et al., 2015).

Managerial implications

This study has several managerial implications. At a general level, we 
argue that, in developing smart technologies for consumer well-being, 
firms should consider how these technologies constitute resources that 
both shape and enable consumer agency, meaning the ability of an 
individual to affect both their personal attributes and the surrounding 
conditions that affect their well-being. We structure our implications 
for firms that provide smart technology solutions around these four 
categories. Next, we further discuss these implications.

Self-improvement – In developing a smart analysis of data and designing 
user interfaces, it is important to acknowledge the role of users’ bodily 
and mental sensations. Smart wearable technologies should be a tool 
that helps users understand themselves, but not simply by showing 
information that may become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Introspection and 
reflection about the user’s personal aims, feelings, and thoughts should 
also be encouraged. In this way, personal agency can be improved rather 
than replaced by these technologies. Interactions with smart technologies 
in general could also consider varying levels of knowledgeability among 
consumers to avoid anxiety caused by seemingly worrying data. In 
practice, this would mean guiding consumers in understanding how to 
interpret data, or simply showing them more abstracted conclusions, 
rather than raw data that might be misinterpreted.

Justification – The guidance and recommendations provided to users 
by smart technology can be designed to better account for the inclusion 
of family members as secondary customers (Leino, 2017), as well as the 
inclusion of service professionals, such as health practitioners. This could 
take place, for instance, through prompts that ask users to be in contact 
with their healthcare professional if worrying signs or symptoms. Devices 
and applications could also ask their users to reflect on situations and 
circumstances in which they could include other close parties, such as 
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family members or friends. In the case of stressful work situations that 
negatively affect well-being, design principles could include engaging 
workplace managers in actions to improve conditions for well-being.

Adaptation – With large user bases, smart wearable technology 
services can process and produce data, such as statistical averages for 
different demographic groups and on various physiological metrics, 
such as physical performance or the number of weekly activities. These 
technologies can also gather information about a user’s surroundings and 
other contextual factors via self-report functions or smart sensors. User 
interfaces can visualize this information in different ways and produce 
different recommendations based on them. As the focal outcome in the 
context of eudaimonic well-being is improved agency, it is important to 
be mindful of how this data usage can have negative effects, such as by 
upholding and strengthening external norms and expectations.

Activism – This facet of agency for well-being has the most demanding 
implications for the collection and intelligent processing of data with 
smart technologies. It concerns how surrounding factors and structural 
conditions are considered by technologies in data analysis and the 
production of knowledge for users. Social change is a crucially important 
means for advancing well-being; however, it can be hampered by limiting 
the focus of actions to individuals and their attributes (Cheung & McColl-
Kennedy, 2019). In developing smart technologies, it is important for 
firms to consider how the intelligent features of these offerings, such 
as behavioral guidance, can include an awareness of the structures and 
surrounding conditions of their users. By increasing reflexivity, smart 
wearable technologies can support their users in utilizing data in ways 
that avoid mental discomfort and guilt for well-being challenges that are 
beyond the control of an individual.

Recommendations for future research

It is important to note that almost all of the collaborators were interested 
in, and aware of matters relating to health and well-being. These 
consumers can be seen as highly literate when it comes to well-being, 
and they are able to use data produced by smart wearable technologies 
in beneficial ways. Their keen interest in and high literacy regarding 
personal health were, in many cases, a key driver in getting them into 
using smart wearable technology. An important avenue for future 
research would thus be to investigate smart technology use in the context 
of different users, such as those with low levels of literacy or low interest 
in matters of well-being. 
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While the acceptance and adoption of wearable technologies have 
been studied at the individual level (Bianchi et al., 2022; Lunney et al., 
2016), these presumed differences in the adoption of smart wearable 
technologies for well-being have led to the importance of investigating 
inequalities in health and well-being. Further research should study 
the aggregate-level effects of differences in technology adoption. 
Studies could also take individual-level perspectives, but approach a 
broader selection of consumers, paying special attention to different 
socio-economic groups.

Another issue that warrants further research is the framing of well-
being challenges as structural and social problems, or as individual 
accountabilities. In other words, this study posits that technologies 
play a role in the structuring (active verb) of well-being challenges 
and solutions for consumers. While previous studies have argued that 
wearable smart technologies can reinforce the individualization of well-
being (Berg, 2017), future studies could investigate these processes on 
the level of interactions.

Finally, while studies commonly argue that smart technologies give 
their users more control and agency (Labrecque, 2013; Ostrom et 
al., 2021), there were indications in this study of instances in which 
smart wearable technologies could override or negatively affect users’ 
agency. Prior research has also pointed to this phenomenon, noting 
that technologies can act like a persuasive friend or nurse (Ajana, 2017). 
Future studies could take a negative approach in studying how smart 
technologies diminish or prevent consumer agency. This could provide 
actionable insights for improving the potential of technology to support 
consumer agency.
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APPENDIX 1: SELF-REPORT QUESTIONNAIRE

Self-report questionnaire

Instructions:

What?

During a two-week period, you would fill in the questionnaire 
around two times per week. Four answers in total is great, but 
fewer are ok as well.

When?

We use wearable devices and applications in different ways. 
Some are ”always on”, constantly monitoring, while others we 
use in more specific events or situations. This is why it’s up to 
you to decide when you fill in the questionnaire: it might be after 
a physical exercise or it might be in some other situations where 
you looked at longer-term data or other info from an app or a 
device. In other words: you can fill it out after situations or activ-
ities where they somehow became relevant for you.

1. Name

2. What device or application did you use?

3. For what purpose did you use the device or application?

4. What did you measure or track with the device or applica-
tion?

5. In what kind of situations did you feel that you benefitted 
from the use of the device or application?

6. What meaning did the information provided by the device 
or application have to you?
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The improvement of well-being has become 
an increasingly popular phenomenon both in the 
marketplace and in service research. Companies 
and researchers alike view technological innovations, 
such as devices and applications for self-tracking, 
as important means for consumers to manage and 
improve their well-being. At the same time, political 
and societal shifts are driving a responsibilisation 
of well-being, in which tasks that used to belong 
to the welfare state become the responsibility of 
self-governing and agentic individuals. In this shift, 
structural, social, and political problems become 
framed as personal issues. 

This thesis explores the role of smart technology 
services in the responsibilisation of consumer well-
being. Smart technology services are studied 
empirically in the context of devices and applications 
for self-tracking. Popular examples of these 
technologies include activity watches, smart rings, 
sleep monitors, and smart personal scales. Through 
three studies, this thesis contributes to Transformative 
Service Research and to marketing research on smart 
technologies with an improved understanding of how 
individual responsibility for well-being is constructed 
and carried out through consumer agency. 

The first study uses responsibilisation as a guiding 
theory in conducting a scoping review of academic 
articles in the field of Transformative Service Research. 
Through this review it provides a conceptualization 
of the different roles that service plays in contributing 
to consumer well-being. The second study adopts a 
structurationist perspective in empirically exploring 
how smart technology services portray well-being 
capabilities to consumers through their value 
propositions. Finally, the third study zooms in on 
how consumers as individuals use smart technology 
services as resources that shape and support agency 
for managing personal well-being. 

Collectively, the findings in this thesis show that 
smart technology services are used by consumers 
in structural contexts that influence their well-being. 
Smart technology services constitute resources with 
which responsibilized consumers can exert their 
agency towards different well-being goals. The thesis 
also discusses the implications of how these service 
frame problems and solutions relating to well-being 
in ways that emphasize either the individual or social 
and structural aspects. This knowledge is helpful for 
both researchers and managers in considering how 
service offerings can benefit consumer well-being.  
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