
1 

 

Please cite as: Kuppelwieser, Volker G. and Finsterwalder, Jörg (2016): Transformative Service 

Research and Service-Dominant Logic: Quo Vaditis? Journal of Retailing and Consumer 

Services, 28(1), 91–98 (http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2015.08.011). 

 

TRANSFORMATIVE SERVICE RESEARCH AND SERVICE-DOMINANT LOGIC: 

QUO VADITIS? 

 

Abstract 

This paper takes a closer look at the emerging topic of transformative service research 

(TSR) and compares its facets with the more established concept of the service-dominant logic 

(SDL). The paper thus contributes to both theory development and practical application. This 

work highlights the conceptual parallels in the two approaches, for example, their holistic 

approach, their systems thinking, addressing entities or actors within such system(s), inclusion of 

the wider environment, and their focus on the co-creative and interactive nature of well-being 

generation and value co-creation. The paper also reveals some differences, for example TSR’s 

focus on eudaimonic and hedonic well-being outcomes vs. SDL’s value co-creation. The paper 

concludes that both perspectives have merits, but could benefit from being used integratively. By 

comparing the areas of theory focus, practical application, value co-creation and co-destruction, 

intentionality, well-being and value concepts, and TSR and SDL’s “logic”, the paper provides 

suggestions for future research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Transformative service research (TSR) has been labeled a “new area” in both consumer 

and service research (Rosenbaum et al., 2011, p. 5). It is defined as “the integration of consumer 

and service research that centers on creating uplifting changes and improvements in the well-

being of consumer entities: individuals (consumers and employees), communities and the 

ecosystem” (Anderson et al., 2011, p. 3). This encompassing definition opens the field for a 

broad range of potential research topics and applications related to improving the welfare of 

individuals and groups embedded in social systems and ecosystems. However, TSR is in its 

infancy and only a few researchers have to date tried to explain, develop, and apply TSR in their 

research (e.g., Anderson et al., 2013; Rosenbaum et al., 2011).  

Fisk et al. (1993) classify this early and first evolutionary stage as a discovery and risk 

taking phase in marketing research. In line with this early stage, the latest calls are for TSR 

research to provide “a conceptual framework that can serve as a catalyst for future research” 

(Anderson et al., 2013, p. 1209) in order to inform and motivate service researchers to engage in 

this area. This is in line with Ostrom et al.’s (2010, p. 5) earlier call to focus one of service 

science research’s future priorities on “improving well-being through transformative service” 

and “through cocreation of value”. 

Whilst most other research fields, such as social marketing, transformational consumer 

research (TCR), and service-dominant logic (S-D Logic or SDL), have moved beyond their 

embryonic beginnings and started on their next evolutionary step (Fisk et al., 1993), TSR adapts 

or includes research insights from related areas and other relevant disciplines. For example, 

social marketing’s scope, goal, and use of the marketing mix seem very similar to TSR’s 

approach toward resolving similar societal well-being issues. Additionally, the broadening of the 
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service concept through the inclusion of the service sustainability notion (Edvardsson and 

Enquist, 2008; Grove et al., 1996; Shirahada and Fisk, 2011) has had an impact on the 

formulation of the TSR concept. Further, TSR has been conceptualized at the intersection of 

transformative consumer research and service research (Anderson et al., 2013). On the other 

hand, SDL offers a value concept (e.g., Vargo and Lusch, 2004), which seems similar to the 

creating of “uplifting changes and improvements” (Anderson et al., 2011, p. 3) found in TSR 

literature, thus masking the value of TSR’s contribution. For example, when Ostrom et al. (2010) 

discuss improving well-being through transformative service research, they also mention the co-

creation of value to achieve this. This potential intertwining of the concepts is further fuelled 

with statements, such as: 

“Service consumption influences customer well-being, including life satisfaction, 

perceived quality of life, and overall happiness. Research that assists decision makers in 

understanding the value of these measures (…) is critical. (…) [I]t is also critical to 

design, improve, and scale service systems in a way that simultaneously enhances 

cocreation, lifetime value, and well-being” (Dagger cited in Ostrom et al., 2010, p. 10, 

italics added).  

The emergence of TSR and its potential interweaving with other theoretical approaches 

might confuse researchers and hinder service science’s development as a discipline resolving 

“real problems” (Mick, 2006, p. 1). While scholarly inquiries into the role of services and service 

outcomes are gaining momentum (e.g., Echeverri and Skålén, 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013), 

current research still varies on how TSR should be considered in current thinking and in research 

models. This paper thus sets out to initiate a discussion on the theoretical TSR framework and its 
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relationships to SDL. It aims at disentangling their interweavements and focuses on spinning the 

theoretical concepts’ loose ends into a single strand.  

