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Creating superior client value is key to company success. Traditionally, research on value creation has focused on the
value created by the company, though the client increasingly serves as an active partner, able to create value within the
company in a collaborative manner. This is especially true for professional services that require more collaborative
development of business solutions and a greater client adoption. The authors focus on a specific type of professional
services — business consulting — and aim to characterize the value co-creation processes that occur between a business
consulting company and its clients. The case study results reveal eight value co-creation processes with different impacts on a
service provider and a client: (1) building trust and trusting relationships; (2) clients’ needs identification; (3) clarifying the
client’s role; (4) self-motivation to be involved in value co-creation; (5) pursuit of service effectivenes; (6) involvement and
commitment for mutual long-term activities; (7) identification of opportunities for reciprocal cooperation, and (8) searching
the conditions for mutual growth. Value co-creation processes are analysed from a client perspective.
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Introduction

In a modern economy, business companies have to
continuously reinvent themselves in order to adapt to the
complex and dynamic business environment. New forms
of interaction are superseding the conventional point of
view on exchange of information. Regarding this point of
view, the involvement of the client in value co-creation is
considered and featured as a prerequisite for becoming and
remaining competitive (Saarijarvi et al., 2013; Schertzer et
al., 2013). From the value co-creation perspective, service
providers and clients are no longer on opposite sides; they
interact reciprocally for the development of new services,
products and solutions, as well as new business
opportunities. This means the mode by which value is
created, distributed, paid for and exploited differs
significantly from the traditional demand vs supply model
(Galvagno & Dalli, 2014).

Business-to-business (B2B) professional services have
been recently recognized as rapidly growing (Madhavaram
& Hunt, 2017) and one of the most profitable sectors in the
global economy (Empson et al., 2015). Professional
services, despite the wide range of diversity (see NACE
Rev. 2 division 69-74), are characterized by high
knowledge intensity, flexible  knowledge-intensive
processes, a professionalized workforce, a high degree of
ongoing interaction and interpersonal communication,
organizational and personal relationships, and service
customization (Patterson & Patterson, 2016; Fischer et al.,
2014; von Nordenflycht, 2010; Dawson, 2012). These
features are inherent for a professional service firms’ (PSF)
ability to tackle clients’ unstructured problems. Mostly,
these problems are solved by experts who posses

distinctive competences in a particular field and involve
joint continuous interaction between a service provider and
a client. During the common problem solving process,
service providers should define, disclose, offer and
communicate the uniqueness in their value propositions
(e.g., available experts, methodologies, references)
(Lombardo & Cabiddu, 2017) and be able to develop the
provider-client  relationships  through  continuous
interaction and open dialog (Payne et al., 2008). All of this
implies that the professional service is the particular
context for value co-creation. There are studies that focus
on topics important in the sense of value co-creation in the
professional service context. Rennie et al. (2010),
Nikolova et al. (2015) investigated the trust and trust
building practices in professional services; Seiders et al.
(2015) studied client motivation following expert advice;
Taminiau et al. (2016) inquired about client relationship
development; Omachonu et al. (2016) examined service
quality; Neghina et al. (2017) examined the clients’
motives and willingness to co-create, etc. At the same
time, the processes of value co-creation are seldom
empirically studied (Aarikka—Stenroos & Jaakkola, 2012;
Payne et al., 2008) despite that fact the value of the service
is embedded in the processes and interactions between the
company and the client over a period of time (Ng et al.,
2010). Thus, the researchers should untangle, dissect and
understand the processes through which service providers
and clients co-create the value (Lombardo & Cabiddu,
2017). This knowledge could help improve collaborations
with clients in B2B environments and enhance the value
of new service offerings (Jouny-Rivier et al., 2017).

The purpose of this study is to characterize the value
co-creation processes between business consulting and
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couching companies as professional service providers and
their clients. The value co-creation processes are analyzed
from a client perspective.

The paper is organized as follows; firstly, the literature
review on the value co-creation and professional services
is presented. Secondly, the research method and context of
the study are discussed. Thirdly, the main findings are
presented followed by a discussion and concluded with
research limitations and future avenues for research.

