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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this study is to identify the practices used by service providers to manage the
customer service experience (CSE) across multiple phases of the customer journey in a business-to-business
(B2B) setting.
Design/methodology/approach –This study comprises an ethnography that investigates in real time, from
a dyadic perspective, and the CSE management practices at two service providers operating in knowledge-
intensive service industries over a period of eight months. Analytically, the study concentrates on critical
events that occurred in phases of the customer journey that in someway alter CSE, thusmaking it necessary for
service providers to act to keep their customers satisfied.
Findings – The study uncovers four types of service provider practices that vary based on the mode of
organization (ad hoc or regular) and the mode of engagement (reactive or proactive) and based on whether they
restore or bolster CSE, including the recurrence of these practices in the customer journey. These practices are
conveniently presented in a circumplex typology of CSEmanagement across five phases in the customer journey.
Research limitations/implications – This paper advances the research in CSE management throughout
the customer journey in the B2B context by showing that CSE management is dynamic, recurrent and
multifaceted in the sense that it requires different modes of organization and engagement, notably during
interaction with customers, in different phases of the customer journey.
Practical implications – The circumplex typology acts as a tool for service providers, helping them to
redesign their CSE management practices in ongoing service and dialogical processes to keep their customers
more engaged and satisfied.
Originality/value – This paper is the first to infuse a dyadic stance into the ongoing discussion of CSE
management practices in B2B, in which studies to date have deployed only provider or customer perspectives.
In proposing a microlevel view, the study identifies service providers’ CSE management practices in multiple
customer journey phases, especially when the situation becomes critical.
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1. Introduction
Understanding the customer experience is key in all service businesses (Helkkula, 2011;
Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010). However, service businesses find it challenging to manage a
desired customer service experience (CSE) in ongoing service processes and customer
journeys. To remedy this situation, businesses have begun to prioritize understanding what
their customers experience andwhen, and they are creating entire departments to investigate,
manage and build value promises aimed at providing a “smooth” CSE across the entire
customer journey (Siebert et al., 2020). Hence, it comes as no surprise that the concept of CSE
has gained increasing traction in marketing practice as well as theory, starting from the idea
that service quality and perceptions of service offerings are relevant and can be managed
(e.g. Gr€onroos, 1984; Parasumaran et al., 1988).

Currently, however, managing CSE is highly complex and increasingly challenging
(Edelman and Singer, 2015; Rawson et al., 2013). The marketing literature is increasingly
finding that CSE is subjective, dynamic and context dependent (e.g. Ellway and Dean, 2016;
Helkkula, 2011; Helkkula et al., 2012a; Yakhlef, 2015). In general, such studies show that CSE
is a lived and subjective experience and, in a sense, a multifaceted construct (Becker and
Jaakkola, 2020) that is difficult to grasp, let alone manage (e.g. Schembri, 2006). CSE is thus
susceptible to changes across the multiple phases and touchpoints of the customer journey
(Patr�ıcio et al., 2011; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016) and even beyond
(Gr€onroos, 2017).

CSE and customer journeys are not unique to business-to-consumer (B2C) markets but are
similarly present in B2Bmarkets and equally relevant (Roy et al., 2019). They both emphasize
that the interactions between service providers and customers are “experienced” (Witell et al.,
2020). However, in B2B, customer journeys appear to be more complicated for various
reasons. First, they entail multiple actors (i.e. decision-making units, DMUs), with each
having distinct roles and objectives in various phases of the purchase process (Cortez and
Johnston, 2017; Zolkiewski et al., 2017). Second, service offerings are often regarded as more
complex and difficult to standardize in nature as opposed to those in B2Cmarkets (Forkmann
et al., 2017). Third, service provision requires frequent and different modes of interactions
between service providers and customers (Mikolon et al., 2015; Medlin, 2004), depending on
the phase in the customer journey (Witell et al., 2020).

Despite its relevance to B2Bmarkets, only a few studies have investigated how the CSE is
managed throughout the customer journey. Such studies are largely aimed at providing a
conceptual strategic framework for CSEmanagement of customer journeys (Zolkiewski et al.,
2017) or practical guidance on how to manage or design customer journeys (De Keyser et al.,
2020; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019; Witell et al., 2020). However, there is still a lack of
knowledge about how service providers actually manage CSE in terms of concrete practices
in a B2B context throughout the customer journey, an observation that is in line with the
service literature (Ostrom et al., 2015; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Jain et al., 2017). The studies
that have investigated CSE management have adopted either the customer/user perspective
(De Keyser et al., 2020; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019; Zolkiewski et al., 2017) or a service
provider perspective (Witell et al., 2020).

Despite the literature’s suggestion that service providers as well as customers play an
important role in the service delivery process (e.g. Tommasetti et al., 2017; Virl�ee et al., 2020) and
thus in CSE formation, CSE management has been investigated in separate vacuums. This
limits our theoretical and practical understanding of how service providers manage CSE in
interactions with their customers during the customer journey, which consequently creates a
palpable concern for several reasons. Studies from the customers’ perspective are incomplete as
they capture only those practices that are noticeable by customers. Studies from the firm
perspective are incomplete because they donot include customers’ reactions to and engagement
in practices, thereby leaving the practices’ efficacy unexamined. Furthermore, both views
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underexpose CSE’s highly interactive nature in which both parties coproduce solutions and
play a key role in their formation.

A dyadic perspective of CSE management has the potential to resolve these concerns
because it does consider service provider practices in customer–service provider interactions
and relationships (Lipkin, 2016) throughout the customer journey. Such an analytical
approach permits us to closely investigate the microfoundations of the coproduction
(Tommasetti et al., 2017; Virl�ee et al., 2020) and broader cocreation (Gr€onroos and Gummerus,
2014) relationship between customers and service providers. Hence, this paper adopts a
dyadic perspective on CSE management and is guided by the following research question:
“How do B2B service providers in business relationships manage CSE in terms of practices
throughout the various phases of the customer journey?”.

In line with previous studies in the service research (Gr€onroos, 2017; Gr€onroos and Voima,
2013; Holmqvist et al., 2020), we deploy a microlevel perspective to build managerially relevant
understandings of CSE in the customer journey from a dyadic perspective. To account for the
microlevel, this study employs an ethnographic approach to delve into the dynamics of service
providers’ CSE management practices in their ongoing efforts to manage CSE in their
interactions and relationshipswith customer throughout the customer journey. Consistentwith
other contributions in the service literature (e.g. Echeverri and Sk�al�en, 2011; McColl-Kennedy
et al., 2015), we adopt a practice lens (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 1996;Warde, 2005) to examine in
greater detail the routinized and nonroutinized actions and modes of engagement of service
providers that maintain, balance or otherwise address CSE in their customer relationships.

Empirically, we draw on two in-depth case studies: a B2B training company and an IT
consulting firm. Both firms are based in the Netherlands and provide so-called knowledge-
intensive business services (e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012). One firm provides
complex information technology (IT) monitoring solutions, and the other firm provides
professional development training in hard and soft skills to firms facing complex
organizational change. Due to the knowledge-intensive nature of their services provided,
both firms maintain intensive contact with their customers, and frequent interactions are
necessary to ensure a desired CSE. Rich- and fine-grained data are gathered throughmultiple
sources during intensive research involving eight months in total. Analytically, we focus on
critical events that occur in the relationship between the service provider and customers. The
literature has demonstrated that critical events can have a decisive impact on business
relationships (Tidstr€om and Hagberg-Andersson, 2012), causing the parties to act and, as
such, forming an important source of data (Czarniawska, 2004). In this paper, critical events
are defined as occurrences that may positively or negatively alter CSEs and have the
potential or the actual ability to create adverse outcomes for the customer.

This study advances contemporary theory and practice on CSE management in multiple
ways. Primarily, it contributes to CSE management throughout the customer journey in the
B2B literature, which is different from traditional approaches in the service research. It reveals
four distinct types of practices –made visible in a circumplex typology – that vary bymode of
organization and mode of engagement employed by service providers to either bolster or
restore CSE in particular phases of the customer journey. It shows that CSE management is a
dynamic and critical act that consists of carefully balancing practices with different “modes of
organization” (ad hoc or regular) and “modes of engagement” (reactive or proactive) that
reoccur during the customer journey. While the extant literature highlights the importance of
reactiveness (also referred to as responsiveness) in service recovery (Parasuraman et al., 1988;
Virl�ee et al., 2020) as a distinct process in customer journeys (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2019), we
show that service providers can also bolster (i.e. boost or [supplementarily] enhance CSE in
such a way that it surpasses its regular order) CSE through a proactive mode of engagement
consisting of constructively exploring solutions for emerging problems in the customer
journey. Reactive engagement typically restores CSE (i.e. stabilizes or repairs CSE and returns
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it to its normal order). In the circumplex typology, we also display the recurrence of the
practices, whichmakes it possible to see at a glance which practices (including their nature) are
more commonly conducted in a particular phase of the customer journey. Second, with its
analytical focus on critical events and typology of CSE management practices, this study
contributes to the effective solutioning literature (e.g. Hakanen and Jaakkola, 2012; Storbacka,
2011) by offering a broader range of service provider practices that help in solving customer
problems in ongoing service processes. Third, the current research approach for studying CSE
from a dyadic perspective on a microlevel opens up novel ideas to deepen the –
underinvestigated – domain of CSE management in more general terms and for other
contexts. Finally, the findings and especially the circumplex typology offer practitioners
support to better understand their responses in managing CSE across multiple phases of the
customer journey, a process that indeed appears to be a challenge.