This paper not only provides an overview of SDL as the most commonly used and highly 

cited concept in marketing over the last years (Thompson Reuters, 2014), but also compares TSR 

with SDL to deepen scholars’ understanding of these approaches’ potential relatedness, their 

research aims, and intended outcomes. In addition, it scrutinizes the connection between these 

concepts by subsequently conducting TSR-related research. As such, the paper offers guidance 

on how to interpret TSR in the light of SDL. 

This paper thus not only aims to highlight TSR and SDL’s potentially diverging relations, 

but also contributes to the foundation of a general theoretical TSR framework. By reviewing the 

current literature on SDL and TSR, the paper presents future research avenues for both 

approaches and provides a new perspective on the most recent perception of TSR. 

THE EMERGENCE OF TSR 

Since the early beginnings of mankind, humans have striven to improve their well-being 

and, hence, the quality of their lives. Well-being is not possible without service consumption 

(Ostrom et al., 2010). This may have taken the form of a caveman being tended to by a fellow 

clan member after being hurt during a mammoth hunt, or a patient currently undergoing 

radiotherapy treatment for cancer. (Re)Establishing well-being can either relate to the 

satisfaction of lower-level, basic needs through clean air, water, food, and the availability of a 

shelter (housing), or to a higher needs level where individuals satisfy needs, such as esteem 

needs to gain prestige, reputation, status, recognition, etc. (Maslow, 1943, 1987) through the type 

of (pent)house they own, the premium car they drive, and the high-end plastic surgeon they visit. 

In either way, consumption facilitates a myriad of purposes and consequences (Mick et al., 
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2012). Originally, scholars contributed to consumer “well-being” by merely providing product 

testing and advice, after which scholarly consumer research emerged in the middle of the 20th 

century. From these beginnings, transformative consumer research (TCR) evolved aimed at 

conducting research on the welfare of consumers, societies, and the environment at large (Mick, 

2006). Recently, TCR has attracted new attention in order “to fill gaps and overcome some of the 

fragmentation and separation that characterize the field of consumer research in the essential 

domain of well-being” (Mick et al., 2012, p. 5). 

Since service organizations have been and still are criticized for ignoring or harming 

consumer well-being (Rosenbaum et al., 2011), a rethinking process has been called for in 

service research to address the role services and service can play in enhancing and improving 

humans’ lives rather than being potentially harmful or destructive (Anderson et al., 2013). Some 

research has started to concentrate on these well-being issues (e.g., Ozanne and Anderson, 2010; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2007), but many more services have well-being implications, such as financial 

services (see Anderson et al., 2013; Rosenbaum et al., 2011). Imagine the impact on the well-

being of a family if, after a major disaster has struck a region, the family’s house insurance 

delays paying out for years and blocks, or legally challenges, such payments, thus preventing the 

family from rebuild their home (e.g., InsuranceWatch, 2014; Peters, 2014). Likewise, how do we 

cater for vulnerable population – those often at the “base of the pyramid” (Gebauer and Reynoso, 

2013, p. 482) with a low income – when household members face family violence, drug abuse, 

or children lack proper education. How can, for example, social services effectively reach those 

individuals and engage with them to improve their lives (Foote et al., 2014)? 
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TSR AND SDL 

In the TSR research strand, services and service are a means of improving individual 

well-being (e.g., of the consumer), as well as collective welfare (e.g., of society). TSR applies 

marketing tools and aims to “solve real problems” to improve the lives of these parties (Mick, 

2006, p. 1). Anderson et al. (2013) propose a framework of four different dimensions to 

conceptualize research into well-being: service entities, consumer entities, the 

macroenvironment, and well-being outcomes. We next explain these four dimensions and relate 

them to Vargo and Lusch’s (2004, 2006, 2008a, 2008b) SDL approach.  

Service entities 

In TSR, service entities are service aspects with which other entities, such as consumers, 

interact and which can positively or negatively affect their well-being (Anderson et al., 2013). 

Service entities describe the supply side of a service, whether organizations, service sectors, 

employees of a service firm, service processes, or service offerings. Service entities engage with 

consumer entities on different system levels. On a micro level, it could be a service employee 

interacting with an individual customer. On higher levels, up to the macro level, it might be 

organizations or service sectors interacting with consumer entities. Using the systems level from 

the micro to the macro, these authors explain how the different levels of service entities in their 

framework may affect different levels of consumers. 