Defining Value Co-Creation Processes in the
Professional Services

Value co-creation is a business paradigm describing
how customers could be involved as active actors in the
design and development of personalized products, services
and experiences (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) through
resource integration. The resources can differ in terms of
quality and quantity, and require complementarities
(Gummesson & Mele, 2010). The provider tailors
professional skills, methods and solutions, whereas the
client contributes knowledge and other resources
(Aarikka—Stenroos & Jaakkola, 2012). Co-creation as a
joint, collaborative, peer-like process produces new value
(Galvagno & Dalli, 2014), which has different meanings
for customers and for practitioners (Gallarza & Saura,
2006). This means value is contextual, subjective and
idiosyncratic in nature (Bharti et al., 2014; Stenroos &
Jaakkola, 2010). Value can be defined as some form of
assessment of benefits against sacrifices, means-end
models or appreciation of the object of consumption
(Gronroos, 2011), and can also be treated as monetary
gains created mutually and reciprocally by business
partners (Gronroos & Helle, 2010). Value can therefore be
characterized by a variety of dimensions (forms). It can be
utilitarian and hedonic; extrinsic, intrinsic and systemic;
functional, social, emotional, epistemic, conditional
(Sanchez-Fernandez & Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007; Piligrimiene
et al., 2015). Considering that service companies cannot
deliver value but only offer a value proposition; gaining an
understanding of the co-creation processes and its
procedures, tasks, mechanisms, activities and interactions
becomes critical (Trischler et al., 2017; Payne et al., 2008).
Table 1 presents several scholarly views on value co-
creation processes.

Table 1

Value Co-Creation Processes

Author (-s) The processes of value co-creation

Sjodin et al. (2016) . Requirement definition

. Customization and integration

Gronroos & Voima . Value co-creation processes by customers

(2013) . Value co-creation processes by providers

1
2
3. Implementation and operation
1
2
3

. Value co-creation processes by joint
provider and customer attempts

Payne et al. (2008) 1. Customer value creating processes

2. Provider value creating processes

3. Encounter processes

Sjodin et al. (2016) describes three broad types of
value co-creation processes. First, the requirement
definition involves jointly considering customer needs that
may not be known or expressed clearly, and then creating a

joint understanding of a customer's broader operational
needs. Second, conjoint designing, modifying, or selecting
service solutions to fit into the overall operating
environment, as well as defining contractual agreements
are treated as the customization and integration processes.
Third, implementation and operation comprise of
delivering and installing the solutions, participating in the
start-up, and working in the operational environment.
Gronroos and VVoima (2013) reveal three types of value co-
creation processes, named as the customers’ sphere,
providers’ sphere and joint sphere. The customer sphere is
determined as an experiential sphere outside direct
interactions where value—in-use (real value) emerges (co-
created) through the customer‘s accumulating experiences
with resources and processes in social, physical, temporal
and spatial contexts. The provider sphere is outlined as a
providers dominant sphere outside direct interactions,
where activities performed by the provider result in the
production of resources and processes that the customer
may use in their value creation process. Joint sphere is a
sphere where the customer is responsible for value
creation, but through the dialogical process of direct
interactions when the provider may get the opportunity to
influence the customer‘s value creation process as a value
co-creator (Gronroos & Voima, 2013). Value co-creation,
described by Payne et al. (2008), involves three key
processes: customer-driven, provider-driven and encounter
processes. Customer’s value creation processes are
oriented to achieve particular objectives. These processes
should be viewed as dynamic, interactive, non-linear and
often unconscious. The provider’s processes start from the
comprehension of the customer’s value creating processes
and involve a review of co-creation possibilities, planning,
testing and prototyping value co-creation opportunities
with customers, implementing customer solutions and
managing the customer encounter. By starting with the
customer processes, a provider designs their own processes
with the customer’s processes. The encounter processes
include the two-way interactions and transactions between
the service provider and customer. These encounters can
be viewed as exchange performances, in which parties
integrate  resources, e.g. money, products, work,
information, time, etc., and collaborative practices.