The remainder of this paper begins with a brief overview of how CSE and customer
journeys have been conceptualized and investigated in the literature to date, touching on CSE
management throughout the customer journey. Next is the method followed by the findings
section, which presents the service provider practices in detail and develops toward the
circumplex typology for CSE management. The paper concludes with a discussion that
covers a discussion, theoretical contributions, managerial implications and avenues for
future research.

2. Status quo
2.1 CSE
The traditional service literature has conceptualized CSE as customers’ judgment of services; it
is usually captured by perceptions of service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988;Woodruff, 1997;
Gr€onroos, 1984).More recently, the literature has argued that customers can also perceive value
in use and thereby has directed researchers’ analytical focus to the usage process rather than to
outcomes (e.g. Toivonen et al., 2007; Macdonald et al., 2016). Building on this processual notion
and the aspect of value in use, scholars have deepened the meaning of CSE in various ways. In
particular, service-dominant logic and service logic highlight the phenomenological nature of
CSEduring the creation of value in use (Vargo andLusch, 2008, 2016; Gr€onroos, 2011; Gr€onroos
and Gummerus, 2014), suggesting that the customer is both an interpreter and contributor
(Gummerus, 2013). Such an interpretive approach (Zeithaml et al., 2020) suggests that CSE is
highly subjective in the sense that it is contextually and idiosyncratically interpreted and
experienced by the customer in service provision processes (Jaakkola et al., 2015; Edvardsson
et al., 2005; Helkkula, 2011). The paper adopts this perspective on CSE because it conceives of
CSE as something that is subject to change for a variety of reasons before, during and after the
actual service provision has occurred (Følstad and Kvale, 2018).

2.2 Phases and touchpoints in the customer journey
Service customers do not consume a service at a single point in time but are usually engaged
in what we currently understand as a customer journey. The role of customer journeys in
mapping and understanding customer engagement processes has largely been addressed in
the service management literature (Rawson et al., 2013; Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010;
Halvorsrud et al., 2016). Customer journeys include the events and phases, regardless of
whether they have been purposively designed, experienced by customers in their
communications with service providers including their receipt of service offerings
(e.g. Følstad and Kvale, 2018; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Patr�ıcio et al., 2011). As such, a
customer journey refers to the process in which CSE is accumulated and formed throughout
phases and across touchpoints.
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In B2C, customer journeys are largely product-, brand-, service- or purchase-focused and
conceived of as linear in nature, following distinct, successive phases and touchpoints.
Examples of such phases and touchpoints include the prepurchase, purchase and
postpurchase phases (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016) and precore, core and postcore service
encounters (Voorhees et al., 2017). Others focus on the decision phases in the customer
journey, which range from awareness, familiarity, consideration and purchase to, eventually,
loyalty (Court et al., 2009); such phases are akin to those employed in communication models
in advertising (Lavidge and Steiner, 1961).

Customer journeys in the B2B literature are generally conceived as relational processes
(Witell et al., 2020) with a focus on buying processes and buying teams (Webster and Wind,
1972). Phases in such journeys roughly relate to the following sequence: prebid engagement,
negotiation/value proposition, implementation and operations, including the various
touchpoints (Brady et al., 2005; Tuli et al., 2007; Witell et al., 2020). Although the phases in
the customer journey appear to be fixed and irreversible, the literature also indicates that
customer journeys can be dynamic and bumpy and consist of many iterations (Lemon and
Verhoef, 2016). The paper not only acknowledges this dynamic nature of customer journeys
but also understands that service providers in B2B settings develop long-term business
relationships with their customers through understanding and delivery of value in use
(Eggert et al., 2018) and well-practiced relationship management routines that facilitate a
positive CSE in the customer journey. This implies that over time and through recurrent
interactions, phases in the customer journey become logically structured and envisioned by
both parties and constitute an important part of the relationship structure. For our study, we
conceptualize the following phases of the customer journey: (1) trigger and problem analysis,
(2) orientation and negotiation, (3) choice and purchase, (4) implementation and usage and
(5) evaluation and follow-up. Nevertheless, we leave sufficient room for the dynamics that
occur in customer journeys due to critical events, setbacks or surprises that urge both
customers and service providers to act and interact (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019).

2.3 Managing CSE throughout the customer journey
A persistent question in the service management literature is how CSE can be managed by
service providers. The traditional service literature sheds light on the dimensions of providing
service quality, such as technical quality, functional quality and organizational image, to
maintain a positive perception of the value of a service offering (Gr€onroos, 1984). Taking service
quality as the core driver of value creation, Parasuraman et al. (1988) stressed the use of
instruments to ensure the reliability, empathy and responsiveness of service staff, accompanied
by assurance and tangible evidence.While the previous literature has basically concentrated on
single service encounters,managingCSE throughout the customer journey ismore complicated
(Edelman and Singer, 2015; Rawson et al., 2013). CSEmay vary across phases and touchpoints
aswell as during everyday interactionsbetween customers and service providers (Patr�ıcio et al.,
2011; Zomerdijk andVoss, 2010).A complicating factor is that touchpointsmay occur long after
a service encounter between a customer and service provider; thus, CSE continues to be shaped
independently of the service provider (Gr€onroos, 2017; Norton and Pine, 2013) (Berry et al., 2002,
2006). Furthermore, CSE can be influenced by customers’ mental reflections (Gr€onroos, 2017)
and thus are beyond service providers’ control.

Indeed, the B2C literature has shown that in such journeys, service failures can easily
occur and require service providers to make efforts to restore CSE (Van Vaerenbergh et al.,
2019). Instead of viewing such failures as incidents in the customer journey, VanVaerenbergh
et al. (2019) stressed the importance of service recovery by designating it as a “service
recovery journey” with its own phases (prerecovery, recovery and postrecovery) including
the need for supportive organizational procedures and service staff behaviors with the intent
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of maintaining customer satisfaction. Others have drawn attention to the importance of IT
service and support solutions to help technicians and first-line employees seamlessly engage
customers at the right moment and in the correct fashion; such solutions have therefore been
described as central to CSE (Rawson et al., 2013). Especially in today’s multichannel
environment, service providers may benefit from such tools, which create insight into
touchpoints from the customer’s and provider’s perspective and into the management of CSE
throughout the entire customer journey to deliver a seamless experience between channels.

In the B2B context, the literature highlights the strategic importance of and advocates the
move from an input- and output-based approach toward an outcome-based approach for CSE
management in customer journeys (Zolkiewski et al., 2017). McColl-Kennedy et al. (2019)
assigned specific dimensions to CSE management with the aim of creating value for
customers in the customer journey. These dimensions consist of resources, activities, context,
interactions and taking into account the customer’s roles, which help manage responses and
discrete emotions at touchpoints throughout the customer journey. The same authors
introduced the necessity for practitioners to manage their customers’ journeys. Examples
include taking a customer perspective, identifying root causes, uncovering at-risk segments,
capturing customers’ emotional and cognitive responses, spotting and preventing decreasing
sales and prioritizing actions to improve CSE.Witell et al. (2020) offered a framework with the
key challenges that are imperative in CSE management: relationship expectations, actor
interaction issues and overcoming temporal challenges. Recently, scholars have added more
granularity to CSE management in the customer journey and proposed the nomenclature of
“touchpoints, context, qualities” (TCQ) to help the audit, design and innovation of CSE more
actionable (De Keyser et al., 2020). This classification, which is inspired by the previous
research (e.g. Bolton et al., 2018; Homburg et al., 2017), consists of helpfulmanagerial guidance
to streamline touchpoints; understand and recognize contexts; assess delivered qualities and
evaluate, benchmark and move to action. Jointly, these contributions are helpful not only in
designing and installing intervention points in the customer journey with the aim of
managing CSE to a desired state but also for analytical use and theory advancement.

However, some difficulties remain despite the strategies and frameworks offered for
effective CSE management throughout the customer journey. To date, studies on CSE
management throughout the customer journey in a B2B context have adopted either a service
provider (Witell et al., 2020) or customer perspective (De Keyser et al., 2020; McColl-Kennedy
et al., 2019; Zolkiewski et al., 2017). We suggest that understanding the practices underlying
CSEmanagement requires a dyadic perspective fromwhichwe can examine the interactions in
the collaborative dialogical processes underlying CSEmanagement (Gr€onroos and Gummerus,
2014). This includes subprocesses such as coproduction, which are typified by customer
participation in the development, realization and more effective and efficient provision of an
offering (Tommasetti et al., 2017; Virl�ee et al., 2020). Furthermore, a dyadic view involves
customers’ engagement and reactions to service provider practices, which allow a more
thorough understanding of the practices’ efficacy and CSE management as a whole. A dyadic
perspective implies that the interactions between customers and service providers across
phases and touchpoints in the customer journey constitute a unit of analysis rather than either
customers or service providers independently. Furthermore, given the lack of processual
studies of CSEmanagement, we know little about what service providers do in relation to their
customers whenmanaging CSE throughout the entire customer journey instead of considering
service encounters independently. For instance, which organizational processes do service
providers use to respond and manage CSE, and how do they engage with customers? When
does the management of CSE become a pressing theme for service providers, and what is the
role of changing CSE on behalf of customers and in which phase of the customer journey? In
addressing these questions, this paper adopts a practice perspective (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki,
1996; Whittington, 2006) to attest to the actions of service providers in ongoing service
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provision processes with their customers. A practice perspective is particularly useful for its
focus on the predispositions and routinized or nonroutinized behaviors of service providers to
manage CSE, and it is commonly applied to service research with a focus on CSE in value-
creation practices (e.g. Helkkula et al., 2012a; b; Jaakkola et al., 2015; Echeverri and Sk�al�en, 2011;
McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015). In summary, this paper takes a dyadic perspective by examining
the efforts of service providers tomanage the dynamic nature of CSE in phases of the customer
journey. How exactly this was accomplished will be discussed in the next section.