SDL has been introduced as a lens or perspective to comprehend the social and economic 

world differently from the traditional microeconomic and related marketing-management view 

(Vargo, 2011), as it specifically emphasizes service as the foundation of all economic exchanges 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2008a). It views service employees as a type of operant resource (e.g., human 

actors) (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). These human actors possess knowledge and skills to activate, 
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operate on, and integrate other available resources, for example, operand resources, which 

comprise machines or information. Service offerings are depicted as value propositions, as 

companies cannot deliver value, but only offer the potential to co-create value (Frow et al., 2014; 

Vargo and Lusch, 2008a). In SDL terminology, processes are understood as the use of one’s 

resources, such as knowledge and skills, for the benefit of oneself and/or another entity, for 

example, another actor (Vargo and Lusch, 2008a). Hence, service is the basis of exchange. 

Organizations are regarded as part of a service system of resource integrating social and 

economic actors (Vargo and Lusch, 2008a). From its beginnings, SDL has been conceptualized 

as covering an unlimited broad range of industries (e.g., Vargo and Lusch, 2004) or sectors. 

Akaka, Vargo, and Lusch’s (2013) approach differentiates between the micro and the macro 

systems levels, in which actors engage in value co-creating activities on different levels of system 

complexity. These authors have begun to promulgate a service ecosystems approach. Service 

ecosystems are “relatively self-contained, self-adjusting systems of resource-integrating actors 

connected by shared institutional logics and mutual value creation through service exchange” 

(Vargo and Akaka, 2012, p. 207). Service ecosystems are therefore systems of service systems 

interacting with one another. For example, an organization called Whānau Ora employs an 

inclusive interagency approach to provide health and social services in order to develop the 

capacity of all New Zealand families in need. Whānau Ora empowers families as a whole, 

instead of merely focusing on individual family members’ issues and problems (Whānau Ora, 

2014). 

In summary, both TSR and SDL relate to entities or actors in a system where these 

facilitate, provide, and enable well-being and value to and for (other) entities or actors. Each of 
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the approaches also applies a systems hierarchy, and the interacting entities or actors are part of 

this structure. Lower-level systems are embedded in higher-level ones.  

Consumer entities 

TSR regards consumer entities as individual consumers, collective consumer entities 

(such as families), social networks, communities, neighborhoods, cities, and nations (Anderson 

et al., 2011). While consumer entities represent different levels from the micro to the macro, the 

highest level being the ecosystem, which encompasses a system of human beings and nature. In 

such an ecosystem, service entities influence the environment and the consumer entities residing 

within it. Service entities’ interactions in the ecosystem affect them either positively or 

negatively. Conflicts between consumer entities may occur as a result of well-being efforts’ 

emphasis on a specific consumer entity (Anderson et al., 2013). For example, after a major 

disaster, emergency units might deal with the closest group of people. Although more distant 

groups of individuals or communities might need medical and other help more urgently, the 

current environmental conditions prevent the emergency units from reaching them.  

SDL has developed an understanding of the value exchange across different groups of 

consumer entities or actors, such as business-to-business (B2B, e.g., Vargo and Lusch, 2011) and 

consumer-to-consumer (C2C, e.g., Finsterwalder and Kuppelwieser, 2011; Kuppelwieser et al., 

2013). Recently, Vargo and Lusch (2011) have posited that there is a far more complex and 

dynamic system of actors who create value relationally. Hence, the term actor-to-actor (A2A) 

has been suggested to cater for the different actors at all levels – from the micro to the macro – in 

a service system (Vargo et al., 2008; Wieland et al., 2012). From this viewpoint, all actors are 

trying to improve their own well-being and viability (Wieland et al., 2012). This encompasses 
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the individual customer’s (service system’s) well-being (Vargo et al., 2008), as well as the entire 

service ecosystem’s well-being and survivability (Wieland et al., 2012). 

If the approaches are compared, TSR currently propagates a holistic approach 

incorporating all types of consumer entities. SDL has likewise started to promote a 

comprehensive actor-to-actor view of “the existence of a much more complex and dynamic 

system of actors” (Vargo and Lusch, 2011, p. 182). Both approaches include different levels of 

entities or actors and their well-being or value co-creating efforts. TSR takes potential conflicts 

into consideration by facilitating well-being for entities within a service system. SDL regards 

well-being improvement – like any value co-creation process – as service-for-service exchange 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2008a). 

Macroenvironment 

TSR highlights the importance of the macroenvironment, namely the influence of public 

policy, cultural, technological, and economic environments, on consumer and service entities 

(Anderson et al., 2013). Anderson and colleagues (2013) highlight public policy’s importance, 

which can affect well-being and not always deliver the anticipated results. For example, 

according to its secondary education policy, New Zealand has to provide education for all 

children and, simultaneously, consider the cultural needs of ethnic groups, such as the Māori, 

Pacific Islanders, and other ethnicities (Ministry of Education, 2014). 