The most recent streams of research on value co-
creation have shifted toward specific industries, such as
education, healthcare, hospitality and professional services.
The changes in the professional services industry require a
more iterative and collaborative development to produce
solutions that are more creative and produce a greater
client adoption. Professional service firms serving a variety
of clients need to understand the differences in the joint
value creation process, depending on the type of client they
are dealing with (Baumann et al., 2017). Thus,
professional services should be designed to meet client
needs (Sonmez & Moorhouse, 2010; Zwass, 2010) and
help clients to know more, to make better decisions, to
have greater capabilities (Dawson, 2012), increase the
effectiveness of organizational functions or/and higher
profitability (Kukk & Leppiman, 2016; Urbonavicius &
Dikcius, 2005). Customizing professional services is a
knowledge intensive process that requires coordinated
efforts of individuals, with specialized knowledge and
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skills (Madhavaram & Hunt, 2017; Zieba & Zieba, 2014).
Non-routine problem solving is possible, due to the high
degree of professional expertise and individual judgement
(Hogan et al., 2011; Lowendahl, 2005), in addition to
effective interaction between professionals (consultants)
and customers (Nikolova et al., 2009; Lombardo, 2014).
Interaction supported by relational competence (Kaiser &
Ringlstetter, 2011) serves as a learning-experience
exchange platform and creates an opportunity to develop
interpersonal social relations. Trust is another interaction
driver, consisting of the benevolence, honesty and
competence, which are viewed as an important source of
value in professional service relationships (Howden &
Pressey, 2008). It acts as a lens through which the actions
of a trusted individual are interpreted (Rennie et al., 2010).
A client’s interest to be involved in value co-creation is
dependent on diverse motivational factors. According to
Hoyer et al. (2010), these factors may be financial, social,
technical, psychological, etc. In value co-creation,
interaction, trust and motivation are significant factors,
because in professional services the client evaluates the
value of service based not only on the outcome but also on
the process (Kukk & Leppiman, 2016). On the other hand,
the relationships between a professional service firm and
client are influenced by information asymmetry, which
may become a challenge for co-creation (Kukk et al.,
2015). It complicates not only interaction between client
and service provider, and also information sharing. In
order to solve the customer’s business problem effectively,
the professional service firm has to make sure that the
client is aware of how their problem is going to be tackled
and what their contribution has to be (Kukk et al., 2015).
Professional service firms should control information
asymmetry (Antonova, 2012) and pursue an open and
transparent client relationship.

Research Method and Context

The value co-creation processes between a
professional service provider and its clients using
qualitative methodology was chosen, due to this area of
research being a less-studied topic. Qualitative research is
the correct methodology in a situation when the researcher
wants to study a new or less-investigated topic in depth
(e.g. in one organization), to understand the context within
which decisions and actions take place, to uncover the
perspectives of study participants and to interpret the
reality through social meanings (Myers, 2013; Eriksson &
Kovalainen, 2015). The qualitative methodology comprises
of different research strategies. The authors have
prioritized the case study considering its particular
qualities that correspond to the research. Firstly, the case
study allowed an in depth examination of a problem in a
practical (real life) situation and gain a profound insight
into the processes that are confined in time and space.
Second, it permits investigation in a small number of units
(sometimes one), which could be an organization. Third, a
case study helps find instances of good practice within an
organization (Farguhar, 2012; Verschuren & Doorewaard,
2010). Therefore, the aim is not to make statements about
the cases to a larger population but to explore in depth the
value co-creation processes as a particular phenomenon

and in the delivery of professional services as a specific
context. As mentioned earlier, the professional service firm
sector contains a host of different subsectors; therefore the
context of the study chosen is the business consulting and
couching services. Consulting is an iterative process with
the objective of influencing the behavior of clients during a
problem solution and supporting clients with its
implementation. Client involvement in consulting services
and active participation in co-creation of a business
problem solution is more critical than in other professional
services (Kaiser & Ringlstetter, 2011).

The selection of research participants for qualitative
studies is purposeful rather than representative and
random, unlike the quantitative research (Eriksson &
Kovalainen, 2015). Thus, the participants were chosen
using purposive sampling (Teddlie & Yu, 2007) due to the
qualities the participants possess (the knowledge and
experience). A professional service provider was selected
as a regional business consulting and couching company
(hereafter BCC), providing services to the business-to-
business (B2B) market. BCC was selected as the research
case for the following reasons; firstly, there is rapid growth
in the company, as this company initially operated as a
regional business training provider, however currently the
company is known as a business consulting and couching
provider in Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Secondly, the
change of the company business orientation, where the
focus from short-term service sales’ was changed by
philosophy and strategy to creating continuous
relationships with clients. This shift in the company’s
activity is reflected in their modified mission statement
“Inspire to improve” and vision statement “Constantly
evolving man, organization and society” supported by
three fundamental values — “sustainable partnership,
inspired people and implemented goals — lead to a
continuous relationships with clients”. Consequently, BCC
is presently deeply oriented towards initiating and
implementing changes in clients’ businesses through the
value co-creation, by providing customized solutions for
their businesses. Thirdly, the expansion of service
offerings and the client’s portfolio. Customized services in
BCC'’s service portfolio currently compose the major part
of their business and replace the standardized training
services. These reasons demonstrate critical changes in
BCC’s collaboration practices with clients and support
why BCC was chosen as the research case, in addition to
becoming the principal argument why the co-creation of
value between this company and their clients was selected
for this case study.