3. Methods
3.1 Research design and cases
The objective of our study is to explore and identify the practices of service providers to
manage CSE throughout the various phases of the customer journey. We built on a
qualitative case study approach involving intensive ethnographic research. Ethnography is
concerned with the subject’s first-hand “lived experience” by generating so-called thick
descriptions (Geertz, 1994; Van Maanen, 2011; Visconti, 2010). This is in line with scholars’
advocating of ethnographic approaches in marketing (e.g. Gr€onroos and Voima, 2013; Norton
and Pine, 2013) and specifically the CSE research (De Keyser et al., 2020; Verleye, 2019; Witell
et al., 2020; Zeithaml et al., 2020). We deemed an ethnographic approach to be appropriate
because of its potential to provide an in-depth understanding of the characteristics of the
practices conducted by service providers tomanage CSE in interactionswith their customers.

Our data comprise ethnography of twoDutch firms in the B2B sector located in the eastern
part of the Netherlands. Both companies are reputable, provide services to customers
nationally and have served over 2500 customers operating in B2B markets. For the sake of
confidentiality, we refer to these firms as “MonITor” and “Train & Co”. Table 1 gives more
insight into the firms’ key characteristics and activities. It is important to note that both
service providers are directly responsible for fulfilling their value promises and managing

Description MonITor Train & Co

Established since 2004 2001
Type and number
of employees

Approximately 20 permanent staff
members consisting of a board, account
managers, service experts and support
staff, complemented with freelance
consultants

Approximately 25 permanent staff
members consisting of a board, mainly of
account managers and a few sales
coordinators, complemented by freelance
trainers

Core business Providing organizations with complex IT
monitoring solutions

Providing professional development
training in hard and soft skills to firms
facing complex organizational change

Core activities (1) Identifying an organization’s
challenges and needs

(2) Creating insight into an
organization’s IT systems

(3) Advising organizations on fitting
solutions to organizational challenges

(4) Implementing solution at
organizations through interim work
activities and/or workshops

(5) Coaching and supervising progress at
organizations

(1) Identifying an organization’s
challenges, needs and ambitions

(2) Creating insight into an organization’s
employees’ skills and knowledge

(3) Organizing trainings
(4) Training an organization’s employees

in hard and soft skills
(5) Advising organizations about

suitable training programs
(6) Coaching organizations in

safeguarding knowledge and skills
Intensity of
customer
interaction

Highly intensive customer interaction over
long periods (more than three – six
months)

Highly intensive customer interaction over
short (a week) and long (more than three –
six months) periods

Table 1.
Description of
research cases
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CSE. Although freelance trainers and consultants are sometimes engaged, they are trained
and educated extensively in line with both service providers’ principles. Furthermore, they
operate underMonITor’s andTrain&Co’s name,making it impossible for customers to know
that the services are occasionally outsourced.

Similar to the criteria and characterizations of other businesses that provide knowledge-
intensive services (Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012; Bettencourt et al., 2002), MonITor
and Train & Co provide customized services and solutions that aim to contribute to
customers’ needs and value creation and deliver an excellent CSE. In doing so, both firms
develop, create and disseminate knowledge through their services and solutions, requiring
intensive customer interaction and problem-solving capabilities (Muller and Zenker, 2001) in
the context of the cocreation and coproduction customer–supplier relationship (Bettencourt
et al., 2002) throughout the various customer journey phases. Hence, both cases appeared
suitable for the goal of this research.

3.2 Data collection
When collecting the data, we focused on critical events between customers and service
providers. In contrast to data capture techniques such as the critical incident technique
(Flanagan, 1954) or similar techniques (Edvardsson and Roos, 2001), in which respondents
are explicitly questioned on certain “critical incidents,” we focused on critical events as they
occurred in the relationship between the case companies and their customers. In line with the
previous research (Tidstr€om and Hagberg-Andersson, 2012; Ylim€aki, 2014), we selected the
critical events ourselves based on the criterion that they forced both parties to act and
interact. Critical events are occurrences that initiate change and have a decisive impact on a
business dyad because they may positively or negatively alter CSEs (Halinen et al., 1999) and
have the potential or actual ability to create adverse outcomes for the customer (Taylor, 1991).
Examples of such events are moments in which customers are dissatisfied with the service
they receive in relation to the value offering or due to internal issues beyond the service
provider’s control but somehow affecting the CSE. Furthermore, by choosing the critical
events ourselves, we interfere the least with the customer–supplier dyad, which best
accommodates our ethnographic immersion.

Sufficient immersion with the study object is key in ethnographic research (Van Maanen,
2011). The lead ethnographer in this study was the first author of this paper. He ensured
sufficient immersion from the beginning of the research project by visiting both companies
two and a half days perweek over a period of eightmonths. Given this amount of time, hewas
able to become deeply engaged with the firms’ service offerings, journeys, interactions and
relationship management practices. Both companies share one office building, which saved
considerable travel time.

The data collection palette is multifaceted (see Table 2), which is in line with the idea that
the researcher should observe details in different settings and at different times (O’Reilly,
2012). Initially, the first author proactively organized a welcome and question and answer
(Q&A) session that contributed to gaining trust and confidence from the employees. He also
organized short, informal acquaintance meetings with individual employees to become
familiar with their background and job function. These initial gatherings contributed to the
building of rapport. Shortly thereafter, the first author joined representatives such as account
managers, directors, consultants and trainers during customer visits. He attended meetings
at their customers as well as internal formal and informal encounters, especially during
critical events. He conducted in-depth interviewswith customers aswell as employees of both
firms and organized internal workshops to become familiar with the companies’ offerings,
industries and customer journeys. He joined training sessions and was trusted to become a
part of the email correspondence between employees and customers. Different stakeholders
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were involved in the data gathering ranging from HR directors to IT managers and from
learning and development (L&D) representatives to the training participants. Some were
DMUs while others fulfilled representative roles.

To meet the condition of creating detailed descriptions (Fetterman, 2019), the
ethnographer ensured the level of detail across the different data collection times by

Locus1 Type Amount2 Amount of data and specifications

Train & Co and
MonITor

Work floor
immersion

58 days 43 pages consisting of field notes, photos, email
correspondence and company documents

Sessions
Welcome and Q&A 1 46 pages consisting of field notes, photos and

workshop material (brown papers, post-it and scrap
papers)

In-depth workshops 4
Strategy and
management

3

Training 5
Weekly stand-ups 9
Interviews 58 pages consisting of notes and verbatim of audio

recordingShort (15–
30 minutes)

18

In-depth (30–
60 minutes)

7

Informal gatherings 15 pages consisting of field notes and photos
Lunches 13
Friday afternoon
drinks

5

Staff party 1
Joint Meetings 89 pages consisting of field notes, photos and verbatim

of audio recordingFirst acquaintance 4
Information
gathering

6

Formal
management

3

Sales 6
Ad hoc 7
Other (e.g. catch-up/
update)

6

Sessions 18 pages consisting of field notes, photos and verbatim
of audio recordingSmall and large

project kickoff
3

Trainings 2
Other 7 pages consisting of field notes, photos and

promotional material (folders)Customer and
partner forums

2

Guided tour 1
Customer Interviews 105 pages consisting of notes and verbatim of audio

recordingShort (15–
30 minutes)

34

In-depth (45–
115 minutes)

6

Other 3 pages consisting of field notes, photos and
promotional material (folders)Guided tour 1

Note(s): 1The locus points out where the data collection took place. At Train & Co andMonITor or customers,
respectively, or in joint situations, in which one of the service providers as well as the customers were present,
2Amount in sessions or specified otherwise

Table 2.
Key figures in data

collection
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noting several aspects during the entire journey. This concerned, for example, factual
information about the event (time, place, parties and stakeholders involved); exact quotes; the
sequences of activities and how they occurred and their possibly relevant histories,
behaviors, perceptions and feelings. As ethnographic research involves the researcher
(O’Reilly, 2012), the ethnographer took careful notes of his own experiences, thoughts and
feelings during data collection. The data were stored in audio (when practically possible and
after asking for permission), written and photographic records. The audio recordings were
transcribed verbatim, and other data were carefully structured.