In SDL, Vargo et al. (2008) refer to “system well-being” and view improvement in well-

being as the system’s adaptiveness, or ability to fit into its environment. In other words, the 

system’s environmental context determines its well-being: “Resources such as time, weather, and 

laws, which are often considered uncontrollable by the individuals and organizations, are 

integrated – if not relied on – in the value creation process by all service systems (e.g., 
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customers, firms, families, countries)” (Vargo et al., 2008, p. 150). Edvardsson et al. (2011), as 

well as other authors (e.g., Epp and Price, 2011; Lepak et al., 2007), extend such view and 

consider the extended social system as the context for value co-creation. Edvardsson et al. (2011) 

contend that social structures play an important role in resource integration and value co-

creation. 

Both TSR and SDL regard the wider (macro) environment as an enabler or inhibitor of 

the co-creation of well-being and value within its boundaries. Whilst TSR views the 

macroenvironment as entities’ boundaries and boundaries to well-being outcomes within the 

system, SDL highlights the entire system’s well-being as a process of interaction with the 

environment, thus leading to system adjustment. 

Well-being outcomes 

The TSR approach provides a framework for consumers’ and employees’ well-being on 

an individual and collective level. Interaction between different entities establishes and 

maintains well-being (Anderson et al., 2013). In a very broad sense, interaction relates to any 

contact between service and consumer entities. TSR focuses on two types of well-being, 

eudaimonic and hedonic, and on consumer entities (Anderson et al., 2013).  

Eudaimonic well-being describes the realization of potential. While Waterman (1984, p. 

16) defines eudaimonia as “feelings accompanying behavior in the direction of, and consistent 

with, one's true potential,” Haybron (2008, p. 21) labels its content “human flourishing.” 

Anderson et al. (2013) apply eudaimonic well-being to the individual, collective, and ecosystems 

levels. Their list of eudaimonic well-being elements includes access to a service, literacy, better 

decision making, health, decreasing health and well-being disparities, consumer involvement, 

harmony, power, respect, support, and social networks.  
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On the other hand, hedonic well-being is grounded in the ideas of happiness and “defines 

well-being in terms of pleasure attainment and pain avoidance” (Ryan and Deci, 2001, p. 141). 

Using the same rationale, Anderson et al. (2013) apply hedonic well-being to individual and 

collective levels. Elements of hedonic well-being are life satisfaction, positive affect, and the 

absence of negative affect, such as tension, fear, strain, and stress.  

Examples of the two well-being categories are access to public health and social services, 

and working on improving the health and well-being of certain ethnicities to minimize disparity 

(eudaimonic well-being). Māori life expectancy, for example, is lower than that of non-Māori by 

about 3.5 years (Statistics New Zealand, 2014a). Pacific Islands children and young individuals 

(aged 0–24 years) are almost 50 times more likely than European children (and twice as likely as 

Māori) to be admitted to hospital with acute rheumatic fever. Pacific young people are 

approximately twice as likely to encounter depression, anxiety issues, or to attempt suicide as the 

rest of the population (Statistics New Zealand, 2014b).  

Hedonic well-being relates to maintaining individual and collective happiness. New 

Zealand, for example, uses a general social wellbeing survey measuring life satisfaction, which 

includes factors such as relationships, money, and housing. For example, just over half of New 

Zealanders (52%) report that they have more than enough or enough money to live on (Statistics 

New Zealand, 2014c). Housing seems to be a current issue and a topic of political debate and for 

policy makers (Davison, 2014).  

Anderson et al. (2013) also refer to services positive’ and negative outcomes. The 

provision of services may have intended positive outcomes for certain members of society, but 

negative unintended consequences for others. For example, social services may focus on 

providing services for certain ethnic groups and members of society, but do not actively target 
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other ethnic minorities, who may feel “abandoned.” This may cause unintentional negative 

effects and tensions. Equally, on the one hand, providing social services may make service 

employees feel very productive and satisfied regarding their achievements and jobs when they 

increase their number of appointments with clients (consumer entities) considered “hard to 

reach” (Foote et al., 2014). On the other hand, these consumer entities may feel very unhappy 

with the service provision focusing on the quantity of compulsory appointments rather than the 

quality of the service provided, i.e. the help provided, and they may begin disengaging from the 

service provider (Foote et al., 2014). 

Early scholars viewed all activities contributing to well-being as productive, which were 

therefore attributed with having value-in-use (Mill, 1929; Say, 1821). By adopting this view 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2008a), SDL’s value tenet embodies human well-being and, on a collective or 

system level, value equates with improving the entire system’s well-being (Vargo et al., 2008). 