Empirical data was collected during March-April
2016. During this period, BCC pursued four business-
consulting projects. Three of the four client companies met
the defined client company’s selection criteria: 1) position
in the market (all three companies are leading companies
in their business market); 2) duration of collaboration
(these client companies have collaborated with BCC for
more than 4 years) and 3) clients’ market type (all three
client companies operate in business-to-business (B2B)
markets. The researchers, interceded by BCC’s owner,
personally met with top managers of all three companies
and invited their companies to participate in the research.
However, one company rejected the invitation, arguing that
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they cannot provide any information about collaboration
with partners, including BCC. Thus, two BCC client
companies, named A and B (the real titles of these firms
were not announced according to their request), were
incorporated in the research.

Company A has roots in heavy equipment
manufacturing that date back to 1966 and has combined
experience with contemporary technologies, therefore
today is able to provide customers with the most innovative
and most professional solutions. Company A operates in the
entire Baltic and Nordic markets. In order to create the
greatest possible value to the customer, company A
continually invests in production, business management,
customer service processes and long-term training programs.

Company B was founded in 1999 and is a fast-growing
company that provides high quality indoor and outdoor
area cleaning services. It also provides hygiene supplies and
a dirt-collecting mat rental service. Cleaning work processes
only use certified chemicals and tools, advanced
technological equipment and machinery. This company
currently employs more than 400 employees.

The data was triangulated by applying three data
collection methods. Primarily, in order to better familiarize
researchers with BCC clients. Secondary data was collected
from these companies’ websites. The primary data was
gathered using two qualitative methods — a semi-structured
interview and a focus group discussion. The interviews and
focus group discussions were moderated by both
researchers.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted with
the Chief Executive Officer (CEOs) of both A and B
companies. A guide for these semi-structured interviews
was prepared based on the scientific literature analysis and
composed by seven initial questions; concerning the value
co-creation’s aim, client’s and provider’s input,
experience, practices that allows the co-creation processes,
outcomes, benefit and insights in to future collaboration.
Despite the predetermined questions, as the semi-
structured interview unfolds through conversation, it
allows the participants to explore issues they feel are
important (Longhurst, 2003). In this study, the semi-
structured interview was particularly useful for exploring
the views of the BCC client firms® CEO towards
experiences and benefits of value co-creation between
BCC and their companies, as well as the vision of how
value co-creation can be developed in the future. The
interviews took place in the companies in which the
participants worked. Each interview took around 45-50
minutes to complete, were recorded and after transcribed
(the data comprised 13 pages of text).

The focus group discussions aim is to reveal different
opinions and to collect data from individuals who have
experienced some particular concrete situation (in the case
of this research, the co-creation with BCC). In addition, it
allows observation of how and why discussion participants
accept or reject others’ ideas and develop their own
questions (Krueger & Casey, 2004; Liamputtong, 2011;
Steward & Shandasani, 2014). The discussions centered on
the motivation to be involve in projects that require
integration of personal and corporate resources, internal
and external collaboration, the achievements of company
and individuals, the experience and the possibilities of

mutual development. Organizational culture, as a mediator
for value co-creation between service provider and client,
arose as an additional topic of the discussions.

In this case study, two focus groups were composed:
eleven participants represent A company and twelve
participants represent B company. The experience of
participation in business problem solving co-creation
projects was the main criteria for inviting employees to
take part in the focus group discussion. Before the
agreement to attend in the discussion the participants were
informed of the research aim and were assured that
information confidentiality would be guaranteed. The
discussions were conducted carefully, explaining and
clarifying some of the questions; as well as adding
questions to follow up on interesting ideas and to direct the
questions toward various topics. These discussions
proceeded for more than 1 hour (75 min with A group and
80 min with B group). With the permission of participants,
the discussions of focus groups were recorded and after
every discussion were transcribed (the data comprised 39
pages of text). Due to the friendly atmosphere and well-
motivated participants, these conversations expressed a
wide range of employees’ experiences during co-creation
projects with BCC, feasible aims, benefits, and the
possibilities to develop value co-creation in new projects.