3.3 Data analysis
We used a theory-building approach when analyzing our data. This involves moving from
the ethnographer’s perspective, which consists predominantly of thick descriptions, to one
that is more analytical and entwined into the current research (Lok and De Rond, 2013; Van
Maanen, 1979). In the complete data analysis, we used an iterative cyclical process, meaning
that we continuously moved back and forth among the data, literature and an emerging
structure of empirical categories that comprised cyclical reading and analysis of all data (Lok
and De Rond, 2013; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Dubois and Gadde, 2002). In this process, we
closely observed the critical event, the (altered) CSE, the service provider practices in
response to manage CSE and the reaction on behalf of the customer while we continuously
remained conscious of the customer journey phases.

We commenced our data analysis by identifying the phases in the customer journey that
were specific to our study. We found inspiration in recent B2B literature that has already
defined several phases (e.g. Witell et al., 2020) while, at the same time, wewere sensitive to the
customer journeys specific to our cases. As a result, we distilled five generic phases that were
applicable to Train & Co and MonITor (illustrated in Table 3). While phases two, three and
four overlap with the phases previously identified as prebid engagement, negotiation/value
proposition, implementation and operations (Brady et al., 2005; Tuli et al., 2007; Witell et al.,

Customer journey phase Description

1. Trigger and problem
analysis

Customers are triggered by issues that hamper their daily processes and
analyze the problem at hand

2. Orientation and
negotiation*

Customers orient towards a possible solution and negotiate a fitting solution
with service providers. Customers specify what needs to be purchased, provide
information about its business operations and current needs through
touchpoints at different actor levels

3. Choice and purchase* Customers make a choice for the most suitable provider including the best
solution(s), after which customers purchase the solution by agreeing upon,
completing and signing contracts

4. Implementation and
usage*

Customers implement (oftentimes together with the service provider) the
solution(s) by making it (them) fit with organizational systems and processes.
Customers, oftentimes the end-users, use the solution by actually utilizing it in
their daily processes. Occasionally, in large projects, usage may overlap for a
certain period with implementation

5. Evaluation and follow-up Customers evaluate their service experience of the service provider’s overall
service and solution, either individually or jointly with the service provider.
They provide a follow-up, by either being loyal to the service provider or looking
for a different solution elsewhere
Note: this phase also includes features such as “service safeguarding” in which
the service provider ensures that the solution will be properly embedded in the
organization in the long term

Note(s): *Partly adopted from Brady et al. (2005); Tuli et al. (2007) and Witell et al. (2020)

Table 3.
Five customer journey
phases applicable to
MonITor and Train
& Co
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2020), we expanded the customer journey as our data specified two additional phases. First,
before any “orientation and negotiation” or “prebid engagement”, customers are triggered,
face challenges or problems and analyze them accordingly. Second, after “implementation
and usage” or “operations”, customers evaluate their trajectory with service providers and
provide a follow-up, either prolongation or searching for alternative solutions.

The customer journey provided support in further arranging and analyzing our data. We
went through our data and identified critical events. For each event, we noted where it
happened in the customer journey and classified it accordingly. We described the critical
event, followed by the actions taken by the service provider, and the outcome for the
customers in terms of their satisfaction and service experience. Subsequently, we distilled
crucial “first-order” service provider practices using an open coding strategy that analyzed
every case in detail to filter out a myriad of categories (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss and Corbin,
1998). We progressed with axial coding to identify similarities and differences between the
categories. This process reduced all germane categories into a more manageable group of
“second-order” practice categories (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Our cases
were of the same structure while still preserving as much of the richness of our data as
possible. By closely considering how the practices are organized and how the service
providers employ them, we were able to make two crosssections in the typology of practices,
namely the mode of organization (ad hoc versus regular) and the mode of engagement
(reactive versus proactive). By including the outcome for the customer, we were able to
differentiate the effect of the service provider practices on CSE (restore versus bolster). We
concluded our analysis bymapping out all practices across this typology to show the patterns
of service provider practices throughout the entire customer journey. This includes the
recurrence of practices divided into occasionally, sometimes and frequently. Occasionally
signifies that the practices are present once, sometimes twice and frequently three times. The
first author was responsible for the in-depth analysis, the second author cross-checked
everything and randomly analyzed cases himself in depth, and the third author sense-
checked the entire process including the findings.

4. Findings
4.1 Identifying service provider practices
Our findings show that the practices conducted by service providers in managing CSE are
multifold and occur in different phases throughout the customer journey. Table 4
summarizes these practices while their narratives can be found in Appendix 1. For the
sake of clarity, we listed illustrations of nine selected cases documented across all phases of
the customer journey. These nine caseswere exemplary for our study andwere selected out of
a total of 18 cases (eight fromTrain & Co and ten fromMonITor). All 18 cases can be found in
the Table of online Appendix 2. The nine exemplary cases (Appendix 1) serve as narratives
consisting of illustrative quotes and field notes in combination with an accompanying text.

4.2 Interpreting the nature and type of service providers’ practices
This section highlights and homes in on the nature and type of service provider practices and
uncovers commonalities anddifferences. The practices contain several repertoires, eachwith its
own characteristics. We categorized these characteristics into “modes of organization” and
“modes of engagement.”Themodes of organization imply the ways in which service providers
organize their practices tomanage CSE.We identified two forms: practices that were organized
in an “ad hoc” fashion and those enacted routinely and on a “regular” basis. An ad hoc practice
is one that occurs spontaneously without an envisioned routine for how to deal with an event.
Regular practices are embedded in and facilitated by organizational procedures. The modes of
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engagement consist of reactive engagement and proactive engagement. In the former, the
service provider helps the customer in an adequate way by providing prompt service
(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Virl�ee et al., 2020) while, in the latter, the service provider initiates
inventive support that enables it to coproduce solutions for and with the customer. In this, we
find a link between how the modes of engagement shape CSE. Reactive engagement typically
restores CSE, i.e. repairs or stabilizes CSE and returns it to its regular order (Van Vaerenbergh
et al., 2019). Proactive engagement bolsters CSE (i.e. boosts or (additionally) enhances CSE to
surpass a regular order) and may, for example, exceed customer expectations to a surprising
degree,which ismore commonly knownas customerdelight (e.g. Ball andBarnes, 2017; Guidice
et al., 2020). To substantiate this typology of practices, we briefly exemplify each practice and
refer to the narratives in the Appendix 1 for further detail.

First, illustration 6 depicts an example inwhich ad hoc practiceswith reactive engagement
occurred. The critical event arose due to a lack of clarity in agreements between the customer
and MonITor in the choice and purchase phase. The project leader from the customer’s
organization stated, “Which agreements did you make with our developer?”, clearly showing
the active role of customers in effective working relationships in terms of project governance
(Bettencourt et al., 2002; Virl�ee et al., 2020) in the coproduction process of solutions. Immediate
actionwas necessary on behalf of the director ofMonITor, and he responded, “Yesterday, I got
an email from your developer with several questions based on the answers I gave him in earlier
email correspondence. We agreed that I will contact our development department, and
depending on how soon I get a response, I will follow-up with you. Based on this, I promise to
send you the formal agreement before the end of next week.” To settle CSE, the director acted

Service provider
practice Description

Illustrated in narrative in Appendix 1
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Provide
constructive
advice

The service provider advises the customer
in a constructive and adequate fashion
about what would be best for the customer

X X X

2. Tailor value
promise

The service provider customizes its
offering to the customer’s situation and
needs

X

3. Analyze the
problem
thoroughly

The service provider analyzes the
customer’s problem carefully by, for
example, asking critical questions or
performing a root cause analysis

X X X

4. Solve problems ad
hoc

The service provider solves the problem at
hand immediately in situ

X X

5. Steer toward
solutions

The service provider undertakes action
that accommodates or is aimed toward a
solution for the customer

X X X X X

6. Manage the
relationship
strategically

The service provider takes care of the
supplier–customer relationship that
accommodates a long-term collaboration

X X X

7. Take decisive
action

The service provider undertakes resolute
and firm action by standing its ground

X X X

8. Manage
expectations

The service provider manages the
customer’s expectations in advance to
ensure alignment with expectations

X X

9. Empathize with
the customer

The service provider tries to understand
the customer’s situation by empathizing
with the customer

X X X

10. Stabilize the
situation

The service provider conducts repair work
to temporarily patch/recover the situation

X

Table 4.
Service providers’
practices in managing
customer service
experience across the
customer journey
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directly, in a solution-orientedmanner, and dealt with the problem as it occurred.Without any
recorded organizational guidelines for such events, only spontaneous action on an ad hoc
basis was undertaken to restore CSE. The project leader can continue his work, which is
represented well in the following quote: “Perfect. That’s sufficient for me because then I can set
up and arrange internal issues. Super. Thanks very much, and we will keep in touch then.”

