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Configurational servitization approach: A necessary alignment of service 

strategies, digital capabilities and customer resources 

1. INTRODUCTION: THE COMPLEXITY OF 
SERVITIZATION 

In order to face down competition and enhance their market share, manufacturing companies 

need to address their businesses differently, developing either complementary offers or a core 

transformation of their offer into one that integrates services. These changes can lead to a better 

response to customer needs, quite often in innovative ways. 

Servitization (Vandermerwe & Rada, 1988) is an evolution of the value proposition of 

manufacturing firms. It consists of a shift from a product-centric offer to an offer combining 

products and services, or to a use-centric or a result-centric offer (Baines et al., 2009; Mathieu, 

2001). 

Servitization is perceived by firms as a way of both improving their competitiveness 

(Vandermerwe and Rada, 1988) and reaching a higher level of profitability (Gebauer et al., 

2011). The service offerings are more likely to provide higher margins and profitability due to 

their low comparability (Neu & Brown, 2005; Oliva & Kallenberg, 2003; Frambach et al., 1998) 

and to allow manufacturers to be less concerned with price competition (Malleret, 2006). 

The research to date highlights that the servitization of manufacturing companies has not always 

fulfilled its promised performance. Many tensions are observed in the literature, including the 
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so-called service paradox (Gebauer, 2005; Neely, 2007). Empirical studies demonstrate that the 

financial benefits resulting from servitization are not always positive or perceptible (Gebauer, 

Fleisch & Friedli, 2005; Neely, 2007). The service development in manufacturing firms should 

improve their performance, but this is not always the case in practice (Gebauer et al., 2005). 

This paradox is possibly reinforced by a digitalization paradox, digitalization being considered 

as a driver as well as an enabler of servitization (Vendrell-Herrero, Bustinza, Parry & 

Georgantzis, 2017). The digitalization paradox reflects the fact that the revenues attributable to 

digitalization are much lower than the costs engaged (Sjödin, Parida, Kohtamäki & Wincent, 

2020). This lack of performance may appear in particular when firms simultaneously develop 

both their servitization and their digitalization (Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2017). 

One way of overcoming these paradoxes is to better understand servitization and its conditions 

of success. As there is no consensus in the literature on defining servitization, we re-examine 

the current understanding of servitization and we propose to highlight the heterogeneity of this 

concept, which is multifaceted and faces different approaches (Table 1): either offer-oriented, 

processes-oriented, uses or results-oriented or innovation-oriented. These approaches reflect 

different servitized value propositions (SVP). 

The value proposition addresses the relationship between customer needs and supplier offers 

(Osterwalder et al., 2011), and some scholars put the customer and its resources as a focal point 

of servitization (Vandermerwe & Rada, 1988; Ren & Gregory, 2007; Baines et al., 2009, 2013), 

showing the importance of the customer in the servitized value proposition. In section 2, we 

present and discuss key components of servitization (strategy, value proposition, customer 

resources and digital capabilities) that companies have to combine. Service strategies and their 

related servitized value proposition have to be considered through the interplay with the roles 

given to customers and digitalization in order to perform as expected. 
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In section 3, we argue that there are different paths to a successful servitization. Based on 

configuration theory, we propose an integrative framework to help manufacturing firms to 

implement servitization according to their chosen strategy. We defend the idea that firms may 

be perform as expected while implementing different configurations of service strategies, 

digital capabilities and customer resources (Ambroise et al., 2018). 

