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Abstract. By acknowledging the full complexity of the phenomenon of servitization and
its manifold drivers and outcomes, we extend the current literature through a configu-
rational perspective, the aim of which is to understand the interplay between the drivers
(conditions) that lead to certain equifinal outcomes of servitization. The present study aims
to take stock of the servitization literature by utilizing the contingency theory of strategy as
our foundational theory and the strategy–structure–environment approach as our primary
framework to systematically review and analyze the identified configurational serviti-
zation studies. We identify commonalities and gaps in the literature, and we set directions
for future research.
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1. Introduction
Servitization1 has become an important aspect of the
business models of manufacturing companies, espe-
cially equipment manufacturers as well as system in-
tegrators (Baines et al. 2017, Forkmann et al. 2017a,
Kowalkowski et al. 2017a, Ambroise et al. 2018,
Rabetino et al. 2018). Such companies complement
their traditional product-related offerings with a va-
riety of service offerings that are often integrated and
which can provide considerable revenue as well as
profit contributions. The resulting servitized business
models allow manufacturers to strengthen their busi-
ness relationships with key customers, thereby increas-
ing loyalty, collaboration, and knowledge exchange
(Reinartz and Ulaga 2008). In making the shift to
services and a servitized business model, companies
are directed to pay attention to a variety of issues, such
as the service characteristics offered (Mathieu 2001,
Cusumano et al. 2015), ways to price these services
(Rapaccini 2015), the organizational design associated
with the implementation of new services (Raddats and

Burton 2011, Bustinza et al. 2015), the development of
service-related capabilities and underlying resources
(Huikkola et al. 2016, Gebauer et al. 2017, Sousa and
Da Silveira 2017), creation of novel triadic or network-
level collaborative structures (Kowalkowski et al. 2016),
or processes of delivering services (Kindström and
Kowalkowski 2014). These issues are integrated within
the overall development of a consistent service value
proposition, as well as a value capture model, as part of
an integrated servitized business model (Forkmann
et al. 2017b, Kohtamäki et al. 2019).
The extant literature identifies individual success

factors for achieving servitization (Lightfoot et al.
2013, Grubic 2014, Reim et al. 2014, Eloranta and
Turunen 2015) and provides initial evidence of the
beneficial consequences of servitization (Fang et al.
2008, Kohtamäki et al. 2013, Visnjic Kastalli and Van
Looy 2013). However, such positive evidence is not
unequivocal; for example, there are arguments against
servitization as a fit-for-all solution (Kowalkowski
et al. 2017, Valtakoski 2017). Although servitization is
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generally seen in the context of business model in-
novation (Parida et al. 2014, Forkmann et al. 2017a),
and developing a servitized business model is ex-
plained as a strategic transitioning activity, the am-
biguous findings, for example, regarding key success
factors as well as ultimately achieving performance
goals, indicate the need to understand the underlying
logic and mechanisms of servitization from a com-
prehensive and integrative perspective. We thus ad-
vocate the development of a converging perspective
on servitization that incorporates and links important
extant knowledge. This perspective will not merely
suggest a mechanistic integration of the stock of cur-
rent knowledge, as the ambiguity and variance in the
findings on servitization suggest context-dependent
interactions among the factors involved in the phe-
nomenon of servitization; in otherwords, the interplay
between different aspects of servitization is the basis
for various (successful) configurations.We thus embrace
the contingencies that are clearly at work in making
servitization a successful business model.

We take these considerations as our starting point
and posit as our objective that what is needed to de-
velop the research area of servitization is an understand-
ing of the configurations of servitized business models—
specifically, their strategies and underlying structures as
well as their environmental contingencies. By applying
a configuration logic to servitization, our aim is to in-
clude the important determinants, mechanisms, and
contingencies of servitization, thereby allowing for a
convergence of current theoretical knowledge with-
out oversimplifying the underlying causal mecha-
nisms. Acknowledging the previous reviews con-
ducted in the field of servitization (Lightfoot et al.
2013, Kowalkowski et al. 2017a, Rabetino et al. 2018,
Raddats et al. 2019), we justify the use of such a con-
figurational logic as it addresses some of the limitations
of the existing research in the area of servitization,
which is often based on an in-depth understanding of
specific cases of servitized business models (without
providing a systematic integration of such cases) or
on a linear/symmetric and unifinal logic (known as
simple causation, which neglects issues around com-
plex causation such as the asymmetric drivers of ser-
vitization, equifinal success constellations, or nonlinear
effects), as well as on merely conceptual consider-
ations (which have yet to be tested empirically). By
embracing a strategy–structure–environment framework
to operationalize our configuration logic, we adopt a
strategic management theory that singles out these
three domains as important macro drivers of com-
pany performance. However, these domains do not
just represent direct antecedents of outcomes; they
are (also) components that interact with one another.
The logic of this framework indicates the impor-
tance of the fit between domains—that is, the alignment

among strategy, structure, and environment for success-
ful servitization activities by manufacturing companies.
This framework also allows for the possibility of “dif-
ferent recipes for success”: in other words, different
equifinal ways in which the three domains can in-
teract with one another to bring about successful
servitization, which is in line with configuration logic
(Forkmann et al. 2017a).
The use of a configurational logic (based on assump-

tions of complex causation) (Ragin 2000, Fiss 2007),
and operationalized through the strategy–structure–
environment framework (Vorhies and Morgan 2003),
allows for integration of the extant literature and serves
as our “sensemaking tool” to summarize, systema-
tize, and categorize the extant research on servitiza-
tion and to identify important gaps in the literature
guiding specific future research directions. We there-
fore contribute to the development of the research field
by proposing a configurational approach to servitiza-
tion. The configurational approach includes impor-
tant contingency perspectives to extend a nascent (and
evolving) theory of servitization (Kowalkowski et al.
2017a), which is important as the research field has
become endangered by the excessive divergence of
conceptualizations and often contradictory (and un-
explained) findings.