Here, value (“benefit”) is the “increased (decreased) viability (wellbeing) of the system” (Vargo 

and Lusch, 2014, p. 29). In such a system, actors integrate their resources to create value for 

themselves and others (Vargo et al., 2008). Value is co-created contextually, and is experiential 

and meaning laden. The beneficiary, for example, the customer (actor) who is always a co-

creator of value, determines this value uniquely and phenomenologically (Vargo and Lusch, 

2008a). This implies that value creation is interactional. An actor can accept value propositions 

that another actor makes, for example, a service provider, which can only offer these 

propositions, but cannot create and/or deliver value independently (Vargo and Lusch, 2008a). 

Actors “relationally co-create value and (…) jointly provide the context through which ‘value’ 

gains its collective and individual assessment” (Vargo and Lusch, 2011, p. 182). SDL 

consistently applies a value concept, culminating in Vargo and Lusch’s (2008a, p. 5) value 
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extension “to all entities that exchange to improve their own state of being (e.g., individuals, 

families, firms, societies, nations, etc.).” Vargo and Lusch (2008a) also note that SDL provides 

the grounds for ethical, social, and non-profit marketing.  

By evaluating the perspectives, TSR’s focus is on generating well-being for the different 

entities in the system. Similarly, SDL views value as the core concept of actors’ well-being. 

Interaction, or some form of exchange, plays a central role in achieving well-being or co-created 

value in both concepts. Vargo and Lusch (2006, p. 43) state that “…in order to improve their 

individual and collective well-being, humans exchange the service – the application of 

specialized skills and knowledge – that they can provide to others for the service that they need 

from others.” Comparably, Anderson et al. (2013, p. 1204) posit that interaction “refers to any 

contact between service and consumer entities [which] ... includes interpersonal service 

encounters [and] … any time a consumer entity, whether that be an individual, collective or the 

broader ecosystem, is exposed to any aspect of a service entity during value creation processes.” 

Here, TSR does not connect interaction and well-being directly, as it defines interaction very 

broadly.  

Both approaches relate to different system levels, on which well-being and value can be 

co-created, by distinguishing between micro and macro systems levels. Whereas in SDL, value 

and value co-creation seems to relate to any possible value that actors co-create, TSR more 

specifically addresses individuals and collectives’ eudaimonic and hedonic well-being 

components. Additionally, TSR highlights the intended positive and unintended negative well-

being outcomes. 
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EVALUATING THE TSR AND SDL PERSPECTIVES  

Summarizing the Two Perspectives according to the Four Dimensions 

TSR and SDL both relate to service entities or actors on the “provider side,” which 

facilitate co-creation for other entities, such as consumer entities or other actors. These entities or 

actors can interact with one another on different system levels. Equally, TSR and SDL refer to 

actors as “receivers” of service provision, whether they are called “consumer entities” (TSR) or 

“beneficiaries” (SDL). SDL disregards such distinction labeling all the entities involved as actors 

who integrate their resources. Both approaches view the macroenvironment as extant, with TSR 

referring to it as an enabler or inhibitor of well-being. SDL takes a system view and highlights 

service system viability, as well as viewing the system as part of a wider system and interacting 

with a multiplicity of other systems. In TSR and SDL, well-being outcome and value is co-

created through the interaction of the entities or actors on the various system levels for the 

benefit of the parties involved. TSR highlights two types of well-being outcomes: eudaimonic 

and hedonic. TSR also distinguishes between well-being efforts’ intentional and unintentional 

effects. Both approaches appear to be very similar when the four dimensions are used as a means 

of comparison. 

General Evaluation of TSR and SDL 

When TSR and SDL are further compared, the following points are taken into consideration: 

Theoretical Focus. TSR aims at closing the gap left by transformative consumer research 

when addressing the role of service(s) by integrating consumer and service research into one 

another (Anderson et al., 2013). SDL aspires to develop a new perspective or view for the 

marketing and management disciplines (Vargo and Lusch, 2011). 
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Practical Focus. TSR aims at solving “real problems” (Mick, 2006, p. 1). Anderson et al. 

(2013) list numerous examples and areas where TSR can be applied by specifically highlighting 

three of them (financial services, social services, and healthcare) without being exclusive. SDL 

aims at grounding a theory, but also a practice in service-dominant logic thinking; further SDL 

can be applied via mid-range theory (e.g., design thinking; blue ocean strategy) (Vargo and 

Lusch, 2014). Schulz and Gnoth (2008) state that SDL is an attitude and has to be understood 

before it can be applied to practical problems. For example, McColl-Kennedy et al. (2012) apply 

SDL to well-being by showing how customers can contribute to their value creation through their 

activities in managing their health care. 