2. THEORY DEVELOPMENT 
Understanding the different servitization approaches can help manufacturing companies to 

better address their servitized value proposition. In the meantime, adopting a value proposition 

perspective can facilitate a better implementation of servitization. These approaches—offer-

oriented, processes-oriented, uses or results-oriented and innovation-oriented—are not 

mutually exclusive and refer to different value propositions (Table 1). 
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Table 1. The necessary re-examination of the current understanding of servitization: different servitization approaches
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2.1.Value propositions and service strategies 
Baines et al., (2019) recommend rethinking servitized value propositions in terms of customers’ 

roles and resources. They define the value proposition (VP) offered to customers as the capacity 

of firms to combine their offerings (as providers) with the outcomes (the customer benefits 

inherent to the use of these offerings). In other words, the VP “is presented as a statement that 

clearly identifies for customers what they will receive and what it will do for them” (p. 4). This 

definition is completed by “how customers will contribute throw their own proposals (roles and 

resources)”. Indeed, it is important to consider the serivitized value proposition (SVP) of the 

resources brought by customers in specific transactions and in the whole relationship (Moeller, 

2010). Customers may play different roles, with different levels of integration in the value 

chain. 

Baines et al., (2013) suggest a configurative definition of servitization, which integrates the 

customers in the definition of services, giving specific roles to them and necessitating a different 

organization according to the types of services. Indeed, the authors propose three types of 

customised servitization: 1) basic added services for the “do it themselves” category of 

customers; 2) intermediate services to the “do it with them” customers; and 3) advanced service 

for the “do it for them” customers. In doing so, the authors fully integrate the customer in their 

definition of servitization and put the focus on the heterogeneity of customer roles. Many 

companies emphasize customer roles in their servitized value proposition, showing how to 

favour a customer-service configuration with shared value creation between customers and 

suppliers (Neely, 2008). As they move to servitization, manufacturing companies may offer 

different value propositions to their customers. 

We propose three different levels of value propositions for services, inspired by Baines et al. 

(2019). The first level corresponds to proposing mere added services such as simple product 

spares, training materials, documentation, breakdown services, consumables and maintenance 
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tools (Teyssier et al., 2018; Baines et al., 2019). We name this VP the basic VP. The second 

level integrates product break/fix, assured maintenance and performance advisory services 

(Baines et al., 2019) as well as predictive maintenance, monitoring to improve customers’ use 

of equipment, outsourcing, co-design or co-production activities (Teyssier et al., 2018; Gebauer 

et al., 2010). We name this second type of VP an output-oriented VP. The third level of VP 

proposes to integrate customers more in the service production in terms of asset, process and 

platform (Baines et al., 2019) where suppliers (non-transfer of property rights and of associated 

risks) provide an integrated product-service solution that guarantees different customers’ 

outcomes. We name this VP a customer outcomes-oriented VP. 

These VPs are the declination of a variety of strategies. Ambroise et al. (2018) identify three of 

them: proposing added-services to the core offer; activities reconfiguration; and business model 

reconfiguration (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Service strategies and servitized value propositions (Ambroise et al., 2018; Baines et al., 2019)
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In a certain way, these strategies are closed to the typology of customer roles proposed by 

Baines et al. (2013)—“do it themselves”; “do it with them”; “do it for them”—that takes 

explicitly into account the resources brought by the customers. Vargo and Lusch (2008) point 

out the necessity of bringing customers to deliver “applied resources for value creation and 

collaboratively (interactively) create value” (p. 7). In line with Vargo and Lusch (2003), Baines 

and Lightfoot (2013) show the key role of customers assuming that the customer is always a 

co-producer, implying value creation in an interactive manner. 

Manufacturing firms increasingly aim to offer a comprehensive commercial proposal by 

integrating the customers in the offer (Vandermerwe & Rada, 1988). They put the customer in 

a central position. The contribution of the customers to the servitized value creation must be 

considered during the servitized process itself, the customer having more or less active roles in 

the value proposition design and implementation. Indeed, the customer can contribute to the 

offer with different levels of resources: a passive customer is considered as a mere consumer; 

an active one is considered as a producer, and a proactive one is considered as an initiator. 

2.2. Services strategies, digital capabilities and customer resources 
 

Mobilizing customer resources and considering the customer as a co-producer induces 

greater information exchange. Servitization globally involves a better knowledge of customer 

needs and more interactions that are nowadays greatly facilitated by digitalization. Customers 

and digitalization are both key in elaborating an appropriate value proposition: technologies 

contribute to improving the value of the offer delivered to customers and the value brought by 

customers (Ambroise et al., 2018; Coreynen et al., 2017; Tukker, 2004). 