2. Theoretical Foundations
2.1. Servitization
In the extant literature, the concept of servitization
refers to transformation processes whereby a man-
ufacturer (or a similar entity such as a systems inte-
grator) moves from selling products only to selling
additionally services or, in extreme cases, selling
outcomes or solutions (Oliva and Kallenberg 2003,
Raja et al. 2013, Batista et al. 2017, Visnjic et al. 2018).
In a classic example, instead of selling jet engines,
Rolls Royce sells “power-by-the-hour,” or total care
solutions; or instead of selling a forklift truck, a ser-
vitized manufacturer sells intralogistic transportation
functionality, helping customers with their internal
transformation activities (Wang et al. 2011, Ng et al.
2012, Rabetino et al. 2015). In such a basic conceptu-
alization, servitization is understood as being played out
on a unidimensional service continuum (Kowalkowski
et al. 2017a). However, recent studies have called
for a multidimensional, richer, and more realistic con-
ceptualization regarding servitization—for example,
via alternative narratives, paradigmatic alternatives
(Luoto et al. 2017), and interpretations of change
(Martinez et al. 2017). We participate in this cur-
rent discussion by enriching the conceptual landscape
through our configurational considerations regarding
servitization.
In the practice of manufacturing companies want-

ing to move toward a servitized business model,
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servitization often means moving from more standard
products and simple add-on services to customized
integrated solutions and advanced services. Thus, in the
servitized business model, advanced services play a
significant role; examples of advanced services are op-
erational optimization services, performance services,
pay-per-use services, and outcome-based services. In
servitized business models, manufacturers tend to
combine customized products and advanced services
to form integrated solutions. In many instances, stud-
ies use such concepts relating to integrated solutions
and product–service systems interchangeably. For
example, Baines et al. (2007, p. 1545) define product–
service systems as representing “an integrated prod-
uct and service offering that delivers value in use.”
Brady et al. (2005, p. 572) define integrated solutions
as the “bringing together of products and services
in order to address a customer’s particular business
or operational requirements.” Sawhney (2006, p. 369)
describes customer solutions as “an integrated com-
bination of products and services customized for a set
of customers that allows customers to achieve better
outcomes than the sumof the individual components.”
These concepts refer to offerings related to a servi-
tized business model as commonly used in the ser-
vitization literature.

2.2. Configuration Theory and the
Strategy–Structure–Environment Framework

A configurational logic posits that not only do out-
comes often result from the net effects of individual
antecedents (drivers) but also that in most social
sciences, the interplay between different drivers (or
domains of drivers) brings about a specific outcome.
Such combinatory effects are based on considerations of
complex causation derived from Gestalt theory (Hult
et al. 2006). The importance of complex causation is
evident from the extant literature on servitization: for
example, if certain servitized offerings are used, the
development and utilization of service-related ca-
pabilities (Ulaga andReinartz 2011) increase the seller
company’s revenue and profits in some cases while
impeding them in others (Forkmann et al. 2017a).
Understanding such differential (and counterintui-
tive) effects of the same driver is diminished, masked,
or washed out in analyses that focus primarily on net
effects and do not take combinatory effects into ac-
count as part of a configurational logic.

The use of configuration theory can help to over-
come limitations in net effect considerations by si-
multaneously focusing on multiple and interwoven
components or domains (Hult et al. 2006). Configu-
ration theory plays a key role in research on strategic
management; the main assumption of configuration
theory is that the coalignment of strategy and its
contexts (and thus other relevant driver domains)

results in performance variance. Configuration the-
ory therefore does not suggest that there is only one
correct strategy to choose in order to be successful
(e.g., choosing either to engage or not to engage in
a servitized business model or choosing a specific
servitized business model such as solution provision);
rather, it suggests that there is a combination of factors
that should fit together. Different strategies are as-
sumed to be equifinal; in other words, they could be
equally successful. The configuration theory research
shows that the appropriateness of a particular strat-
egy depends on its fit (or alignment) with the orga-
nizational context domains in which it is employed
and that good fit significantly improves performance
(Venkatraman 1989).
To implement a configurational logic in the context

of servitization, different domains of drivers must be
identified, which, through their interplay, determine
the success of servitization. To provide a framework
for such domains in the context of servitization as a
business model, the strategic management literature
(andconfiguration theory) isused for guidance.Whereas
the early studies on configuration theory mostly in-
vestigated the linkages between organizational strat-
egy and the external environment, the extant strat-
egy research early on recognized the need for fit
among the strategy, structure, and environment do-
mains (Chandler 1962). We use this strategy–structure–
environment framework to guide our configurational
approach, which we also relate to issues of alignment
among the domains as well as the resulting outcomes.
First, in the literature, strategy usually refers to the

means by which a company achieves its vision. These
means are then depicted through a variety of concepts
including strategic orientation (Miles et al. 1978,
Miller and Friesen 1978), strategy type (Varadarajan
and Clark 1994), sources of competitive advantage
(Porter 1980), core capabilities (Barney 1991), routines
(Nelson andWinter 1982), processes (Burgelman 1991),
value constellations (Normann and Ramiréz 1994),
or strategic practices (Whittington 1996). Although
we use the overarching concept of strategy, we note
that a business model can be considered the opera-
tional form of a strategy. For the conceptualization
of strategy types, there are many alternative modes
(e.g., Miles et al. 1978, Mintzberg 1978, Porter 1980),
each of which represents a viable strategy or a busi-
ness model for a company; thus there are plenty of
ways to conceptualize strategy. In the context of
servitization, providing service offerings has been
identified as a way to reflect the value proposition
and strategy (Kohtamäki et al. 2019). Gebauer et al.
(2010b) use business models to operationalize servi-
tization strategy. Kohtamäki et al. (2013) use service
offering to measure the state of servitization strat-
egy. Forkmann et al. (2017a) use Mathieu’s (2001)
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differentiation of services supporting the product
(SSPs) versus services supporting the customer (SSCs)
to operationalize strategic offering portfolios as part of
servitization. Kowalkowski et al. (2015) conceptualize
strategy in servitized businessmodels using the terms
“industrializer,” “availability provider,” and “per-
formance provider.”Huikkola and Kohtamäki (2018)
consider models in categories that include product,
service-agreement, process-oriented, and performance-
oriented business model. Fliess and Lexutt (2019) use
the concept of “servitization house” to depict various
strategic and structural factors that influence the
success of servitization processes. Brax and Visintin
(2017) depict eight value constellations and compare
them using product ownership, the payment model,
and financing. However, to date, there has been no
clear, unified servitization strategy–type concept in the
extant literature beyond such considerations of of-
fering portfolio characteristics (which are used as
proxies for strategy types).