Positive vs. Negative Well-being or Value. In their 2011 TSR publication, Rosenbaum et 

al. (2011) note that the facilitation of some entities’ well-being can be detrimental to the well-

being of others. In respect of SDL, Vargo and Lusch (2008a) state that value is always co-created 

interactively. In the context of interactive value formation, Echeverri and Skålén (2011) suggest 

two possible outcomes of such interactive processes, which can result in value co-creation and 

value co-destruction outcomes. 

Intentional vs. Unintentional Co-creation. TSR posits that intended value creation efforts 

to generate or improve well-being for some can also result in unintended well-being outcomes 

for others (Anderson et al., 2013; Rosenbaum et al., 2011). Vargo and Lusch (2008a) state that 

service-for-service exchange masks all interactions. Their approach is more “directional,” as 

these interactions are either dyadic (direct service-for-service exchange), triadic (indirect service-

for-service exchange), or more complex (both direct and indirect service-for-service exchanges) 

(Chandler and Vargo, 2011). Lepak et al. (2007) relate to “intentionality of value co-creation”, a 

term this paper introduces, as value creation within and across system levels. Value co-creation 
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is a different process at the societal level than at the individual or organizational level. Actors or 

sources “may act intentionally or unintentionally to create value for society at the same time they 

are creating value for themselves” (Lepak et al., 2007, p. 186). 

Creation of Well-being or Value. TSR and SDL both focus on an interactional approach 

to well-being or value co-creation. Other authors mention that value creation can also be 

unilateral, actors can be either active or passive in the value creation process, and value can 

either be an activity-based or a mental experience (Heinonen et al., 2013). 

“Logic” of the Approaches. TSR aims at transforming consumers’ lives through service 

and services, which is founded on the human dignity concept (Anderson et al., 2013). TSR 

focuses on the well-being of consumer entities – individuals, communities, and the ecosystem. 

Hence, the transformational service perspective appears mostly consumer centric, especially 

because TSR professes to create “uplifting changes and improvements in the well-being” of 

those entities (Anderson et al., 2011, p. 3). Interestingly enough though, this new approach is 

inherently service centered, visible in its “branding” as transformative service research.” Vargo 

and Lusch (2004) state that their approach is the evolution from a goods-dominant logic to a 

service-dominant logic. Although Vargo and Lusch (2008a) suggest that the SDL perspective is 

inherently customer oriented and relational, service remains the underlying rationale. 

Consequently, the new logic is called “service-dominant logic”. Are SDL and TSR thus service 

centric, because service is the underlying logic? 

Some scholars have recognized this as an inaccuracy (e.g., Grönroos, 2006; Grönroos and 

Voima, 2013; Heinonen et al., 2010; Heinonen et al., 2013) and focus on customers and their 

roles in value creation. Service must ultimately be experienced by the customer (Vargo and 

Lusch, 2008a). More specifically, Heinonen and colleagues (2010; 2013) introduce a customer-
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dominant logic (CDL) as their perspective, and emphasize customers’ ecosystem and their 

value’s collective nature. They raise a number of customer-dominant challenges (Heinonen et al., 

2013, p. 115), which include questions like “how do customers live their life?” and “what are the 

internal and external living contexts of customers?” For example, the question, “what are the 

challenges in the lives of customers?,” which takes a customer-oriented stance, could well be 

linked to the service-related question of Anderson et al. (2013, p. 1026): “How do service design 

and delivery decisions advantage or disadvantage individuals when compared to collectives?” 

Likewise, “what do customers feel,” “what do customers enjoy,” and “what delights/irritates the 

[sic] customers in their everyday life?” (Heinonen et al., 2013, p. 115) relate to TSR’s hedonic 

well-being component. Moreover, “what do the [sic] customers have a passion for and dream 

of?” (Heinonen et al., 2013, p. 115) is linked to eudaimonic well-being. 

In SDL and TSR, interactions create value or well-being for entity/ies or actor/s, while – 

for TSR – outcomes for others are inadvertent. For SDL and customer-dominant logic, TSR’s 

well-being tenet appears to represent another approach to value and value (co-)creation. Table 1 

provides a summary of the comparison of the TSR and SDL concepts. 

------------------------------- 

Table 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

 

WHERE TO NOW? 

Undoubtedly, there is still much to discover in TSR and SDL and related research. SDL 

researches can look back on more than a decade of scholarly activity with the field remaining 

very active. Compared to this, TSR is in its very early stages. The first conceptual papers have 

been published (e.g., Anderson et al., 2013; Rosenbaum et al., 2011), most of which are of an 
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exploratory, discovering, and risk taking nature (Fisk et al., 1993), and empirical work has 

started to appear (e.g., Mende and van Doorn, 2014). Thus, this paper suggests that there is no 

need to decide which of the approaches is more exclusive or inclusive, or more encompassing. 