Second, regular practices through reactive engagement are exemplified by illustration 3.
Beforehand, the customer’s L&D manager had already created insights into the needs of all
the employees of the two departments. Despite having these insights, she experienced
challenges with training averse employees as those employees did not want to take part in
training at all or were only to participate in short courses. This critical event arose in an
important customer journey phase for both the customer and Train & Co. Especially, during
the orientation and negotiation phase – a crucial phase before a customer makes a purchase
decision – it is commonly accepted byTrain&Co’s team that they need to be clear upfront. To
do so, Train & Co’s employees know that they should first properly understand the situation
at hand, and thus they analyze the problem thoroughly. To set the stage for the customer,
Train & Co’s account manager manages expectations by acting decisively if necessary. “Only
half a day?! That’s very short, too brief, and something I would not recommend. It’s more like a
workshop instead of a real training. But tell me, what exactly is the reason they only want a
maximum of one day and half a day of training?”This works in parallel with proactive advice
fromTrain&Co’s trainer. “Look, in one day you can schedule quite a complete training. I’mable
to discuss general theories and concepts. However, in half a day, that’s impossible. Half a day is
more like a workshop to give people an idea what the training is about. If you choose half a day, I
advise incorporating another half a day later to explain themethodology and give some practical
exercises to better embed the knowledge in people’s minds and bridge the theory to practice. This
is simply not possible in half a day. And of course, if you insist on your initial ideas, be my guest,
but I strongly discourage it because it is not effective.” Such a mode of organization is already
routinely enacted by Train & Co and aims to recover CSE. Despite the customer’s L&D
manager being skeptical earlier in that meeting to manage and convince internal
stakeholders, she seemed to show more confidence. Finally, constructive advice on the
customer’s planning from Train & Co helped the L&D manager sharpen her message, as
evident in the following quote: “I get your point, and my proposition is that I will get in touch
with themanager of both departments to point out exactly what youmentioned.”Thus, she was
able to proceed with her work and act as an advocate for the service provider within her firm
(Bettencourt et al., 2002; Virl�ee et al., 2020), which helped her to reach her goals.

Third, illustration 8 describes an ad hoc approach with proactive engagement in the
implementation and usage phase. The customer’s head of back-office faced problems. When
breakdowns occurred that directly impacted work processes, he did not have insight into
what exactly was goingwrong. “See. . . I ammissing thresholds over here. On this dashboard, I
need more information that thoroughly shows me what’s going on. This is too superficial.”
Despite MonITor’s customer service helping him out well, he was looking for more stability
and continuity in his back-office processes. MonITor’s account manager demonstrated that
he understood the situation and steered him toward a solution, and, as a result, he came up
with initiatives that the customer had not asked for or previously considered. “I do not see any
screens showing the dashboards. This is absolutely necessary because it shows you what’s
happening and what you need to do.”After turning the complication into a stable situation (i.e.
restoring CSE), MonITor’s representative spontaneously proposed a somewhat surprising
solution, making the customer even more satisfied and causing the previously stable CSE to
be surpassed. “I fully agree with what you just said. It only comes to life if there are screens
present in my department. Everybody should be able to see what’s happening.”

Finally, we illuminate regular practices with proactive engagement in illustration 4. Train
& Co is familiar with the orientation and negotiation phase, which is a moment of truth for all
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involved parties and can make a difference. At first, Train & Co’s account manager was
overwhelmed by the scattered needs the customer pointed out. Such a lack of focus would not
be an effective manner of training employees. He took decisive action by giving pushback
while managing the strategically relationship in situ and spontaneously by not merely
focusing on big sales opportunities but thinking on the customer’s behalf. He proactively
tailored his offering to the customer’s situation. The customer felt understood through the
initiated empathetic action and behavior by Train & Co’s representatives. “I remember when
Michael told me, ’If you want all of this, you should look for another service provider. I’m not
going to commit myself to this.’ I really appreciated the honest feedback, and I’m happy he gave
me pushback. My plans were too ambitious. Michael sincerely advocated for what was good for
us and did not act from a commercial point of view.”The reactive practices were conducted ad
hoc and regularly created the basis for further proactive engagement on behalf of the service
provider. This occurred in the form of tailoring the value promise specifically to the
customer’s situation. Such a practice occurs in both a routinized fashion and with proactive
engagement, resulting in bolstered CSE.

Figure 1 synthesizes the findings in a circumplex typology of service provider practices in
managing CSE throughout the customer journey. The circumplex typology illustrates the mode
of organization (ad hoc or regular) andmode of engagement (reactive or proactive), which are laid
out on the X- and Y-axes, respectively. The mode of engagement plays a role in shaping CSE
(restoring or bolstering). To clearly display this effect on CSE, we label the slightly gray top half-
moon as “bolstering” CSE and the white bottom half-moon as “restoring” CSE. The figure also
shows the recurrence of all practices, categorized into occasionally, sometimes and frequently.

Based on this categorization of service provider practices, we distilled the following key
observations. Although their function may vary depending on the phase in the customer
journey, the majority of service provider practices are reactive in nature and aim to restore
CSE. They are evenly distributed across all phases of the customer journey; however, we
noted that regular practices have a higher recurrence than practices conducted in an ad hoc
fashion. Practices by proactive engagement that bolster CSE are rarer. When they occur, the
service providers proactively engage in a routinized way with practices mainly in the
negotiation and orientation and choice and purchase phases. Notably, in the former, tailoring
the value promise is strongly present, followed by steering toward a solution and
empathizing with the customer. Nevertheless, strategically managing customer relations
through ad hoc engagement is required. The majority of routinized practices with proactive
engagement seem to transition toward practices that are organized on an ad hoc basis in later
phases (four and five) of the customer journey.

More closely considering the scattered picture of the ten practices (as seen in Table 4) and
their characteristics uncovers that “iterative learning and adapting” seems to be an overall
organizational theme. This allows service providers to remain agile in the process of
managing CSE and to improve their CSEmanagement capabilities on a continuous basis. The
approach is shown in illustration 9, in which service providers’ employees typically gather
after meetings with a customer to discuss key takeaways and points for improvement. For
example, the account manager suggests that the trainer would join him next time in customer
meetings because of the excellent CSE delivered.

5. Discussion
5.1 Reflections on CSE management practices
The current status in the literature is that CSE is conceived as multifaceted (Becker and
Jaakkola, 2020), dynamic and context dependent (e.g. Helkkula et al., 2012a), and that
customer journeys are complex and heterogeneous, particularly in the B2B context
(e.g. Gr€onroos, 2017; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Norton and Pine, 2013). Hence, the
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Figure 1.
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conceptualization of the management of CSE in customer journeys presents difficulties
(De Keyser et al., 2020; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019; Witell et al., 2020; Zolkiewski et al., 2017)
and seems to be a black box in terms of both theory and practice (e.g. Ostrom et al., 2015). The
purpose of this study was to jump into this black box and explore from within the efforts of
two service providers in knowledge-intensive industries to manage CSE across multiple
phases in the customer journey from a dyadic perspective, that is, relationally with
customers. This focus on investigating service providers’ CSE management practices is
especially favorable because it takes into account the interactive nature of customer–service
provider relationships throughout the customer journey. In scrutinizing these managerial
practices, we distilled specific practices that varied by function (the subject of the practice)
and form, that is, how practices are organized at the level of the service provider and their
modes of engagement during interactions with customers. Each of these four practices, with
different levels of presence, may influence CSE differently: either by restoring or bolstering.
For the reasons provided, we decided to examine these practices at times when service
providers and customers were confronted with a critical event in their relationship.

The findings uncovered a detailed picture of ten practices with four repertoires of service
provider practices in CSE management with three levels of presence. Practices 3, 8 and 9 are
in line with the earlier research (identifying root causes (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019), for
example, the management of expectations to prevent a service performance gap (Bitner et al.,
2010; Følstad and Kvale, 2018) and initiation (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2019) and emotional
competence through empathy (Virl�ee et al., 2020; Delcourt et al., 2016)). The reactive mode of
engagement fits well with the previous service research that indicated responsiveness (i.e.
reactiveness) as a key antecedent in delivering value (Parasuraman et al., 1988; Medberg and
Gr€onroos, 2020; Virl�ee et al., 2020). Iterative learning and adaptation, as an overall
organizational theme, allows service providers to remain agile in the process of managing
CSE and to continuously improve their CSEmanagement capabilities. This is in line with the
previous service research that indicated the extraction of valuable customer insights across
the customer journey (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019) to, for instance, enhance customer loyalty
(Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). Furthermore, we confirm the active role played by customers in
the coproduction of solutions through, for example, project governance, acting as internal
vocal advocates (Bettencourt et al., 2002; Virl�ee et al., 2020) or sharing information and
feedback, which is part of “colearning” (Tommasetti et al., 2017; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012).

In the circumplex typology, we show that practices vary by modes of organization and
engagement and thus switch from ad hoc to regular and from reactive to proactive in shaping
CSE. In essence, CSE is triggered by a critical event, and what service providers do and how
they do it are relevant issues. We also observed that service provider practices and CSE have
a reciprocal relationship. In a sense, the practices shape CSE, and CSE in turn determines the
practices that are necessary to manage it accordingly.

We observed that CSE evolves idiosyncratically for customer accounts due to practices
undertaken by the service providers. In other words, service provider practices affect the CSE
of each individual account. This, in turn, works as a double-edged sword that offers
opportunities to manage customer accounts individually but entails a complex challenge of
simultaneously managing them all. While CSE management throughout the customer
journey remains complex, the findings, especially the circumplex typology, create a clearer
and distilled picture of how and when the distinctive repertoires of service provider practices
manifest in phases of the customer journey.