Second, structure is most often related in the strategy
literature to issues surrounding implementation de-
cisions with regard to a chosen strategy. Such imple-
mentation decisions can be, for example, about orga-
nizational form, organizational processes, routines,
practices, activities, and resources (Danneels 2010) but
also about relationships with external partners (Teece
2007). In the context of servitization, the issue of
structure can be related to how services are offered
by the seller company (Oliva and Kallenberg 2003,
Josephson et al. 2016), the developed organizational
capabilities or orientations (Ulaga and Reinartz 2011,
Raddats and Burton 2014, Huikkola et al. 2016), or the
pricing decisions that are made for value capture
(Steiner et al. 2014). Structure can also reflect the way
in which services are coproduced and delivered in
collaboration with multiple partners (Kowalkowski
et al. 2016).

Third, the environment provides an important con-
text in which strategic and structural decisions are
made and implemented. The strategy research pro-
vides evidence for the importance of external factors
for organizational decisions and, consequently, per-
formance (Porter 1980). In particular, it has been
demonstrated that the competitive situation, as well
as environmental dynamics, affects companies’ stra-
tegic and structural organizational domains. As such,
the business environment is seen as one of the core
domains when searching for optimal configurations
(Fiss 2007, Kohtamäki and Helo 2015). The literature
on servitization has already included some consider-
ations of the environmental context in its exploration
of optimal configurations (Gebauer 2008). For exam-
ple, it has been shown that environmental dynamics
affect the development of a servitization strategy as
well as provide hindrances and conduits for process

issues of servitization implementation (Martinez et al.
2011). Moreover, Kohtamäki and Helo (2015, pp.
172–173) provide a framework for “linking industrial
service strategy, service organization and the busi-
ness environment.”
Fourth, the strategy–structure–environment frame-

work not only provides a delineation of the relevant
domains but also posits the coalescing mechanism
with regard to how these domains should interact.
Configuration theory identifies the alignment or fit
among the domains as determining performance
outcomes. The strategy research provides different
ways to operationalize such a fit (e.g., fit as an ideal
profile deviation or fit as moderation) (Venkatraman
1989, Doty et al. 1993, Doty and Glick 1994). Overall,
our framework posits that there are different (equi-
final) configurations of strategy, structure, and en-
vironmental aspects of servitization, all of which may
result in better company performance the better their
respective fit with each other is.
Fifth, the servitization performance based on the

strategy–structure–environment framework relates
to the outcomes for a seller company utilizing a ser-
vitized business model. Again, one can distinguish a
technical as well as evolutionary fit (Teece 2007):
technical fit describes the operational efficiency with
which a servitized business model provides certain out-
comes, whereas evolutionary fit describes a company’s
ability to react to environmental dynamics—that is,
its effectiveness in “readjusting” its business model
(Kindström et al. 2013, Cusumano et al. 2015, Eloranta
and Turunen 2015). The extant literature focuses on
several outcome aspects of servitization on the seller
company’s side. These can be distinguished in terms
of indirect outcomes for the customer company (e.g.,
higher customer satisfaction, increased willingness to
pay or loyalty, reduced risk exposure, increased col-
laboration commitment), which contribute to direct
outcomes for the seller company (e.g., additional re-
venue streams, higher margins, more predictable cash
flow). The resulting strategy–structure–environment
framework, togetherwith the alignment and outcome
considerations, provides the starting point for a sys-
tematic review of the literature on servitization.

3. Methodology of the Literature Review
A systematic review methodology (Tranfield et al.
2003)was utilized to scrutinize how the extant studies
use configurational logic in the servitization research.
To identify the relevant literature, two complemen-
tary search strings were used to analyse titles, ab-
stracts, and keywords: a servitization-related search
string, focusing on the keywords “service transition,”
“service infusion,” “servitization,” “solution busi-
ness model,” “service-driven manufacturing,” “solu-
tion business,” and “industrial service*,” and a search
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string focusing on the configurational approach, us-
ing the keywords “config*,” “typolog*,” and “equi-
fin*.” The bibliographies of the identified literature
provided further input based on a snowballingmethod.
We limited our search to academic journal articles. Ar-
ticles were sought based on Scopus, as it comprehen-
sively covers reputable journals.

The initial search produced 55 results, which we
reviewed for obvious mishits. From an abstract re-
view, we removed 16 articles because the articles
did not focus on the servitization of manufacturing
companies.We excluded articles that did not explicitly
contribute to configurational or typological theory
development butwhich onlymentioned the constructs
used in our literature search, without contributing to
the configurational research. If an article’s focus re-
mained unclear, we read the full paper. Next, we
reviewed the remaining 39 articles, and, after cross-
referencing with the bibliography of these articles,
another 13 papers were added that were not part of
the initial search but, on closer inspection, demon-
strated that they contributed to configurational ap-
proach in servitization—in other words, they help
with an understanding of the interplay between dif-
ferent dimensions or how they interact to generate mul-
tiple configurations and types. The final data sample
thus included 52 articles.

The selected articles for the systematic literature
review on servitization were analyzed using configu-
ration theory as the foundational theory, particularly
within the framework domains of strategy, structure,
and the environment. The articles were investigated
by using the strategy–structure–environment frame-
work to understand how these articles conceptual-
ize servitization strategy and structure in the context
of the business environment. Figure 1 outlines the
structure of our argument, which contributes to the

existing literature by identifying gaps and providing
the foundation as well as motivation for future re-
search directions. Studies vary regarding how they
use and conceptualize different dimensions. Hence,
we had to make interpretations but also leave blanks
if a study did not use the dimension. The present
study aims to help future servitization research with
creating consistent research settings.

4. Review of the Literature and Identifying
Gaps and Directions for
Future Research

Table 1 provides a synthesis of the studied articles,
including information on topics such as classification
dimensions (domains); identified types (concepts/
conditions); type of data and method used; and the
utilization of the strategy, structure, and environment
dimensions, as well as the interplay within configu-
rations and outcomes. On the basis this table, we
outline the critical findings, pinpoint the main gaps in
the extant literature, and suggest research directions
to address these gaps. Our recommendations are
meant to instigate discussions and further momen-
tum for the development of better concepts relating
to servitization and to contribute to a theory (or theo-
ries) of servitization. After reviewing the articles using
a configurational approach to servitization, we sum-
marize our findings and identify some gaps that result
in suggestions for research directions.