Digitalization can help to move to a product-service system (Frank et al., 2019) in which digital 

capabilities are needed to interact and create value with customers (Lenka et al., 2017). Gobble 

(2018) considers digitalization as a form of process and business model innovation that enables 
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the exploitation of new opportunities to create and capture value (Gobble, 2018) by enhancing 

customers’ analytics and insights, operational efficiency and marketing learning (Ramaswamy 

& Ozcan, 2018). We note here the necessary link between digital processes and customers. 

Developing a service offering also requires us to reconsider interactions and interfaces with 

customers (Ambroise et al., 2018) and promotes the development of digital capabilities in 

companies (Lusch & Gotsch, 2015; Parida et al., 2015a) to improve customer relations. 

Nevertheless, the customer interface required differs depending on the service strategy 

implemented (Ambroise et al., 2018). This interface defines the potential of firms to collect data 

and automatize part of the relationship. 

As mentioned above, these strategies, AS, AR, and BMR, need to address different digital 

capabilities relating to the customer interface required: informative, collaborative and 

productive (Teyssier et al., 2018). The first category of capabilities (informative) makes it 

possible to capture and store information about customers and the environment that the front 

office receives and generates. The second type of capabilities (collaborative) enables both 

information exchanges between customers and the back office and co-creating activities; and 

the third (productive) improves internal operational processes, including design and 

manufacturing processes, flow and supply chain management (Teyssier et al., 2018). 

Companies must take into account their digital capabilities and cutomers’ resources in their 

servitized value proposition. This is especially true in B2B activities in which suppliers are 

looking for a better understanding of the value creation process (Coreynen, 2017) in order to 

improve their value proposition and thus move their business to more customer-integrated 

models (Grandval & Ronteau, 2011). Informative capabilities are particularly important when 

developing added services; while collaborative capabilities are important when proposing 

activities reconfigurations. Productive capabilities are key to business model reconfiguration 

strategy (Teyssier et al., 2018). 
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To conclude, we define the servitized value proposition as an iterative process that allows: i) 

the identification of customer needs; and ii) the formulation of an optimal response by suppliers 

through service development and integrated digital capabilities to enable an innovative and 

configurative model of servitization. The servitized value proposition has to be considered 

through interaction with the roles given to customers and digitalization in order to perform as 

expected (Martín-Peña et al., 2019). 

Companies that integrate new services by simultaneously developing digitalization processes 

may face a digital service paradox (DSP) due to the difficulty in finding the right articulation 

and structure between servitization and digitalization. We define the DSP as a risk of failure in 

the financial performance of manufacturing companiesthat are trying to enhance their offerings 

towards more services while enhancing their digital capabilities to meet customers’ needs at the 

same time. In order to overcome this DSP, we argue for the necessity of articulating between: 

i) customer resources by showing the importance of the customer (and the need to consider it 

as a resource with varying degrees of integration in the chosen servitized value proposition); 

and ii) digitalization capabilities to develop new services, and for their integration in the 

servitized value proposition design. As there is a multiplicity of possible combinations of 

servitization strategies, customer resources and digitization capabilities, one must consider that 

different configurations may lead to better performance. 

In the next section, we present an integrative framework combining service strategies, digital 

capabilities and customer resources to design and implement efficient servitized value 

propositions  (Table 2). 
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3. TOWARDS A CONFIGURATIONAL ORIENTATION OF 
SERVITIZATION 

Ambroise et al. (2018) demonstrate that there is no one best way to implement a service 

strategy and that customer roles and interfaces have to be adapted to the chosen strategy. As a 

consequence, we advocate the need for a configurational approach that recognizes the 

alignment of service strategies, digital capabilities and customer resources to be a necessity. 