The data obtained through semi-structured interviews
and focus group discussions was analyzed using qualitative
content analysis. To get the knowledge and understanding
of the value co-creation between BCC and its clients, a
directed approach to qualitative content analysis was
chosen (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In the first stage, codes
were developed from the interview/focus group discussion
data using the literature review as a theoretical basis. In the
second stage, each interview/focus group discussion was
coded and in the third stage, analysis and interpretation of
the coding results, comparing the dialogue between
theoretical and empirical material (Kvale, 2009).

Main Findings

Eight types of value co-creation processes that originate
during collaboration between BCC and its clients’
companies were identified (Table 2). As can be seen, value
co-creation processes are allocated to one of three groups
divided by the active agent: 1) processes performed by
service provider, 2) processes conducted by client, and 3)
processes executed by service provider and client together.

Table 2

Value Co-Creation Processes, Identified in Studied Case

The group of value

. Value co-creation processes
co-creation processes P

e building trust and trusting relationships;
o client needs identification for offering
relevant solutions;

o clarifying the client’s role;

Value co-creation
processes performed
by service provider

Value co-creation
processes conducted
by client

o self motivating be involved in value co-
creation with BCC;
o pursuit of service effectiveness;

o involvement and commitment for mutual
long-term activities;

o identification of opportunities for two-way
development of cooperation;

e creation of conditions for mutual growth;

Value co-creation
processes as joint
service provider and
client attempts
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Value Co-Creation Processes Performed by Service
Provider

The service provider operates as a facilitator of the
value co-creation processes. Three processes that assist the
value co-creation were identified: 1) building trust and
trusting relationships, 2) client needs identification for
offering relevant solutions, and 3) clarifying the clients’
roles. According to the questioned CEQO’s, the value co-
creation is inspired due to BCC employees’ professionalism:

<... the main value is that you [BCC] know your
clients, you understand their business and know what they
need...> (Informant A);

<... you identify the weaknesses of our company and
drew up a training scheme to eliminate them...> (Informant
B).

Precise and prompt identification of a client’s needs
followed by offering tailored services cannot be without a
high degree of trust. It is the cornerstone of a clients’
willingness to cooperate, as well as to fulfil their roles —
share data, discuss the offered service concept, etc. Thus,
trust is vital for building a trusting relationship:

<... your company [BCC] unlike other consulting firms
that we have had on some other contracts concentrate on
every participant of the training project - you ask what are
our expectations, what we like or dislike...the main focus is
of you not the business contract...we trust one another and
that creates the open dialogue > (Focus group 1).

BCC offers the client innovative business solutions
and insights into market trends that can influence the
client’s business competitiveness. Both CEOs stated that
with BCC as a team of experts, their firms expect to find
new ways to improve the business:

<.. we need your [BCC] professionals to present
certain solutions to our company, something the company
itself cannot see...> (Informant A);

<.. we would like to receive new insights, new
solutions, new training programs...> (Informant B).

Responsible attitude towards client’s specific needs,
finding out relevant troubles and proposing adequate
services was accentuate during focus group discussions also:

<... BCC prepares the offerings specifically for our
company...> (Focus group 1);

<... during the service project we analyze the real and
challenging issues for our company <...> BCC offers ideas
how these problems can be solved or helps solve it.
Everything is concrete. This makes it easier to find
answers...> (Focus group 2).

The value co-creation processes of searching how to
reveal and implement new business ideas, how to
anticipate possible mistakes and misguided decisions, as
noted by A and B companies CEOs, is possible due to
BCCs’ professional expertise and its rich experience
achieved by working with different organizations:

<... for us it is an important an opportunity to use your
[BCC] experience gained while working with other
companies... sharing good and bad cases...> (Informant
A);

<.. you [BCC] share with our company best
practices...> (Informant B).

The trust, the competence and true partnership
encourages the business progress. These factors were noted
as the main reasons to continue collaboration with BCC.
According to the CEO’s, the projects with BCC, during
which value co-creation is nurturing, assumes a hew sense
over time:

<..we participate in all processes and we feel
involved... from needs identification to feedback...>
(Informant A);

<... our involvement has changed. In the beginning of
the collaboration, we only worked with some BCC
departments, more exactly, with some employees. Now we
have moved on to the next level — now our cooperation is
closer...> (Informant B).