4.1. Definition and Operationalization of
Servitization Domains

The studies operationalize strategy in the context of
servitization using a variety of concepts and defini-
tions such as the scope of service offerings (Gebauer
et al. 2008, Kowalkowski et al. 2009, Kohtamäki et al.
2013), the service strategies used (Gebauer et al. 2010a,

Figure 1. Outline of the Article Argument
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äk

i
an

d
H
el
o
(2
01
5)

—
St
ra
te
gy

,s
tr
uc

tu
re
,a

nd
en

vi
ro
nm

en
t

—
D
yn

am
ic

ca
pa

bi
lit
ie
s

—
En

vi
ro
nm

en
t-
st
ra
te
gy

fi
t,

st
ra
te
gy

-s
tr
uc

tu
re

fi
t,
an

d
en

vi
ro
nm

en
t-
or
ga

ni
za

tio
n

fi
t

N
on

e
C
on

ce
pt
ua

l
st
ud

y
—
D
iff
er
en

tia
tio

n
—
C
os
t

—
Fo

cu
s

—
St
ru
ct
ur
e

—
Pr
oc
es
se
s

—
R
es
ou

rc
es

—
C
om

pl
ex
ity

,
—
D
yn

am
is
m

—
H
os
til
ity

D
yn

am
ic

ca
pa

bi
lit
ie
s

fa
ci
lit
at
e
th
e

in
te
rp
la
y
be

tw
ee
n

st
ra
te
gy

,
st
ru
ct
ur
e,

an
d
th
e

en
vi
ro
nm

en
t

Fr
am

ew
or
k
of

th
e

di
m
en

si
on

s
an

d
fi
t

K
ow

al
ko

w
sk
i

(2
01
1)

Se
rv
ic
e
ac
tiv

iti
es

in
di
ff
er
en

t
fu
nc

tio
ns

R
ol
e
of

se
rv
ic
es

in
se
ni
or

m
an

ag
em

en
t,
sa
le
s,

ke
y
ac
co
un

t
m
an

ag
em

en
t,
fi
na

nc
e,

re
nt
al
,m

an
uf
ac
tu
ri
ng

,
R
&
D
,a

nd
en

gi
ne

er
in
g/

co
ns
ul
tin

g

Tw
o
ca
se

st
ud

ie
s

Se
rv
ic
e
ac
tiv

iti
es

Se
rv
ic
es

in
di
ff
er
en

t
fu
nc

tio
ns

N
on

e
H
ow

di
ff
er
en

t
fu
nc

tio
ns

co
nt
ri
bu

te
to

se
rv
ic
e
ac
tiv

iti
es

—
Th

e
co
nc

ep
t
of

se
rv
ic
e
fu
nc

tio
n;

in
ad

di
tio

n
to

se
rv
ic
e

or
ga

ni
za
tio

n,
ot
he

rf
un

ct
io
ns

ar
e

se
en

as
pa

rt
-t
im

e
se
rv
ic
e
fu
nc

tio
ns

—
H
ig
hl
ig
ht
s
th
e

in
te
rr
el
at
ed

ne
ss

be
tw

ee
n
th
e

se
rv
ic
e

or
ga

ni
za
tio

n
an

d
ot
he

r
fu
nc

tio
ns

K
ow

al
ko

w
sk
i

et
al
.(
20
09
)

In
du

st
ri
al

se
rv
ic
e
of
fe
ri
ng

s,
de

gr
ee

of
bu

nd
lin

g,
le
ve

lo
f

cu
st
om

er
in
te
gr
at
io
n,

an
d

se
rv
ic
e–
pr
oc
es
s
in
te
rf
ac
es

—
U
nb

un
dl
ed

pr
od

uc
t-

or
ie
nt
ed

se
rv
ic
es

—
U
nb

un
dl
ed

pr
oc
es
s-

or
ie
nt
ed

se
rv
ic
es

—
Bu

nd
le
d
pr
od

uc
t-

or
ie
nt
ed

se
rv
ic
es

—
Bu

nd
le
d
pr
oc
es
s-

or
ie
nt
ed

se
rv
ic
es

Se
ve

n
m
an

uf
ac
tu
ri
ng

co
m
pa

ni
es

Se
rv
ic
e
sc
op

e
N
on

e
C
us

to
m
er

kn
ow

le
dg

e
C
us

to
m
er

kn
ow

le
dg

e
en

ab
le
s

cu
st
om

iz
at
io
n
of

se
rv
ic
e
of
fe
ri
ng

s

—
Bu

nd
le
d
an

d
pr
oc
es
s-
or
ie
nt
ed

se
rv
ic
es

fa
ci
lit
at
e

co
m
pe

tit
iv
e

ad
va

nt
ag

e
an

d
lo
ng

-t
er
m

cu
st
om

er
re
la
tio

ns
hi
ps

—
R
ol
e
of

cu
st
om

er
kn

ow
le
dg

e
sh
ou

ld
be

em
ph

as
iz
ed
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Raddats and Burton 2011), the businessmodel (Kujala
et al. 2010, Forkmann et al. 2017b), the implementa-
tion strategy in terms of “make-or-buy” of the service
provision (Medini and Boucher 2016), the growth
options (Raddats and Easingwood 2010), the extent of
mass service customization (Sjödin et al. 2016), or the
resources and capabilities needed (Raddats 2011).
Overall, a unified, accepted, and common definition
is missing and has not been attempted or problem-
atized. The challenge posed by the large variety of
conceptualizations is that they currently hamper
consistent servitization strategy concepts that would
acknowledge strategy–structure–environment config-
urations. A lack of more unification in conceptual-
izing servitization strategy and structure leads to
incommensurability of the studies using very dif-
ferent types of definitions and operationalizations.
An upside of this aspect is that new concepts and
measurements add important richness; however, the
downside is the lack of a core body of knowledge in
the field because of missing core conceptualizations
and operationalization. Although we agree that con-
ceptualizations should not be overly precise and lim-
iting, as this would impede further research develop-
ment, a clear and consistent core of any definition and
conceptualization is necessary to ensure some coher-
ence within a research field. The field evolves through the
creation of consistent body of knowledge, and this would
require a very clear and precise way of developing theory in
servitization.
Similarly, structure in the context of servitization is

operationalized in manifold ways—for example, the
organizational design of service activities and ser-
vice orientation (Kowalkowski et al. 2011), organi-
zational culture (Salonen 2011), organizational struc-
ture (Raddats and Burton 2011), service operations
(Salonen 2011), customer interfaces (Salonen 2011),
the extent of digitalization (Sjödin et al. 2016, Coreynen
et al. 2017), network management (Sjödin et al. 2016),
service development (Sjödin et al. 2016), service in-
tegration (Xing et al. 2017), absorptive capacity (Xing
et al. 2017), networkconfiguration (Chakkol et al. 2014),
customer proximity (Kucza and Gebauer 2011), cus-
tomer participation (Nam and Lee 2010), or customer
cooperation (Winkelmann and Luczak 2006). Overall,
consideration of the structures tends to emphasize,
perhaps not surprisingly, the customer.