Finally, we show that there is a thin line between practices that manage CSE and those
that are detrimental to it. Even though some practices were conducted with good intentions,
some were detrimental and even led to what we perceived as CSE destruction (see cases 3.1,
4.4 and 5.3 in the online Appendix 2). These practices have in common that they seem to lack
coordination (in the choice and purchase and implementation and usage phases); they show
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evidence of poor communication with customers and avoidance of customer requests (in the
implementation and usage phase) or indicate a tendency toward opportunistic behavior by
the service provider during sales encounters, overtly showing commercial exploitation (in the
evaluation and follow-up phase).

5.2 Theoretical contributions
This study attempts tomake theoretical contributions to four domains. First, we contribute to
the domain of CSE management throughout the customer journey in a B2B context. To date,
the literature has adopted either the customer’s (De Keyser et al., 2020; McColl-Kennedy et al.,
2019; Zolkiewski et al., 2017) or an organizational (service provider) point of view (Witell et al.,
2020) in understanding CSE management and has often remained on a rather strategic level.
Since this omitswhat occurs in interaction, a dyadic, microlevel perspective has proven useful
to focus on CSE management in ongoing relationships between service providers and
customers. It has revealed everyday operational practices to shape CSE with overlaps in
function but variations in modes of organization and engagement. In doing so, the paper
poses a finer-grained picture of customer responses to critical events and the ways in which
service providers seek to restore CSE through reactive actions (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2019)
or to bolster CSE by engaging proactively and in an inventive solution-oriented manner. We
brought these findings together in a convenient circumplex typology of CSE management
practices that can help steer future discussion and research on such practices. Our study also
demonstrated how and when service providers manage CSE dynamically in the customer
journey. Thus, we contribute to the existing literature that has described such practices in
more functional terms such as empathy and initiation (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2019),
identifying root causes (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019) andmanaging expectations (Bitner et al.,
2010; Følstad and Kvale, 2018). We expand on these functional descriptions by introducing
the notion of modes of organization and engagement that shape CSE. We add to the existing
literature that a proactive mode of engagement bolsters CSE, which is another level as
opposed to restoring or repairing CSE through reactiveness and empathy (Medberg and
Gr€onroos, 2020; Parasuraman et al., 1988; Virl�ee et al., 2020). While our study focused on the
identification of the service providers’ CSE management practices, our dyadic approach also
allowed us to observe the customers’ role in the coproduction of solutions. Along the lines of
the previous service literature (Bettencourt et al., 2002; Tommasetti et al., 2017; Virl�ee et al.,
2020; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012), we witnessed that customers contribute to, for example,
project governance; act as internal vocal advocates or share information and feedback.

In this way, we also contribute to the emerging body of solutioning literature (see, for
example, Hakanen and Jaakkola (2012) and Storbacka (2011)) by showing that exploring
solutions with customers requires a proactive, solution-oriented attitude from service
providers rather than only reactiveness.We draw attention to the importance of organizing in
managing CSE. We uncovered two modes of organization, both of which appear relevant in
effective CSE management. As such, we offer an additional design criterion for scholarship
interested in CSE management in customer journey design (De Keyser et al., 2020; Bolton
et al., 2018; Homburg et al., 2017).

Next, we contribute to the literature on CSE (e.g. Ellway and Dean, 2016; Helkkula et al.,
2012a; Jaakkola et al., 2015). This stream of literature has primarily conceptualized the nature of
the customer experience as fragile, dynamic, temporal and idiosyncratic and how it varies due
to contingencies in value-creation processes including past and collective experiences. We
contribute to this stream by highlighting the important role of service providers in their efforts
to influence customer experiences in ongoing value-creation practices. This influence becomes
especially critical in B2B settings where customer journeys are conceived asmore complex due
to the multiple actors involved, each with distinct roles, responsibilities and experiences.
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Finally, there is an increasing call for more evidence-based research embracing a
microperspective in the study of service provider–customer relationships (Gr€onroos and
Voima, 2013; Norton and Pine, 2013), particularly in the CSEmanagement research (De Keyser
et al., 2020; Verleye, 2019;Witell et al., 2020).We contributed to this call bydrawingonamultiple
case study in which we adopted ethnography to grasp the logic of practice guided by our
research question.We showed how critical events, which can andwill occur in such knowledge-
intensive-driven relationships, constitute an important source of action on behalf of both the
service provider and the customer. In our case, the intention was to uncover the differences and
commonalities in the CSE management practices of both service providers.

5.3 Managerial implications
While managing CSE is a daunting task for organizations (Edelman and Singer, 2015;
Rawson et al., 2013), and it is even more complex in B2B contexts, it remains pivotal for
organizations to create satisfied and loyal customers. Based on the findings, this paper offers
practitioners a way to overcome this challenge of managing CSE through the underlying
circumplex typology (Figure 1). Such typology can be deployed as a supportive tool to better
understand and master CSE management during critical events or as practical guidance in
the design of customer journeys and touchpoints. The circumplex typology indicates that
practices vary by the modes of organization and engagement, even if they have similar
functions, and that some of them reoccur more often than others in different phases. This
implies that customer journeys and the practices oriented to shape CSE cannot be scripted
ahead of time but require sufficient space to allow for spontaneous actions based on
contingencies that can andwill occur in the customer journey. Thus, service providers should
be aware that different CSE management practices may have different effects on CSE. This
implies that service providers must take into account that some practices appear as ad hoc
and perhaps messy while others can be organized in a more scriptedmanner, especially those
that reoccur substantively across multiple phases in the customer journey. This may require
a so-called ambidextrousmindset that helps to adopt and orchestrate these differentmodes of
organization. It also calls for a degree of flexibility on behalf of the service providers and their
front and back-office staff. Furthermore, service providers should be aware of the extent to
which practices are, or should be, present in the different phases in the customer journey. For
example, in early customer journey phases when customers are orienting to a possible
solution and negotiating with service providers, it is apparent that embedding and tailoring
one’s value promise as a regular CSE management practice can bolster CSE and may
convince a potential customer. Finally, based on the infusion of the dyadic perspective taken
in this study, we underscore the importance of dialogical and collaborative processes in CSE
management. In other words, the customer participates in the very practice that essentially
helps in shaping their CSE.

5.4 Limitations and future research
This research is built on an ethnographic approach to examine how service providersmanage
CSE during critical events throughout the customer journey. We strongly believe that the
approach taken and our findings can serve as an impetus for other researchers to further
investigate how such practices affect specific dimensions of CSE such as temporality (past,
present and future) and collective versus individual CSE.

The point of departure was as follows: How do B2B service providers, in business
relationships, manage CSE in terms of practices throughout the various phases in the
customer journey? Along the way, we also discovered practices that destroy CSE. It would be
valuable to improve our understanding of CSE-damaging practices. Quantitative research
could provide additional insights, for instance, by helping to rank the role of various practices
in terms of their impact on CSE (i.e. organizational measures of success).
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This article examined the actions of service providers in light of the CSE of multiple
customers based on critical events in different phases of the customer journey.This implies that
wewere not able to analyze how the outcome of amanagerial intervention in one phase informs
CSE in the next customer journey phase of a single customer. Itwould be interesting to examine
how CSE is shaped by subsequent managerial actions by the service provider, which can give
further detail to the organizational theme thatwe identified as “iterative learning andadapting”.
Therefore, future researchmight focus on how several individual customers’CSEsvary and are
managed in the consecutive phases of the customer journey to identify different “best practice
paths”, which would yield more prescriptive guidance for practice. For instance, an interesting
question would be as follows: what different routes exist in CSE management?

In our research,we observeddifferent actors at the service provider aswell as theparticipating
customer organizations. It might be worthwhile to involve a stakeholder (internal and external)
mapping approach to gain a clearer picture of howdecision-making andproblem-solving staff are
involved in CSE management at the department/unit level as ideas about appropriate practices
might vary in each unit. Furthermore, since customer relationships are increasingly maintained
through digital technology, we encourage the involvement of multichannel and multiinterface
perspectives to enhance our understanding of what the interplay between technology and
CSE management looks like throughout the customer journey.

A final remark to be made is that this study focused specifically on a knowledge-intensive
consulting and training service context. In other contexts, CSE may appear more or less
stable, and different practices may apply in another field with contrasting impacts on CSE.
We therefore encourage scholars to build on our framework, which may give them some
empirical foothold, while remaining open to new insights that are necessary to expand our
knowledge on managing CSE.
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Appendix 1

This appendix lays out the narratives of service provider practices in managing CSE during critical
events. Each illustration is introduced by the customer journey phase, in which the event took place and
the nature and type of practice.

A first meeting was held between Train & Co and an HR manager (DMU) from a governmental
organization. The HRmanager, a potential customer, contacted Train & Co because of challenges being
faced within her organization. Train & Co’s account manager and trainer met with the HR manager at
the customer’s organization to discuss the current situation and the challenges faced by the HRmanager
personally as well as the entire organization. It seemed she had difficulty pinpointing exactly where the
problem lays. This was a critical moment in the trigger and problem analysis phase because it caused
doubt and insecurity for the customer.

In a dialog, the account manager and trainer asked the HR manager triggering questions to
determine more about the situation. The two representatives from Train & Co aimed to thoroughly
investigate the situation and problem. After she provided Train & Co’s representatives with further
information into the current situation, which seemed to lack any policy, the trainer confronted her in a
polite and correct way.