As service strategies are multiple and potentially very heterogeneous, there is a risk of mismatch 

between the servitization strategy that is implemented, digital capabilities and customer 

ressources. This can result in a financial failure and a potential deservitization (Kowalkowski 

et al., 2017a). Therefore, firms have to be aware of the need to choose relevant configurations 

(Bowen et al., 1989). 

We previously pointed out the complexity and heterogeneity of servitization, both of which 

often lead manufacturing firms to misunderstand the concept. To design their servitized value 

proposition, manufacturing firms must have a comprehensive framework of servitization that 

takes into account service strategies, customer roles and resources and firms’ digital 

capabilities. Previous work has shown that a plethora of different service strategies on offer 

means that there is no one best way to servitize. A configurational approach is proposed in order 

to take into account this heterogeneity. Implementing a servitization strategy is not a “straight 

road to success” (Gebauer et al., 2010b: p. 198). 

 

3.1. Dimensions of the configurational approach and need for an alignment of service 
strategy, customer roles and resources and digital capabilities 

 

In developing the research area of servitization, scholars would be wel advised to identify the 

conditions for successful implementation of servitization in manufacturing companies. Our 

essay offers a valuable contribution to the field by providing a perspective that understands the 
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configurations of servitized value propositions and considers their strategies and underlying 

structures as well as their resource contingencies. 

Instead of looking for a single condition to determine outcomes, our configuration theory allows 

for different conditions of successful outcome, considering there is no one best way to achieve 

performance but a set of combinations (Böhm et al., 2017; Meyer et al., 1993). 

The configuration logic is that different interactions between the three domains (strategy, 

structure, resources) may bring about successful servitization (Kohtamäki et al., 2019). Scholars 

assume that superior performance can be reached with different pathways: companies should 

not have a single and common reading of their performance. They have to deal with their own 

organizational and strategic characteristics (Böhm et al., 2017). 

Moreover, the configurational approach advocates non-linearity and equifinality (Meyer et al., 

1993; Ragin, 2008) which means that the key attributes are multidimensional, possibly 

interrelated and have potentially a mutual amplificatory effect. Indeed, researchers have shown 

that firms with more coherent characteristics outperform firms with less coherent characteristics 

(Meyer et al., 1993; Vorhies & Morgan, 2003). Multiple configurations lead to superior 

performance as long as their individual conditions are aligned (Böhm et al., 2017; Doty, Glick 

& Huber, 1993). 

Drawing on the research literature to date, we propose that companies adopt a relevant 

alignment of service strategy, digital capabilities and customer resources. The service strategies 

typology proposed by Ambroise et al. (2018), added services (AS), activities reconfiguration 

(AR) and business model reconfiguration strategies (BMR), is complementary to the one 

proposed by Baines and Lightfoot (2013) (“do it themselves-do it with them- do it for them”). 

Crossing the two typologies makes it possible to better understand the role customers are 

expected to perform according to the specific strategy implemented. 
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Table 3, below, presents the different attributes for designing and realizing the chosen service 

strategy based on a configurational approach. When implementing an AS strategy, 

manufacturing companies are positioned in an offer-oriented and/or a processes-oriented 

approach to servitization, which implies greater digital informative capabilities. 

To address an AR strategy, companies can design either/both a result, processes or uses-

oriented servitization approach where digital collaborative capabilities are needed. Besides, to 

implement a BMR strategy, companies can adopt either/both processes , uses or innovation-

oriented servitization approaches, with digital productive capabilities.     
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Table 3.  A configurational approach to servitization.
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As represented in Table 3, when implementing their strategy manufacturing firms can adopt 

“either/both” of the different servitization approaches (Kohtamäki et al., 2020), but they must 

coherently reconsider their offering according to their resources and capabilities (digital 

capabilities, organisational model, etc.), and also according to roles that customers play. 

Customers have to be considered as a resource, but the level of their contribution will vary 

according to the implemented service strategy and to the type of resources they deliver towards 

the design and realization of the servitized value proposition. 