Research Gap 1. The extant research demonstrates
great variety in the definition of servitization strat-
egy as well as structure, thereby producing a large
number of heterogeneous configurations that do not al-
low for sufficient integration within the servitization
literature.

Reviewing the extant articles on the configurational
aspects of servitization reveals a gap concerning possibleT
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conceptual integration and solidification resulting
from ambiguity and, to a certain degree, inconsistency,
of different conceptualizations and operationaliza-
tions around issues of the servitization strategy, the
servitization structure, and the resulting configura-
tions. For example, the initial conceptualizations of
what a “servitization strategy” actually is, and the
“servitization strategy types” that may exist, have
been developed; however, more work is needed. As
such, the field requires empirical studies and inte-
grative reviews for the creation of a consistent body
of knowledge. As such, the configurational approach
adds richness in terms of theorizing, and hence, it
requires evermore rigorous definition and operation-
alization of constructs. Future studies should pay at-
tention to formal definitions of core concepts to align
with previous studies and better contribute to the de-
velopment of a consistent body of knowledge in ser-
vitization research. Thus, we posit as our first propo-
sition for future research.

Research Direction 1. (More) coherent definitions and
operationalizations regarding servitization strategy and
servitization structure should be developed in future con-
figurational research on servitization.

Regarding the dimension of the business environ-
ment, the lack of its utilization and clear conceptu-
alization, if used, is noticeable in our analysis of the
extant articles on the configurational issues of ser-
vitization. Only a few studies (7 out of 52) include
the domain of the business environment as a specific
concept in their conceptual model and analysis. Over-
all, most configurational studies focus on servitization
entirely related to different organizational compo-
nents instead of acknowledging the macroenviron-
ment, which is possibly problematic, as it leads to a
lack of identification of contingencies and thus im-
portant boundary conditions for the success of
servitization.

Research Gap 2. The extant research tends to neglect the
characteristics of the business environment when studying
servitization, thereby hampering the development of con-
tingency explanations.

Future research would benefit from intensified con-
siderations and clearer definitions/operationalization
of environmental domains, as servitization does not take
place in a vacuum; rather, it is very much linked to the
business context—for example, the business environ-
ment (Winkelmann and Luczak 2006, Kowalkowski
et al. 2011, Medini and Boucher 2016, Coreynen et al.
2017). For example, as the role of digitalization con-
tinues to increase in servitization, the importance
of technological turbulence (not only as an enabler
of new options but also as a hindrance through the
hardening of legacy technologies) is underscored.

Future studies should use appropriate measures
(objective or perceived) to at least control for envi-
ronmental impact, including, for example, environ-
mental dynamism and complexity; demand uncer-
tainty; technological change; social, legal, and ecological
changes; and competitive hostility or resource munifi-
cence (Kowalkowski et al. 2011, Sjödin et al. 2016),
whereas the explicit inclusion of contextual domains
in configurational considerations of servitization could
provide a better understanding of contingency factors
(Fang et al. 2008). Consider, for instance, the study
from Fang et al. (2008), which found that the effect of
servitization on firm value turns from nonexistent to
positive under low-industry growth conditions or under
condition of high industry turbulence. The study in-
dicates the importance of controlling the effects of the
business environment. Moreover, future servitization
studies could also operationalize the macrolevel value
system, or ecosystem, to better grasp the business
context in which servitization takes place. Serviti-
zation impacts the whole ecosystem (and vice versa)
and thus not only focal firms and their business re-
lationships that are important determinants of ser-
vitization success (Raddats et al. 2019). Kohtamäki
et al. (2019) make a case for the development of the
particular solution of a semiautonomous harbour,which
requires integration and codevelopment of product–
service–software systems that interact seamlessly
with systems, as well as systems of systems across a
business ecosystem (Porter and Heppelmann 2015).
Developments around the Internet of Things for au-
tonomous vehicles require effective collaboration be-
tween various companies operating (and even com-
peting) within the ecosystem, and hence, the ecosystem
layer plays an important role in servitization (and
digital servitization). In particular, as industries have
been, and are, under constant pressure to digitalize,
the transition toward digital servitization based on
the concept of the Internet of Things extends the
requirements regarding coordination taking place
beyond focal firm boundaries—namely, within eco-
systems and whole value systems (Forkmann et al.
2017b, Kohtamäki et al. 2019). Hence, we propose the
following.

Research Direction 2. The business environment and
ecosystem levels should be acknowledged (or at least con-
trolled for) in future configurational research on servitiza-
tion. Studies explicitly including ecosystem-level consider-
ations are needed.

4.2. Interplay Among the Servitization Domains
Reviewing the extant research using a configurational
approach to servitization shows that studies rarely
operationalize constructs with particular precision or
identify how the constructs interplay (within, as well
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as between, domains). This may be a result of the fact
that only a few of the analysed studies rely on quan-
titative data (9 out of 52) (Gebauer et al. 2010b; Sjödin
et al. 2016, 2019), whereas many others use multiple
case studies (Kowalkowski et al. 2009, Forkmann
et al. 2017a).