If I may bring up a point? . . . It already caught my attention. In the current situation, if a citizen
breaks the rules three times, that person apologizes and only gets a warning, then something is not
right. I can imagine that you want to give people a second chance, agreed; but in the ideal situation,
your organization should implement new policies and be very consequent in following through on
them. If a citizen breaks the rules, your employees should report him or her to the police. And I
understand that you cannot force your employees to report someone, but you as an HR department
can take that responsibility and do the reporting yourself. [Train & Co – trainer]

Afterward, the trainer carefully advised about possible routes for improvement. The HR manager
arrived at a new insight into what exactly the problem was and how Train & Co could help.

That strikes a chord with me. I think you’re right regarding that. We have been discussing several
issues internally with our legal department, but your idea is novel. It often happens that our
employees are directly affected by the event, and they do not want to report to the police. We always
think the employee is responsible for this, one way or the other. Acting upon the event, that is the
current difficulty and the point of discussion, yes. . . [Customer – HR manager]

First and important in such an early phase of the customer journey, Train&Co’s teamwas able to obtain
clear insight into the customer’s situation by analyzing the problem thoroughly. This worked
reciprocally in the sense that the customer also obtained a clearer picture. Subsequently, by providing
spontaneous constructive advice, the account manager and trainer were able to stabilize the DMU’s
service experience in the sense that she gained more clarity regarding the problem at hand and what
could be a next step.

Illustration 1 – Train & Co

Customer journey phase 1. Trigger and problem analysis

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P1. Provide constructive advice
Regular – reactive P3. Analyze the problem thoroughly

Illustration 2 – MonITor

Customer journey phase 2. Orientation and negotiation

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P5. Steer toward solutions
Regular – proactive P6. Manage the relationship strategically

JSTP



An IT supplier of several municipalities was exploring possibilities for an IT solution. One of the
candidates for supplying the IT solution wasMonITor. The project leader investigated the experience of
other organizations with the service provided byMonITor. This depicts how he organizes information to
make his choice. All 11 respondents gave the same answer: an overall positive CSEwithMonITor. Of the
parties, two pointed out that they experienced a critical moment when MonITor changed personnel
because one of its consultants found a job elsewhere. The consultant had already been involved during
the whole trajectory and built up trust with the customer. For the project leader, this formed a critical
moment in his orientation and negotiation phase since it provided him with valuable information in
making his choice.

In that specific case, MonITor had acted immediately when it became known that its consultant was
leaving. Employees from MonITor directly steered toward a solution in response to the unforeseen
nature of the event. Moreover, the orientation and negotiation phase is commonly known at the service
provider to be a phase inwhich it is necessary to “be on your toes” andmanage the customer relationship
carefully. Therefore, the consultant who was familiar with the customer arranged a “warm handshake”
between his fellow consultant and the customer’s team, who was pleased to be introduced to the new
consultant by the previous consultant. This created trust, and the customer’s team felt happy that
MonITor took action toward a solution and arranged everything in an orderly manner. Although the
consultant’s departure altered the CSE, MonITor restored it by providing the customer with the best
possible solution while simultaneously managing the relationship strategically, which further boosted
the CSE.

The L&D manager from the customer’s organization pointed out that she and her colleagues had
created insight into the personal development training needs of its employees. The two departments that
were scheduled to engage in training had different needs. The employees of one department wanted a
maximum of one day of training, and the other wanted only half a day. During the meeting with Train &
Co’s account manager and trainer, the L&D manager pointed out an important hurdle. The employees
seemed to be training averse. This situation clearly showed that the L&D manager faced the problems
herself, and this critical event prevented Train & Co from delivering clear CSE in the customer’s
orientation and negotiation phase.

As it is important to be clear from the start, the account manager first took decisive action by
pushing back on the needs of the employees during themeeting. Subsequently, he asked questions to tap
further into the customer’s situation. The conversation is iteratively reproduced below, with the account
manager and trainer aiming to understand the problem in depth while taking decisive action. They
managed the customer’s expectations and communicated what was feasible and realistic.

Only half a day?! That’s very short, too brief and something I would not recommend. It’s more like a
workshop instead of a real training. But tell me, what exactly is the reason they only want a
maximum of one day and half a day of training? [Train & Co–account manager]

The L&D manager pointed out the following:
I think it has to do a lot with previous experience. I get your point, and it does not mean that it counts
for every single employee, but it is what we found on average. I know this organization quite well,
and I know that more than one day of training, no. . .. It sounds clich�e but that is impossible with
work. [Customer – L&D manager]

The trainer joined the discussion and gave constructive feedback together with realistic advice:

Illustration 3 – Train & Co

Customer journey phase 2. Orientation and negotiation

Practices
Regular – reactive P1. Provide constructive advice

P3. Analyze the problem thoroughly
P7. Take decisive action
P8. Manage expectations
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Look, in one day you can schedule quite a complete training. I’m able to discuss general theories and
concepts. However, in half a day, that’s impossible. Half a day is more like a workshop to give people
an idea what the training is about. If you choose half a day, I advise incorporating another half a day
later to explain the methodology and give some practical exercises to better embed the knowledge in
people’s minds and bridge the theory to practice. This is simply not possible in half a day. And of
course, if you insist on your initial ideas, be my guest, but I strongly discourage it because it is not
effective. [Train & Co – trainer]

Wrapping up their discussion, the L&Dmanager seemed convinced about the point the account manager
and trainer had made. She took their ideas into account, showedmore confidence, and pointed out that the
next hurdle was to convince other internal stakeholders who had control andmandate over the budget. In
other words, she acted as an advocate for Train & Co within her own organization. The account manager
and trainer provided constructive advice on proposal planning. While it was still necessary to overcome
other internal challenges, the service experience of the L&Dmanager was more stable. Moreover, she was
relieved to receive support from the account manager and trainer of Train & Co.

I get your point, and my proposition is that I will get in touch with the manager of both departments
to point exactly out what you mentioned. So I’m going to check what they are capable of. You know,
my opinion is, if you already book half a day, it makes absolutely sense to just book thewhole day. . ..
One of the managers has a great affinity with such topics, so I do not worry about her. To convince
the other is a bigger challenge, but we will see. I’ll contact them next week, and I’ll come back to you
ASAP. As you suggested, you can then send me a planning proposal. [Customer – L&D manager]

The customer’s HR manager (DMU) of a health organization is responsible for the development of
their employees on a strategic, tactical and operational level. While searching for suppliers, she selected
two service providers to discuss further possibilities for providing awide range of personal development
training. Because she had already collated much information and, based on this, conducted a problem
analysis herself, she seemed to be clear about what she wanted to ask Train & Co. This is an important
moment in the customer’s journey. The HRmanager was on the verge of making a decision for a service
provider, which made it a “moment of truth” for Train & Co. The service experience of the HR manager
was fragile at this moment in the sense that she could either be disappointed or satisfied with Train &
Co’s offering.

Michael (Train & Co’s account manager) was overwhelmed by everything she asked for. In his
opinion, the needs were very scattered, which negatively influence the effectiveness of trainings.
Additionally, the scope of the discipline was too broad. Michael gave pushback on this and advised
starting small with a clear target group. He proposed an alternative offering that would probably better
suit the customer’s organization.

The HR manager was pleasantly surprised with the account manager’s advice.
I remember when Michael told me, “If you want all of this, you should look for another service
provider. I’m not going to commit myself to this.” I really appreciated the honest feedback, and I’m
happy he gave me pushback. My plans were too ambitious. Michael sincerely advocated for what
was good for us and did not act from a commercial point of view. [Customer – HR manager]

By empathizing with the customer’s situation, the account manager was able to understand its deeper
needs. Acting decisively through giving pushback on the initial needs expressed by the HR manager
resulted in a pleasantly surprised customer. The account manager carefully managed their relationship
through his customer-centric approach and tailored its possible value offering in a proactive manner.

Illustration 4 – Train & Co

Customer journey phase 2. Orientation and negotiation

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P6. Manage the relationship strategically
Regular – reactive P7. Take decisive action
Regular – proactive P2. Tailor the value promise

P9. Empathize with the customer
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The potential customerwas about tomake a choice forMonITor’s solution. John, the accountmanager,
was the fixed contact person for the customer. He had had intensive contact in the previous months,
providing the customer with information and building up a relationship. John arranged a kick-off meeting
with several stakeholders (interim manager [DMU], project leader and several IT architects) at the
customer’s offices. This was a critical event because John could not be present at the kick-off meeting for
this large-scale project. Thus, the customer’s service experience was altered by the service provider.

Since John was on summer holiday, Bob (director of MonITor) temporarily replaced him at the
meeting. Bob’s goal was to show MonITor’s commitment toward the customer’s team, and the priority
MonITor was giving the project. However, in an in-depth interview with the project leader – a couple of
weeks after the kick-off meeting – he pointed out that he was surprised by the action MonITor took,
replacing John with Bob in John’s absence. He had an uncanny and skeptical feeling.