Value Co-Creation Processes Conducted by Client

As part of the client conducted value co-creation
process, the investigation determined two processes: 1)
self-motivation of being involved in value co-creation with
BCC and 2) pursuit of service effectiveness.

Creating superior client value is a key to service
provider success and the results of research support this
fact. The collaboration with BCC stimulates client
companies’ staff to become more active and advance. The
cooperation atmosphere, as well as the trust built by BCC,
encourages the clients to discuss in an easy and informal
manner as to what training is required to eliminate the
present gap of knowledge and how to acquire the
competence needed to meet the challenges of the business:

<... our people initiate training needs, suggest topics
and are active and involved in competence development
projects...> (Informant A);

<...it is important to give employees personal freedom
and responsibility to strengthen their competencies. It
helps to train active and intelligent employees ...>
(Informant B);

<... many of us participated in the project, whose aim
was to create a motivation system. Everyone understood
how important an effective motivation system is. Our
interest in this project success helps BCC to organize a few
very dynamic and fruitful sessions ...> (Focus group 2).

In addition, the commitment for value co-creation is a
significant factor that promotes the effectiveness of the
delivered services:

<...advantageous training is a stimulus to work better
and more productive ...our services that we provide for
our clients become better - it is clients’ view...> (Focus
group 1).

<...our new acquired competencies allow us with
deeper empathy to feel our client’s needs and expectations
and react on them ...> (Informant A).

In other words, value co-creation processes supported
by BCC as a service provider strengthen the client
company employees’ self-motivation to develop a
professional personality, whist acquiring new knowledge
and experience. As a consequence, employees of the
studied A and B companies are able to collaborate
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fruitfully with BCC when solving business problems. In
this situation, BCC staff gain the knowledge and skills,
which are resources used for the creation of business
solutions. Thus, mutual value is created.

The success of value co-creation processes’ heavily
depends on the degree to which a company is able to build
an organizational culture that is beneficial to cooperation
for co-creating the value. Therefore, the management is
responsible for reinforcing the co-creative mindset and
skills of professionals, fostering internal and external
collaboration, and nurturing co-creation initiatives:

<...if the managers initiate new projects, there needs to
be co-creation with collaborators, they primarily should
consult with employees who will be involved in these
projects, explain the time costs, how the workload will be
modified... CoO-creation is time consuming... we cannot
work at full capacity in our workplace and at the same
time cooperate with collaborates...> (Focus group 2).

Value Co-Creation Processes as Joint BCC and
Clients Attempts

Value co-creation arises during the formation and
implementation of business strategies, service development
or staff training projects; when companies find out the
potential possibilities for their business growth:

<. immense value when the partner [BCC]
understands and considers not only “here and now” but
also sees where the company that is implementing the
strategy is going and what is necessary to realize that
strategy ...> (Informant A);

<... the participation of your [BCC] company in our
business strategy development and implementation are the
main benefit which allows us growth...> (Informant B).

Above-mentioned projects are long term, thus the
results of value co-creation cannot be viewable in a short
period:

<... at least one year (sometimes two or more years) is
needed for perceiving and evaluating the results of our
collaboration projects (for example, how the corporate
learning culture changed) ...> (Informant A).

BCC’s contribution to the recognition of the clients’
business growth opportunities is based on understanding
who the company’s clients are and how their needs can be
satisfied:

<... BCC knows our key clients, their products and
markets...we discuss our business strategy outlines with
knowledgeable people... every time BCC is prepared
“homework” ...> (Focus group 2).

Value co-creation is deeper and more useful when
BCC and the client companies are involved in integrated
service projects or continuous service improvement
projects:

<...continuous of our service development projects or
training programs is very important. In this case, BCC and
we (client company) can discuss the problems in a more
detailed way... we create new knowledge and mutual
experience...> (Focus group 1).

Value co-creation causes reciprocal benefits that lead
to mutual growth:

<... competence is developed by both parties: you
[BCC] and us...> (Informant A);

<... two-way involvement is like the standard of our
collaboration... you [BCC] and us both gain the bonus... we
need you /BCC] as well as you need us... > (Informant B).