The results from these studies underscore the im-
portance of the interplay among servitization domains.
For instance, a seller’s service capabilities seem to
systematically interact with a customer’s service ca-
pabilities in driving servitization success (Forkmann
et al. 2017a). Sjödin et al. (2016) identify four con-
figurations using four capabilities such as mass ser-
vice customization, service development, digitaliza-
tion, and network management capabilities, which
produced four configurations, whereby either mass
service customization or service development capa-
bilities played a central role in the facilitation of ser-
vitization for the manufacturer. Similarly, Raddats
and Burton (2011) investigate how product-centric
businesses configure their organizations to align their
service strategywith organizational structures (based
on four service strategies and three structural ele-
ments), concluding that the strategy–structure inter-
play in product-centric companies represents an im-
portant success factor (Raddats et al. 2019). Moreover,
initial considerations about holistic servitization busi-
ness models include different “key elements” such as
customer requirements, value proposition, competi-
tive strategy, position in the value network, and in-
ternal organization and capabilities, which coalesce
into different “types” of business models for reve-
nue generation (Kujala et al. 2010). However, many
of these identified studies do not outline the mech-
anisms underlying the supposed domain interplay,
and only a few studies analyse the emerging con-
figurations with methods commensurate with a con-
figurational enquiry system (e.g., fuzzy set qualitative
comparative analysis [fsQCA]; see Forkmann et al.
2017a, Sjödin et al. 2019). Moreover, one focus of the
existing studies is on the configurations that emerge
among a variety of structural characteristics, specif-
ically capabilities, instead of looking beyond one
domain to embrace more holistic configurational con-
siderations such as those exemplified by the strategy–
structure–environment framework. Finally, we ob-
serve that many of the extant studies were not orig-
inally designed to be configurational per se. Instead,
they were designed as regular surveys or case-data
collections following a causation logic, but they were
later utilized for a configurational approach.

Research Gap 3. The current configurational research on
servitization lacks a specific discussion of the mechanism of
the interplay within and among the relevant driver do-
mains of servitization.

As many of the studies seem not to have been
designed specifically for configurational research, the
implications are that many studies do not use a
particularly consistent set of theoretical constructs
and dimensions to identify configurations. This cri-
tique has been presented before—studies have criti-
cized servitization research lacking the systematic use
of grand theories (Kowalkowski et al. 2017a, Rabetino
et al. 2018). Configurational research, as with any
causal research, requires specific design and justifi-
cation of the nomological model—in particular, the
utilized domains and constructs. Although we agree
that a configurational approach may provide a fresh
perspective on many already existing data sets, we
argue that studies should be conducted employing a
specific configurational research design based on clear
a nomological logic of the overarching framework (as
exemplified by the strategy–structure–environment
of our analysis or the business model framework as
utilized by Forkmann et al. (2017a). Overall, the ex-
tant literature does not yet sufficiently cover issues of
interplay (i.e., complex causation) in the context of
servitization, which thus provides rich opportunities
for future research. These include qualitative studies
that tap into the interactions among constructs by
analysing how the interplay occurs from a process
perspective, for example, the nature of the actual ac-
tivities, practices, or routines utilized and how they
unfold over time. Thus, we encourage researchers to
consider the microlevel mechanisms of any configu-
rational interplay.

ResearchDirection 3. The interplay within and among the
domains of strategy, structure, and business environment
(and possibly other domains), as well as the related micro-
level mechanisms, should be included in future (configu-
rational) research on servitization.

4.3. Impact on Servitization Outcomes
Whereas some configurational studies can be found
that link servitization to performance outcomes, sur-
prisingly few configurational studies have analysed the
effect of different servitization strategies or structures
on performance aspects such as innovation, company
growth, profitability, or market value (Neely 2008).
The existing servitization research regarding perfor-
mance aspects is usually based on linear or nonlinear
regressions, mediations, and moderations (Fang et al.
2008, Kohtamäki et al. 2013, Visnjic Kastalli and Van
Looy 2013), which can include testing interactions
among (a limited number of) constructs. However,
such studies based on a linear algebra-based en-
quiry system do not allow for an understanding of the
complex, asymmetric, nonlinear configurations among
multiple constructs and their resulting equifinal
outcomes.
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The relationship between servitization and per-
formance outcomes represents a pivotal research
focus, which to date has resulted in inconclusive
and sometimes counterintuitive results. For example,
Gebauer et al. (2005) use the concept of the service
paradox to highlight a situation in which increasing
investments in servitization do not lead to increased
profits. Studies have also tentatively indicated that
organizational paradoxes shadow and shape com-
panies’ servitization paths (Visnjic Kastalli et al. 2013,
Kohtamäki et al. 2018). Achieving positive seller per-
formance thus seems to be far from easy to achieve
via servitization, and it involves a variety of chal-
lenges, even paradoxical ones (Ng et al. 2012). Hence,
the interplay between enabling and hindering fac-
tors (specifically the “bright” and “dark” side effects
of servitization) is complex and remains less than
fully understood.

The existing qualitative and quantitative studies
have considered some aspects of direct (focal com-
pany) servitization success to be an outcome variable.
Raddats (2011) utilizes the general notion of differ-
entiation as a dependent variable, whereas Sjödin
et al. (2016) use success in service infusion. Focal
companies tend to use servitization to decommoditize
their offerings to provide “higher value” to their
customers—that is, by selling performance or out-
comes instead ofmere products (Oliva and Kallenberg
2003, Matthyssens and Vandenbempt 2008, Visnjic
et al. 2017). Consequently, any effect on focal com-
pany outcomes is mediated by customer reactions to
such value offerings. Sjödin et al. (2019) focus on the
financial performance of advanced service provi-
sion and the configurations of relational governance
strategies such as (1) innovation governance strategy,
(2) relational governance strategy, and (3) market-
based governance strategy. They conclude that firms
can choose among those configurations when plan-
ning how to manage value cocreation from advanced
service offerings. We conclude that there are only a
few empirical studies on the equifinal performance
outcomes of servitization strategy and structure (i.e.,
based on configurational logic), which cover limited
strategic or structural characteristics.

Research Gap 4. There is a limited understanding of the
equifinal effects of strategy–structure–environment config-
urations on different performance outcomes.

Therefore, the empirical research on servitization
success drivers should be extended to achieve a more
fine-grained understanding of performance outcomes
of servitization. Of particular interest should be the
equifinality of different strategy–structure–environment
configurations in obtaining relevant servitization out-
comes such as company growth, profitability, or mar-
ket value. A configurational approach can be used to

provide the needed richness in seeking to understand
the complex reasons behind servitization outcomes.
Hence, we propose the following.