You know, Bob showed up. That felt wrong to me. John should have been here, not Bob. He
introduced himself as the director of MonITor. Even though I know they are not a player like
Microsoft. . .With everything he said, I wondered, would John have said that? That’s really strange.
Sometimes during the presentation, I thought “Yes, it’s Bob”. . .We knew John already, he knows his
topic, and we had already built a relationship with him. And if Bob is going to attend such meetings
more often, should not he be at least acquainted with the skills and knowledge John has? As a
customer, it is part of your choosing process, and such a relatively minor factor can determine
whether to sign a contract or not, well that could count. . . John is going to tell us what’s good for us,
and in that respect, there is no room for someone else. I’m not sure whether my colleagues felt the
same, but inmy role of project leader, it’s of the utmost importance tomonitor every decision in terms
of budget, planning, and scope. Especially who are you talking to and what their roles are. . .. It is
very important, and it depends on the phase that we are in. During our selection, the account
manager is very important. Also during the contract phase. But at this moment, during the
implementation phase, the consultant is more important. [Customer – project leader]

MonITor clearly attempted to maintain a stable CSE by showing commitment through personnel
replacement when needed. In that sense, they acted in a solution-oriented manner. Employees from
MonITor emphasized that the kick-off meeting for a large project is of the utmost importance for the
customer. They carefully managed their relationship. Despite all their useful actions and efforts,
uncoordinated management in terms of lack of internal coordination by the account manager showed
howCSE can flip around. It caused an unforeseen change in personnel for the customer. Therefore, it was
necessary for MonITor to stabilize and repair the project leader’s service experience again. This
illustration depicts that CSEmanagement is a continuous iterative process involving managing internal
and external stakeholders.

Illustration 5 – MonITor

Customer journey phase 3. Choice and purchase phase

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P6. Manage the relationship strategically
Regular – reactive P5. Steer toward solutions

P9. Empathize with the customer

Illustration 6 – MonITor

Customer journey phase 3. Choice and purchase phase

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P4. Solve problems ad hoc
Regular – proactive P5. Steer toward solutions

P8. Manage expectations
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A critical event occurred because of a lack of clarity in agreements between the customer and
MonITor. It caused friction, resulting in an unsettled CSE. During a meeting in which a customer was
about to sign a contract with MonITor, the project leader pointed out that he did not know about the
agreements that were made with his colleagues and MonITor. This shows his active role, in terms of
project governance, in effective working relationships. He asked, surprisingly,

Which agreements did you make with our developer? [Customer – project leader].

The representative of MonITor acted on this and responded immediately,
Yesterday, I got an email from your developer with several questions based on the answers I gave
him in earlier email correspondence. We agreed that I would contact our development department,
and depending on how soon I got a response, I would follow up with you. Based on this, I promise to
send you the formal agreement before the end of next week. [MonITor – director]

The project leader seemed to be content with the outcome:
Perfect. That’s sufficient for me because then I can set up and arrange internal issues. Super. Thanks
very much, and we will keep in touch then. [Customer – project leader]

First, the critical event arose because of uncoordinated management by MonITor. As a response, the
director ofMonITor took immediate action and aligned the customer’s internal departmentswith its own
service desk. He promised a quick follow-up, which safeguarded the service experience of the customer’s
project leader. By having solved the problems ad hoc and still being solution-oriented, the service
provider carefully managed the customer’s expectations and secured its service experience.

In the current situation, the customer made use of MonITor’s offering, which concerned an IT
application. The critical event arose during the usage phase, when the customer’s IT manager (DMU)
pointed out that MonITor lacked proactive communication in terms of information provision in cases of
breakdowns or about possibilities on offer. While the situation was critical, it shows that MonITor
played an active role in “colearning” by providing feedback to the service provider.

I’mnot satisfiedwith the communication between us so far. Communication is of vital importance. So
please, communicate. The more, the better! [Customer – IT manager]

MonITor acted too late the first time a minor breakdown occurred. With the second breakdown, the
customer’s teamgot in touch first. MonITor’s accountmanager contacted the internal support desk to fix
the problem. This provided the customer with a solution for the current case. However, in future
collaboration, the IT manager does not expect “one-off solutions” but continuous, more proactive,
communication from MonITor. He remains slightly skeptical.

This illustration shows that the service provider repaired the situation by acting according to the
customer’s wishes and aligning internal departments. Empathizing with the customer’s situation is of
crucial importance. Even though the customer was provided with a solution and the CSEwas stabilized,
this critical event shows the fragility of CSE. It can be easily unbalanced, and it takes effort to restore the
balance. The illustration also demonstrates that customers’ future expectations might change.

Illustration 7 – MonITor

Customer journey phase 4. Implementation and usage

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P10. Stabilize the situation
Regular – reactive P9. Empathize with the customer

Illustration 8 – MonITor

Customer journey phase 4. Implementation and usage

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P4. Solve problems ad hoc

P7. Take decisive action
Ad hoc – proactive P5. Steer toward solutions
Regular – reactive P9. Empathize with the customer
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The customer has been making use of MonITor’s offering for a couple of months. During an update
meeting, the customer’s head of back office provided feedback by pointing out that when breakdowns
occur, the current system does not provide insight into what is going wrong. This is critical for the
customer because it directly impacts its internal processes. Despite the fact that the error was quickly
fixed, the customer was looking for stability in his back-office processes, which currently could be
improved. This formed a critical event that affected both the CSE and the relationship with MonITor.

While demonstrating what was going on, the head of back office pointed out the following:
See. . . I am missing thresholds over here. On this dashboard, I need more information that
thoroughly shows me what’s going on. This is too superficial. [Customer – head of back office]

MonITor’s account manager first showed an understanding of the customer’s situation. He promised
that MonITor’s support desk would get in touch, and they collaboratively sought possibilities in the
system to create additional insight for the customer. The account manager then explored possible
solutions at the customer’s organization and proposed installing dashboards on walls in the back office.
He stated the following:

I do not see any screens showing the dashboards. This is absolutely necessary because it shows you
what’s happening and what you need to do. [MonITor – account manager]

The customer’s representative understood the remark made by MonITor’s account manager. He
looked happy and satisfied with the outcome of the meeting and showed understanding:

I fully agree with what you just said. It only comes to life if there are screens present in my
department. Everybody should be able to see what’s happening. [Customer – head of back office]

Clearly, the account manager’s action showed that solving problems ad hoc is important for temporarily
stabilizing the CSE. Acting in a solution-oriented manner by presenting immediate solutions helps the
customer’s team solve its own problems, which directly improves the CSE. Moreover, by empathizing
with the customer and showing understanding while at the same time being decisive, the customer
seems to gain confidence and trust in the service provider.

Train & Co just finished a long-term project with different types of training courses at one customer.
Several groups of employees with different roles, responsibilities and backgrounds attended the training
sessions. Although the customer’s HR department is satisfied with the project, it faces challenges with
safeguarding the knowledge and skills the employees learned within the organization and using them in
daily practice. This moment in time is important for both parties. The customer is facing challenges. Its
service experience is affected when the provider is not able to ensure retention within the organization,
despite the fact that the actual training sessions are complete. This phase is a key moment for the service
provider because they can excel in facilitating the customer with a solid CSE or even offering a follow-up
project.

The account manager scheduled a meeting with five representatives of the customer’s HR
department. He brought along his colleague who is a trainer. The agenda for themeeting focused on how
the organization can safeguard what the employees learned from the training sessions. The account
manager and the trainer prepared well for the meeting. They had already exchanged a couple of ideas.
During the meeting, it was clear that the account manager and the trainer were in control. They
structured the meeting and began by asking questions about the current situation and requesting more
background information about the problems the organization was facing, followed by initiatives for

Illustration 9 – Train & Co

Customer journey phase 5. Evaluation and follow-up

Practices
Ad hoc – reactive P1. Provide constructive advice
Regular – reactive P3. Analyze the problem thoroughly

P5. Steer toward solutions
Ad hoc – proactive P1. Provide constructive advice
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improvement. They suggested, for example, introducing “ten-minute talks” with the trainer in the
months after the training courses to embed the skills in the employees’ ownwork. Another example was
to set up a “coach-the-coach” trajectory in which the managers are coached by the account manager and
trainer. This would help managers coach their own employees and encourage them to use the skills and
knowledge they learned from the training.

It is clear that the whole HR team was happy with the results. Expressions such as “eye-opening”
were regularly expressed, showing that expectations were exceeded. All representatives thanked the
account manager and trainer for their help. The highest HR manager in the class complimented with
them and said that she will try to convince the board (DMU) that both the training sessions and the
safeguarding process deserve C-level priority. This act of internally advocating for Train&Co’s services
clearly depicts her active role in the service delivery process.

Directly after the meeting while standing in front of the customer’s office, the account manager and
trainer took a moment to share views on the meetings. Full of enthusiasm, the account manager told the
trainer, “I should bring you with me more often!”. The trainer nodded affirmatively, and they shook
hands.

The account manager and trainer played a crucial role in exceeding expectations and strongly
managing the CSE. They analyzed the problem thoroughly by conducting a careful root-cause analysis
of the customer’s situation. During the entire meeting, the account manager and trainer provided
constructive advice in response to customers’ questions. The account manager and trainer steered the
meeting toward solutions and proposed concrete and novel solutions, and the customer was positively
surprised and seemed hopeful that they could overcome their challenges. In some instances, the account
manager and trainer proactively provided advice to the customer, which amounted to a surpassed CSE.

Appendix 2
Supplementary table is available online for this article
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