This is instead a call to prevent compartmentalization, to make use of both concepts, and attempt 

integration or infusion. Both approaches can add to current knowledge and help provide progress 

in how we theorize about and apply value or well-being co-creation in service research in times 

of social change (Lefebvre, 2012). The crucial point is that both the theory and application of 

SDL and TSR should make a difference in people’s lives. In the following, we highlight areas 

which deserve further development. 

The first call is to further develop the theory. SDL appears to be evolving into a grand 

“theory.” Here, TSR can make use of concepts and perspectives already developed, such as 

systems thinking, and apply these to the micro and to the macro levels of the well-being concept. 

Moreover, theories can only build a bridge between the different schools of thought as well as 

between scholars and practitioners if there is a common understanding of these concepts and 

theories. Proliferation of new approaches requires clear definitions and a lexicon to avoid 

ambiguity and misunderstandings (Kohli, 2006; Vargo and Lusch, 2006). SDL has already 

undergone a process of refinement (e.g., Vargo and Lusch, 2008a), but more work needs to be 

done. TSR now has the opportunity to start its lexicon and focus on defining this research area. 

For example, the TSR definition’s focus on “creating uplifting changes and improvements in the 

well-being of consumer entities” (Anderson et al., 2011, p. 3, italics added) needs further 

refinement. Should we refer to consumer entities (consumers and employees), or should we 

rather talk about citizens? It is important to contemplate how wide or narrow we delineate a 

research area and how we should define the terminology used in TSR? 
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Second, both approaches – one further advanced, the other one in its infancy – require 

more application and connection to practice. More empirical work, such as specific cases on 

well-being (e.g., Mende and van Doorn, 2014) and value co-creation (e.g., McColl-Kennedy et 

al., 2012), but also the operationalization of constructs and concepts, is important. An increase in 

interdisciplinary collaboration would be highly beneficial for the concepts’ theoretical and the 

practical advancement, as well as for dealing with resolving societal and environmental issues. 

Research projects which integrate researchers from different fields to work on a well-being or 

value co-creation topic (e.g., Foote et al., 2014) might be challenging, due to the different 

theoretical underpinnings and the researchers’ various viewpoints of the subject matter. 

Nevertheless, these projects have the potential to create both new theoretical avenues and 

practical solutions suitable for the scholarly and applied progression of the consumer and service 

research field. 

Third, positive and negative well-being or value has not received sufficient attention. 

Current studies are slowly gaining momentum (e.g., Echeverri and Skålén, 2011; Fisk et al., 

2010; Grove et al., 1996; Mende and van Doorn, 2014; Plé and Chumpitaz Cáceres, 2010; 

Tombs and McColl-Kennedy, 2013). Service research is still not sufficiently focused on negative 

well-being outcomes, or value co-destruction, and their implications for individual actors or 

entities, as well as their effects on communities and society. 

Related to this, the intentionality of well-being and value co-creation efforts needs much 

more attention. Unintended outcomes, which are potentially harmful, have to be more closely 

investigated, and measures need to be found to re-direct or contain such spill-over effects if 

detrimental to well-being and perceived value. Comparably, unintended positive outcomes have 
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to be monitored, analyzed, evaluated, and potentially enhanced regarding creating a wider 

reaching well-being, or value-related effects on individuals, society, and the environment. 

Furthermore, the formation or (co-)creation of value and well-being deserves more 

consideration. Different degrees of participation or activity in well-being or value co-creation 

efforts have not specifically been given enough thought. Additionally, how value or well-being is 

perceived requires more scholarly work in service research and service science. 

Finally, it is important that the service dominance in both (the names of the) TSR and 

SDL concepts does not dilute their focus. Ultimately, it is the individual whose well-being and 

perceived value should be the centerpiece of service researchers’ efforts. Individuals’ interaction 

with their environment, including other individuals and the wider ecosystem, influences 

individual well-being. This interconnectedness works both ways. Individual well-being 

contributes to societal well-being, while societal well-being enables individual well-being. 

Hence, the call is to focus on these actors or entities - individuals, communities, and societies. 