Research Direction 4. The interplay between the domains
of servitization and their equifinal effects on different ser-
vitization outcomes, as well as final focal company out-
comes (i.e., understanding servitization success and failure),
should be included in future (configurational) research on
servitization.

Related to issues that pertain to outcomes, our lit-
erature analysis indicates that only a few articles ana-
lyse (equifinal) outcomes that are related to the customer
company or the seller–customer company relation-
ship (i.e., 5 out of 52 studies; see Table 1). This find-
ing is problematic, as the outcomes for the manufac-
turer as the selling company are highly dependent on
the outcomes experienced by the customer company
or the outcomes of their relationships. Improved cus-
tomer experience and customer performance through
the utilization of servitization offerings enables im-
proved manufacturer financial performance (by, e.g.,
selling more, or at higher prices, or with less un-
certainty). On the basis of the literature review, it can
be shown that evidence or discussion of the interplay
among the domains related to both the seller and the
customer company, or to relational-level outcomes, is
lacking (Raddats et al. 2019). There are a few excep-
tions: for example, Forkmann et al. (2017a) analyse
nested configurational models to understand the
impact of servitization on the supplier and the cus-
tomer, as well as on the supplier–customer relation-
ship performance. Their study specifically under-
scores the relational character of servitization, as
shown by the Kowalkowski et al. (2009) study, which
analysed how bundled and process-oriented services
facilitate long-term relationships between compa-
nies. However, most of the reviewed studies focus on
focal companies. Only rare studies such as that of
Forkmann et al. (2017a) or Forkmann et al. (2017b) use
the manufacturer–customer relationship or a wider net-
work or business ecosystem as their unit of analysis.

Research Gap 5. Servitization outcomes are neglected at
the level of the customer company as well as at relational,
interorganizational network or ecosystem levels.

Considering the importance of customer outcomes
in servitization—that is, the value captured by the
customer company as a result of the value creation
that occurs in the manufacturer–customer relation-
ship through servitization—studies focusing on the
value for the customer are important for servitization
research. Such studies would demonstrate the financial
value aspects of a relational servitization business
model, not only for the manufacturer (Kohtamäki and
Partanen 2016) but also, more importantly, for the
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customer (Forkmann et al. 2017a). One of the key ar-
guments in servitization has been that through ser-
vitization offerings the manufacturer can create busi-
ness benefits for the customer company through
operational cost savings—for example, based on the
reduction of downtime costs via proactive mainte-
nance practices (Martinez et al. 2017). However, there
is very little empirical evidence regarding the cus-
tomer company benefits of servitization or about the
collaborative micropractices between the manufac-
turer and customer companies when moving toward
servitized relational interaction models. Although
the servitization research field is still relatively young,
customer and relational perspectives provide impor-
tant avenues for further research. A configurational
enquiry logic would suggest that there are also equi-
final success configurations on the customer side and
on therelational level (Fiss 2007, Forkmann et al. 2017a).

Acknowledging the important role of customer per-
formance in servitization, as well as the important
role played by relational factors, the obvious lack of
empirical and conceptual/typological servitization
studies provides motivation for our last research di-
rection. Hence, we propose the following.

Research Direction 5. The domain interplay, as well as the
outcomes of servitization at the level of the customer company,
manufacturer–customer relationship, interorganizational net-
work, and ecosystem, should be included in future (configura-
tional) research on servitization.

Table 2 summarizes the literature analysis, the
resulting research gaps, and the research direc-
tions. It demonstrates that various research gaps
and new research avenues exist when analyzing
the servitization literature through the configura-
tional lens.

Table 2. Summary of the Analyses, Gaps, and Research Directions

Analysis Research gap (RG) Research direction (RD)

A unified and accepted definition of
servitization is missing. Although the field
shows some advances toward more
homogeneity and integration of
vocabularies, currently, much conceptual
variety still exists. Similarly, “structure” in
the context of servitization is
operationalized in many ways with an
overall emphasis on the customer.

Research Gap 1: The extant research
demonstrates great variety in the definition
of servitization strategy as well as structure,
thereby producing a large number of
heterogeneous configurations that do not
allow for sufficient integration within the
servitization literature.

Research Direction 1: (More) coherent
definitions and operationalizations
regarding servitization strategy and
servitization structure should be developed
in future configurational research on
servitization.

In the servitization context, we see poor use
and conceptualization of the business
environment (7 out of 52 studies), which
indicates general disregard of the
embedding macroenvironment. This leads
to a lack of identification of contextual
contingencies and lack of boundary
conditions for servitization success.

Research Gap 2: The extant research tends to
neglect the characteristics of the business
environment when studying servitization,
thereby hampering the development of
contingency explanations.

Research Direction 2: The business
environment and ecosystem levels should
be acknowledged (or at least controlled for)
in future configurational research on
servitization. Studies explicitly including
ecosystem-level considerations are needed.

Mechanisms of interplay among servitization
domains are generally unresolved. General
focus is on configurations emerging among
structural characteristics—specifically,
capabilities—instead of focusing on one
domain to embrace more holistic
configurational considerations.

Research Gap 3: The current configurational
research on servitization lacks a specific
discussion of the mechanism of the interplay
within and among the relevant driver
domains of servitization.

Research Direction 3: The interplay within and
among the domains of strategy, structure,
and business environment (and possibly
other domains), as well as the related
microlevel mechanisms, should be included
in future (configurational) research on
servitization.

Whereas many studies consider the linear
effects of strategies or structural
characteristics on outcomes, only a few
configurational studies have analyzed the
effects strategic configurations on outcomes.

Research Gap 4: There is a limited
understanding of the equifinal effects of
strategy–structure–environment
configurations on different performance
outcomes.

Research Direction 4: The interplay between
the domains of servitization and their
equifinal effects on different servitization
outcomes, as well as final focal company
outcomes (i.e., understanding servitization
success and failure), should be included in
future (configurational) research on
servitization.

A general lack of empirical research exists on
the interplay among the domains at the level
of the customer company or the
manufacturer–customer relationship. Only a
few servitization studies use the
manufacturer–customer relationship,
interorganizational network, or ecosystem
as a unit of analysis.

Research Gap 5: Servitization outcomes are
neglected at the level of the customer
company as well as at relational,
interorganizational network, or ecosystem
levels.