As shown in Table 3, the customers’ integration into the servitized value proposition varies 

according to the chosen servitization strategy determining the role customers play and the 

resources they provide to the supplier. Indeed, a passive customer will only participate with 

basic resources, such as mere information. This low level of integration may be sufficient if the 

manufacturing firm decides to implement an AS strategy. If proposing an AR strategy, however, 

customers are expected to endorse the producer. There is a higher level of expectation for them 

to participate and collaborate in designing the servitized value proposition. Finally, when 

implementing a BMR service strategy, customers have a high degree of integration in the 

servitized value proposition of the company: they become proactive. 

Adopting a configurational approach to servitization leads to blurring the boundaries of each 

servitization approach (Figure 1) to fix the heterogeneity behind this concept. We propose that 

manufacturing firms manage their offer according to the necessary alignment of service 

strategies, digital capabilities and customer resources as a necessary and sufficient condition to 

succeed in implementing servitization.
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Figure 1. Blurring boundaries through a configurational approach to servitization 
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3.2.  Multiple pathways to succeed in implementing servitization  
 

Manufacturing firms need to better understand the concept of servitization and its conditions 

of success. To help managers of manufacturing firms to come to terms with the challenges of 

servitization, we first proposed an innovative reading to address its heterogeneity and, through 

this, help them to better understand servitization and position their offers in line with their value 

proposition and thus with one of these different approaches. 

To better support this shift from a product-centric to a service-user or service-centric model, we 

suggest adopting a customer-centric logic, which is common to all the approaches presented 

above. Moreover, to facilitate servitized value proposition design, we present a comprehensive 

framework that helps manufacturing firms to position their offers according to a necessary 

alignment of service strategies, digital capabilities and customer resources. 

In line with their value propositions and the chosen servitization approaches, which correspond 

to their definition of servitization, companies can implement servitization in different ways and 

all perform as expected (Table 3). 

Indeed, when implementing an AS service strategy, companies address a basic value 

proposition in which a lower degree of customer integration (passive customer) is needed, and 

only digital informative capabilities are needed. 

In the AR service strategy, in order to address an efficient and output oriented VP, companies 

need more customer integration (active customer) and essentially digital collaborative 

capabilities are needed. 

Companies that want to implement a BMR service strategy address a customer outcomes-

oriented VP, in which a high level of customer integration (proactive customer), and essentially 

productive capabilities are needed. 
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These approaches suggest different levels of maturity in the servitization map of manufacturing 

companies (Rabetino, Kohtamäki & Gebauer, 2017). As a consequence, multiple pathways can 

lead to success in servitization. Identifying the right alignment between service strategies, 

customer resources and digital capabilities may be challenging. However, this alignment 

between those concepts is required to deliver a better value proposition to their customers 

(Table 3) and to perform according to qualified value proposition proposals. 

To conclude, we assume that there is no one best way to implement servitization, and in 

designing the chosen servitized value proposition companies need to consider a relevant 

alignment between service strategies, digital capabilities and customer resources. Our 

contribution provides them with a framework for determining this alignment, depending on 

their chosen strategy. 
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Servitization 

approaches 

Authors Definition 

Offer Vandermerwe & Rada (1988); Vestrepen 

& Van Den Berg (1991); Mathieu (2001); 

Robinson et al. (2002); Oliva & 

Kallenberg (2003); Ward & Graves 

(2005); Baines et al. (2008), (2013) 

The offer-oriented approach to servitization is considered as an extension or transformation of the offer 

via a combination of simple services added to products. Companies tend to offer a set of products, services, 

support, self-service and knowledge through the integration of a “products and services” duality in its 

global offer, the aim being to take advantage of the benefits associated with services without disrupting 

the business model. 