Figure 1 presents an overview of the points mentioned above in an actor-centric 

approach. In light of further theory development and a focus on practical application, the upper 

part of Figure 1 shows a service system without transformational capability, or with only limited 

capability (c.f. Chandler and Vargo, 2011; Rosenbaum et al., 2011) due to the rigid boundaries 

that prevent the system from being flexible, agile, and fluid. A service system’s transformational 

capability is the system’s ability to flexibly adapt and change to altered or new requirements and, 

if necessary, to reconfigure itself by means of new actor and resource combinations. However, 

entities or actors within a rigid system such as the one depicted in Figure 1’s upper part, may still 

be able co-create value and well-being for themselves and for others. Owing to its boundaries’ 

inflexibility, the system does not facilitate establishing connections with other systems (to the 
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left and right in the top part of Figure 1). For example, legal, political, and even regional 

restrictions could prevent a social services provider from creating an encompassing network of 

service touch points, as well as partnerships with other providers, thus limiting service provision 

and well-being efforts’ positive spill-over effects into other systems and vice versa. Nevertheless, 

within the system, actors / entities can connect with other actors / entities (indicated by the dotted 

lines) to co-create value or well-being, but the system’s restrictions limit or slow down new 

connections with other entities or actors. Positive and negative, intentional and unintentional, 

value co-creation and well-being efforts, as well as outcomes, occur within the system 

boundaries where actors / entities actively or passively co-create value / well-being. The system 

might, however, have the potential to develop into a more fluid service system, as depicted in the 

lower half of Figure 1, for example, if the norms, rules, and regulations were to change 

(Edvardsson et al., 2011). 

------------------------------- 

Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

 

The service system in the lower part of Figure 1 is a flexible and fluid one with a built-in 

transformational capability with permeable system boundaries. This system is agile and enables 

other service systems to connect to increase well-being, or value co-creation efforts, and 

outcomes for the actors / entities within it. For example, actor / entity AO within the service 

system connects with AT in another service system. Equally, actors within the system can create 

new linkages to other actors / entities (indicated by the dotted arrows). Well-being efforts’ 

intentional spill-over effects can reach the other systems and an overarching system can monitor 

them, thus not only preventing a negative well-being outcome from spreading within the 
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systems, but also from spreading to the neighboring systems. An example of such a fluid system 

is the above-mentioned organization, Whānau Ora, applying an interagency approach with a 

focus on collections of people rather than individuals. 

CONCLUSION 

While scholarly inquiries into the role of services and service outcomes are gaining 

momentum, current research is undecided regarding how to consider TSR in current thinking and 

existing research models. This paper connects TSR with SDL for a better understanding of their 

research aims and outcomes. In addition, this paper scrutinizes the connection between these 

concepts when TSR-related research is subsequently conducted. 

Some limitations have to be kept in mind. The scope of this paper was to synthesize parts 

of SDL and TSR used in service research. This approach was “exclusive” and disregarded all 

other research fields in service and related sciences. Thus, this paper limits is predication to 

service research applications. However, TSR could gain a much broader scope in various other 

research fields, which SDL has already gained. Furthermore, this paper did not provide a 

comparison with social marketing (e.g., Russell-Bennett, Wood, et al., 2013; Russell-Bennett, 

Zainuddin, et al., 2013). Additionally, no closer assessment of customer-dominant logic 

(Heinonen et al., 2013) and TSR was undertaken, while other related concepts, such as the 

service logic by Grönroos (2006; Grönroos and Voima, 2013) were not taken into account. 

Scholars should strive to develop a coherent understanding of TSR and its relationships with 

these and other approaches. 

Furthermore, this paper focuses on a comparison of SDL and TSR aspects. More research 

is needed to fully understand the complex relationships between the two concepts. 
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Table 1 

Comparison of the Concepts of TSR and SDL 

Perspective TSR SDL 
Service providers Service entities Resource integrators 

(“beneficiaries”) / actors 
 Service employees Operant resources / actors 
 Service offerings Value propositions 
 Service processes Service-for-service exchange 
 Service sectors Service (eco)systems 
Service customers Consumer entities Resource integrators 

(“beneficiaries”) / actors 
System levels From micro to macro systems From micro to macro (to meta) 

systems 
Environment Macroenvironment influences 

well-being 
System well-being is achieved 
through adaptiveness to the 
environment 

Co-creation of well-
being / Value  

Creating uplifting changes and 
improvements in the eudaimonic 
and hedonic well-being of 
consumer entities 

Enhancing actors’ state of being 
through value co-creation by means 
of resource integration leading to 
improved value-in-use / value-in-
context 

Interactivity Creation of well-being is an 
interactional process 

Value co-creation is interactional 

Impact Facilitation of well-being can 
have negative impact on other 
entities 

Resource integration can lead to 
value co-creation or value co-
destruction 

Intentionality Directional and non-directional 
well-being processes possible 

Directional value co-creation 
processes 

Theoretical focus Integrating consumer and 
service research 

New perspective for marketing and 
management 

Practical focus Solving real problems Application via mid-range theory 
“Logic” of 
approaches 

Consumer centric; branding is 
service centric 

Inherently customer orientated; 
branding is service centric 
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Figure 1 

Transformational Capabilities of a Service System 
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