Research Direction 5: The domain interplay, as
well as the outcomes of servitization at the
level of the customer company,
manufacturer–customer relationship,
interorganizational network, and
ecosystem, should be included in future
(configurational) research on servitization.
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5. Conclusions
The present study approached the servitization lit-
erature from a configurational perspective, proffering
this enquiry logic as a potentially important angle
fromwhich to understand the complexity of equifinal
configurations resulting from the interplay within
and among a variety of servitization domains. The
starting point for this study was the assumption, and
our observation, of servitization as a complex set of
processes and practices that could be grasped by a
configurational approach. The present study aimed to
take stock of the servitization literature by utilizing
the contingency theoryof strategy as our foundation—in
particular, using the strategy–structure–environment
approach as our primary framework—to review and
analyse the extant research and to identify com-
monalities and particular gaps that motivate direc-
tions for future research.

We extended the existing literature on servitization
by analysing the extant servitization literature from a
configurational perspective. We encountered a large
variety of approaches that are currently being utilized,
with a considerable spread of frameworks, dimen-
sions, and operationalizations. Our review enabled us
to identify gaps in the extant literature. Currently,
the servitization field is somewhat underdeveloped
regarding configurational studies, suggesting that
further research (e.g., based on a strategy–structure–
environment approach) is needed. We described fu-
ture research directions based on the gaps we iden-
tified; however, any configurational research requires
a specific research design, which challenges some of
the existing (implicit or explicit) assumptions (e.g.,
the direct impact of servitization on company per-
formance) in the extant research to develop better
concepts for servitization. We should challenge the
sometimes overly simplistic expectations of the di-
rect effects of servitization on company performance
and search for equifinal configurations that may lead
to various performance outcomes. For this task,
methods such as fsQCA provide great opportunities
(Forkmann et al. 2017a, Sjödin et al. 2019). Broadly
based on contingency theory as a foundation, creating
configurational conceptualizations for servitization
provides us with the motivation to develop five re-
search directions.

We identified an opportunity to develop improved
conceptual definitions of servitization strategy and
structures and more precise operationalizations. The
great heterogeneity of the used concepts and mea-
sures certainly provides richness but also inhibits the
effective development of a common body of knowl-
edge. Furthermore, we encourage researchers to de-
sign empirical studies using a configurational en-
quiry system with an appropriate research design. In

this context, not only quantitative but also qualitative
studies are required to delve more deeply into the
interplay within and among domains at the micro
level. Here, an understanding of the (processes un-
derlying the) interplay of capabilities, routines, and
practices provides an important future avenue for
research. Moreover, additional studies are needed to
produce better theorizing on the outcomes of servi-
tization not only for the manufacturer but also for
the customer company as well as the manufacturer–
customer relationship.
For managers of manufacturing companies plan-

ning servitization, the review of configurational studies
may not provide any simple answers. Instead, the re-
view highlights that the complex interplay of coexisting
domains represents an important way to understand
(and manage) outcomes for manufacturers, customers,
and their respective relationships. However, equifinal
configurations creating servitization success do exist; in
other words, managers have a choice regarding how to
go about servitizing their business model. No “one-
size-fits-all” solution to servitization is likely to exist;
instead, a manufacturing company should find the
equifinal configuration that best fits the company. A
practical way to begin analysing potential configura-
tions can be obtained using the strategy–structure–
environment framework identified in the present
study. A business model canvas (Osterwalder and
Pigneur 2010) or specific sets of capabilities (Ulaga
and Reinartz 2011, Kindström et al. 2013, Raddats and
Burton 2014, Huikkola and Kohtamäki 2017) can pro-
vide fruitful approaches based on, as well as through
the utilization of, this framework. Thus, amanufacturer
aiming for a servitized business model should accept
some complexity embedded in servitization and should
acknowledge some paradoxical tensions among do-
mains that are not simple to resolve but rather persist
and coexist and with which managers must learn to
live, similar to the way inwhich products and services
also must coexist after servitization.
As with every study, the present study has some

limitations. First, as “important concepts rarely have
edges that are entirely sharp” (Helfat and Winter
2011, p. 1244), in this work, we shy away from clear-
cut conceptualizations and direct-effect models and
instead focus on a configurational logic. Therefore, we
do not include some empirical studies or theoretical
models that consider multiple dimensions but not in
the spirit of configurational logic. Moreover, the cri-
teria for the literature search followed two types of
logics—namely, servitization and that of configura-
tional research. Thus, the assumption is that config-
urational studies are accordingly signposted using
appropriate wording in the title, abstract, or key-
words of the articles. If this were not the case, it is
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likely that we did not find the articles through our
search criteria, despite secondary searches by snow-
balling based on the reference lists of the selected ar-
ticles. Despite these limitations, the present study
provides motivation for future avenues of research
based on a configurational enquiry system.
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Endnote
1We use the term “servitization” (Vandermerwe and Rada 1988,
Neely 2008) throughout the manuscript. Similar or identical phe-
nomena are also known by other names in the literature—for ex-
ample, “service infusion” (Brax 2005, Forkmann et al. 2017b) or
“service transition” (Fang et al. 2008, Böhm et al. 2017). Ostrom et al.
(2015) argue that the term “service infusion” is usually related to the
market-led literature, whereas the term “servitization” is related to
the operations-led school. Although we use consistent terminology,
we do not imply a distinction between such “schools.”
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Huikkola T, Kohtamäki M, Rabetino R (2016) Resource realignment
in servitization. Res. Management 59(4):30–39.

Hult GTM,KetchenDJ Jr, Cavusgil ST, Calantone RJ (2006) Knowledge
as a strategic resource in supply chains. J. Oper. Management 24(5):
458–475.

Josephson BW, Johnson JL, Mariadoss BJ, Cullen J (2016) Service
transition strategies in manufacturing: Implications for firm risk.
J. Service Res. 19(2):142–157.

Kindström D, Kowalkowski C (2014) Service innovation in product-
centric firms: A multidimensional business model perspective.
J. Bus. Indust. Marketing 29(2):96–111.

Kindström D, Kowalkowski C, Sandberg E (2013) Enabling service
innovation: A dynamic capabilities approach. J. Bus. Res. 66(8):
1063–1073.
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