Processes Mathieu (2001); Neely (2007), (2008); 

Baines et al. (2008), (2013); 

Kowalkowski et al. (2017) 

The process-oriented approach to servitization is considered as a set of transformational processes through 

which a company moves from a product-oriented to a service-oriented model, transforming the product 

offering into a use or a result offer. Scholars propose that service-oriented businesses tend to transform 

their processes in order to respond differently to the market, leading to new forms of services. This 

approach foresees a shift from an industrial process to a service-based process. 
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Uses & 

Results 

Oliva & Kallenberg (2003); Baines et al. 

(2008), (2013); Oliva & Kallenberg 

(2003); Lewis et al. (2004); Baines et al. 

(2008), (2013) 

The use and result-oriented approach to servitization is considered as a strategy that changes the way in 

which functionalities are delivered to their markets. This refers to the service typology (basic, intermediate 

and advanced services) of Baines et al. (2009). The use and results-oriented servitization approach 

recommends the creation of services with new functionalities that are measurable and might provide 

greater added value, resulting in a performance contract proposal, through selling use or result. This may 

lead to business model disruption. 

Innovation Tellus Institute (1999); Desmet et al. 

(2003); Neely (2007), (2008); Baines et 

al. (2008), (2013); Parida et al. (2015); 

Huikkola & Kohtamäki (2017); Sjödina 

et al. (2020) 

The innovation-oriented approach to servitization is a way to innovate through services and improve the 

core activity of manufacturing firms: manufacturing firms are increasingly integrating services into their 

offerings in order to pursue innovation objectives. The innovation-oriented approach looks at servitization 

through two approaches: innovating through the process and innovating for, and with, the customer. 

 

 

 

 Table 1. The necessary re-examination of the current understanding of servitization: different servitization approaches 
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Table 2. Service strategies and servitized value propositions (Ambroise et al., 2018; Baines et al., 2019) 

The AS strategy (-do it themselves-) does not fundamentally change the customer’s value chain but allows the supplier to extend its offer 

and expand opportunities. Ownership is transferred from the supplier to the customer, along with the associated risks. This corresponds to the 

first level of VP, the basic one, where manufacturing companies propose products and product spares to the customer (Baines et al., 2019), 

training materials, documentation, breakdown services, consumables and maintenance tools (Teyssier et al., 2018). 

The AR strategy (-do it with them-) helps manufacturing companies to become providers of products and services by integrating customers 

into their business model and value chain: this allows them to co-develop offers and/or processes with the customer and to outsource services. 

We name this second level of VP “output-oriented”: it integrates product break/fix, assured maintenance and performance advice, predictive 

maintenance and monitoring to improve customers’ use of equipment, outsourcing, co-design or co-production activities (Baines et al., 2019; 

Teyssier et al., 2018; Gebauer et al., 2010). 

BMR strategy (-do it for them-) involves a change in the business model of the supplier and the customer as well as in their relationship model. 

It refers to the industrial supplier accepting a use or result-oriented arrangement with its customer, which will change not only their offerings but 

also their mutual organisational processes and their revenue and profit equations. Therefore, this strategy has significant strategic, organisational 

and financial implications for both the provider and the customer (Ambroise et al., 2018). Suppliers have to integrate customers more in terms 

of asset, process and platform (Baines et al., 2019), and they provide an integrated product-service solution that guarantees different customers’ 

outcomes. We name this VP “the customer outcomes oriented” VP. 
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Service strategy Added services Activities reconfiguration Business model reconfiguration 
    

Servitized value propositions 
(Inspired by Baines et al., 2019) 

Basic VP 
 

Output-oriented VP 
 

Customer outcomes-oriented VP 
 

 
Customer roles (status) 

 
Do it themselves 

 

 
Do it with them 

 

 
Do it for them 

 
 

Digital capabilities 
 

Informative capabilities Collaborative capabilities Productive capabilities 
 

 
Customer as a resource: 

Customer integration in the 
servitized value proposition 

design 
 

Passive customer : “consumer” Active customer : “producer” Proactive customer 

 

 

 

 

Servitization approaches 
 
 
 
 

 

   

 

 

 Table 3. A configurational approach to servitization 

Processes 

Uses 

Offer Result Innovation 
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