The participants underline the importance of reciprocal
relationships and expect that BCC will continue improving
competences, in this way ensuring the variety and high
quality of provided services:

<... it is very important what competences you [BCC]
will have <...> which ones will be relevant to us, at what
level...> (Informant A);

<... you [BCC] should actively follow market trends,
develop your [BCC] competence that continues adding
value for us ...> (Informant B).

Obviously, BCC expertise and capabilities to cooperate
with clients are treated as obligatory prerequisites of
business problem solving. At the same time, skillful
problem solving should be supported by the client’s input,
i.e. integration of their resources (dissemination of
information, experience):

<... our company’s situation and problems
anonymously should be presented as a business case in
BCC training projects... from BCC’s experience of
working with different firms you may bring different
examples also. Sharing real business information for more
realistic training is valuable and interesting. Therefore, we
can and should be useful for each other...> (Focus group 1).

The participants are certain that both the service
provider and the client should be interested in
strengthening the abilities to co-create value.

The changes in the business environment and the
growing importance for business success of talented
employees stipulate long-term relationships between BCC
and client companies:

<... We aim to train our people to enable them to assess
what is necessary to pursue a career ...> (Informant A);

<... the company commits that the employees should be
willing to grow first as professionals...> (Informant B).

What kind of value is co-created according to the
study’s participants? Client companies were concerned
with customized services and task-related, functional,
cognitive values. It is demonstrated during common
activities, professionalism and identification of client
needs, as well as customizing their solutions. At the same
time, for BCC as service provider, the benefit of value co-
creation means deeper competencies and a richer
experience; or in other words, the epistemic value that is
fundamental of further collaboration and has a positive
effect on BCC’s image, reputation and influences financial
results.

Discussion

The research sought to characterize the processes of
value co-creation between a provider of a professional
service and its clients. A business consulting and couching
company was chosen as the professional service firm and
two of its clients. Investigation has revealed eight value co-
creation processes divided in three groups: (1) processes
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conducted by the service provider, (2) processes performed
by the client and (3) processes conducted by the service
provider and client together. Service provider processes
were identified as (1) building trust and trusting
relationships, (2) client needs identification for offering
relevant solutions and (3) clarifying the client’s role. Two
processes were defined as the client-moderated processes:
(1) client’s employees’ self-motivation at being involved in
value co-creation with BCC and (2) pursuit of service. The
following service provider and client joint processes were
recognized (1) involvement and commitment for mutual
long-term activities, (2) identification of opportunities for
two-way development of cooperation and (3) creation of
conditions for mutual growth. The investigation classified
the identified value co-creation processes in three groups,
which are similar to Gronroos and Voima (2013) and
Payne et al. (2008) proposed classifications. The main
distinction resides in the unveiled content of value co-
creation processes that arose in providing a business
consulting service as one type of professional services.
Additionally, specific benefits and opportunities to
improve value co-creation that emerged in each process
were highlighted.

Service provider conducted processes demonstrate the
provider’s professionalism, influence on the client’s trust,
ensure service quality and create the opportunities for
client learning. Thus, professionalism is an important
resource, which helps to overcome the uncertainties among
clients (Kipping, 2011). As pointed out in the research
findings, the clients are interested in updating their
knowledge, receiving useful information and being
involved in collaboration for defining valuable business
insights. Therefore, the higher the level of service
provider’s professionalism, the better value proposition
may be offered to clients (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola,
2012; Komulainen, 2014).

Success of value co-creation depends also on the
service provider’s abilities to identify clearly the needs of
clients, as well as on clarifying client roles. These research
results are in line with Sonmez and Moorhouse (2010) and
Zwass (2010) findings. Service, even at its design stage,
should be targeted at meeting the client’s needs. The
research results show that identification of the client needs
requires not only the provider having knowledge and skills
but also client involvement in the service delivery
(supplying information, consideration, proposals, etc.).
Active reciprocity between the service provider and the
client creates the prerequisite for effective business
problem solving, thus interaction between the provider and
client is treated as a source of mutual value creation
(Lombardo, 2014). Jouny-Rivier et al. (2017) emphasizes
the importance of a company’s interaction-centric
capabilities for understanding of the new locus of value
creation.

A client’s self-motivation to become involved in value
co-creation, which was identified in this study as a process
conducted by the client, is a starting point for value co-
creation in professional services (Hoyer et al., 2010). The
findings show that a client’s motivation to be involved in
the rendering of professional services is determined by
their business environment, which becomes more and more
complicated. Therefore, the employees must develop their

competence. These findings partially correspond with
Kukk and Leppiman (2016) who note that using
professional services is ‘forced by challenges’ on
companies to improve effectiveness and efficiency.

The research findings show that clients’ learning
during the execution of different service provider and
client projects is experiential, i.e. strongly oriented toward
activities, simulation of a real work setting and learning by
doing. Thus, experiential learning is a means of expanding
the effectiveness of services provided by the client
companies. Dawson (2012) argues that experiential
learning is the best way for developing a client’s
capabilities. The greatest value is in developing “meta-
capabilities”, which enable clients to continually
improving their own capabilities.

Knowledge and relationships are at the heart of future
business. Professional services based on highly specialized
knowledge play a significant role in this future. These
research findings show the clients want the best expertise
applied to their situation. Gustafsson et al. (2017) noted
that clients demand more integrated and holistic services.
Thus, it is likely the clients will be interested in
cooperation with professional service providers if they are
ready to improve on a regular basis their knowledge and
skills that are needed for client problem solving.

Co-creation implies a joint value creation through
resource integration between the service provider and
client. The service provider is the facilitator of value co-
creation, therefore, the provider must deeply understand
the clients’ practices and how they combine resources
(Gronroos & Voima, 2013). In this research, the formation
of a business strategy, employees couching programs and
other projects are a demonstration of how the professional
service provider and client co-create the value and gain
mutual benefit. The client has a competent consulting
service provider, who facilitates the basis for successful
business development, and the service provider conceives
the client’s business direction. Business competition is
shifting from focusing on internal efficiency to how to
leverage external sources, thus, co-creation turns a client’s
efforts, knowledge and skills into the unique competitive
advantages (Zhang & Chen, 2008).

A service provider and client’s joint effort in value co-
creation stimulate mutual growth. As noted in Lush et al.
(2007), the co-creation with the client inspires innovation.
The best way to discover service innovation opportunities
is to understand how clients define value and knowing the
client’s needs that can direct meaningful service innovation
(Bettencourt, 2010). In the case study, the clients’ business
vision and long-term goals may become the source of ideas
of what new services will be needed for the clients in the
future. Learning is another factor influenced by mutual
growth. As the clients become more knowledgeable,
professional service providers should pay more attention to
their competence development. The employees must keep
pace with knowledge development in their fields and
continually generate new knowledge by building on what
they have learned, and applying the experience gained when
working on customer projects (Dawson, 2012). Kaiser and
Ringlstetter (2011) highlight the scope and level of
competence has a direct impact on the professional service
firm’s success.
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As shown in the findings of the research, continuous
collaboration facilitates the value co-creation and builds up
reciprocal confidence. These findings correspond with
Nikolova et al. (2015), Ko (2014). For this reason, a
professional service firm has to find ways in ensuring that
the client becomes more involved and consciously
participates in the service provision and the perceived
company contribution to value co-creation for their
company.

Concluding Remarks, Limitation and Future
Research Lines

Value co-creation reflects a shift toward fundamentally
different concepts of the nature of a business and value in
professional services (Dawson, 2012). The modern client is
increasingly  informed, connected, knowledgeable,
networked and empowered, and co-creation is a domain
that indicates this trend. In professional services, value co-
creation revolves around the idea that value is generated
during interaction between the service provider and the
client (Gronroos & Voima, 2013). Professional service
providers focus on help for the client to cope with internal
and external problems, i. e. optimizing business processes,
searching a business niche, enhancing employees’
competence, improving service quality, etc. Therefore, the
service provider cannot obtain an expected result without
client input. This input in the form of integration of
resources and capabilities becomes increasingly critical.
The professional service provider and client collaborate
and create the value together. Consulting companies that
aim to build trusting relationships, gain unique
experiences, produce a mutually valuable outcome and
have a competitive edge over rivals. Learning from and
with their clients will strengthen the co-creation.

Our research focuses on the processes of value co-
creation between a business consulting and couching
company as a professional service firm and its clients, and
tries to discover what actually happens when value is co-
created through the lens of clients. In relation to the value
co-creation processes, terms such creation, interchange,
learning, customizing, facilitation, open, assess, help,
operate, review, trust were often discussed by participants of
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