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Digital Servitization Bridging Relational Asymmetry

Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to investigate how firms such as Xerox, which have transitioned to a 
digital servitization business model, bridge relational asymmetry. It continues the theme of 
sustainability from the traditional three pillars—environmental, economic, and social 
sustainability—to relational in terms of the quality of the relationship between the service provider 
and the customers.
Design/methodology/approach – Using an exploratory method, qualitative data from the case of 
Xerox, a pioneering company that embraces servitization business models, has been gathered. The 
combination of exploratory archival and literature searches allows for a more in-depth 
understanding of servitization and how it bridges (or does not bridge) the relational asymmetry.
Findings – The results reveal that a relational dimension is inherent in the servitization business 
model, whereas in order to achieve sustainability, it must leverage transparency, which may be 
either an enabler or an impairing factor. A borderline for a transparent relationship that 
distinguishes these two parameters is established.
Research limitations/implications – The study's single-case firm was limited to Xerox as an 
industry forerunner and could only represent mature and multinational enterprises.
Practical implications – With the purpose of providing high-quality service, this exploratory 
paper gives managers rational insight into whether and when it is sustainable to fill the relational 
asymmetry between them as service providers and their customers.
Originality/value – This paper examines servitization from a new perspective, proposing that the 
relational asymmetry bridged by servitization will determine the future of organizations that 
differentiate themselves through quality relationships.
Keywords: Digital Servitization; Product Service System; Quality Relationship; Relational 
Asymmetry; Transparency; Value Co-creation

Article Type: Research paper
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Introduction

Servitization, which refers to adding services to products to enhance value, has gained significant 

attention in scholarly and practical contexts (Vandermerwe and Rada, 1988; Corrêa, 2018). It 

represents a shift from selling standalone products to offering customer-focused packages that 

include products, services, support, and knowledge to create value in use (Slack, 2005). While the 

adoption of servitization as a competitive manufacturing strategy has been widely explored (Wise 

& Baumgartner, 1999; Oliva & Kallenberg, 2003), there is a growing interest in capturing 

sustainable value creation and transitioning towards a circular economy (Retamal & Schandl, 

2018; Stål & Corvellec, 2018).

Companies have realized that delivering products is insufficient for maintaining competitiveness 

and have started to provide solutions to increase market share and customer satisfaction (Yu et al., 

2008; Sakao et al., 2009). One approach to achieve this is by incorporating services into products, 

known as a product-service system (PSS). The goal of PSS is to enhance a company's 

competitiveness and profitability while also reducing product consumption through alternative 

usage scenarios (Geng et al., 2010).

The development of the PSS as a business model has brought attention to the environmental, 

economic, and social dimensions of sustainability (Corrêa, 2018). Servitization has the potential 

to positively impact economic and environmental sustainability by extending the life cycle of 

products through the provision of services. Additionally, by influencing customers' consumption 

patterns, servitization can also contribute to the social dimension of sustainability (Annarelli et al., 

2019).

Within the servitization context, the quality of interaction between providers and customers is 

crucial in delivering customized and valuable solutions (Kohtamäki et al., 2013; Lerch & Gotsch, 
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2015). The closeness and quality of this interaction are vital for value co-creation (Grönroos & 

Voima, 2013; Sjödin, 2019), requiring a collaborative innovation approach and shared production 

resources between partners (Luz Martín-Peña et al., 2018). Knowledge transfer between the 

provider and customer is key in capturing the servitization process (Hara et al., 2016). However, 

little research has been done to identify how servitization bridges the gap between providers and 

customers to co-create sustainable value.

While prior research has examined customer satisfaction issues from various perspectives (Baines 

et al., 2017; Berry, 1995; Barnett et al., 2013), there is a lack of clarity on the root causes of 

relational imbalance in the 21st century, resulting in unsatisfied customers. Therefore, the purpose 

of this research is to identify the factors impacting relational asymmetry between providers and 

clients, focusing on the case of Xerox and its model of maximizing digital transformation (Harris 

and Wonglimpiyarat, 2020).

Although recent studies have explored how providers and customers transform their relationships 

to achieve benefits in digital servitization (Kamalaldin et al., 2020), this study extends the analysis 

by considering not only the business-to-customer (B2C) relationship but also the provider-

customer interface using the lens of relational asymmetry. In business relationships, asymmetry is 

common but does not necessarily imply provider dominance. Relationships can be customer-

dominated or supplier-dominated, and the goal is to achieve compatible and collaborative 

relationships (Johnsen and Ford, 2001). This study investigates reciprocal engagements within 

digital servitization, where both parties operate within a collaborative ecosystem.

Building upon previous studies and adopting the perspective of relational asymmetry, this paper 

contributes to the existing literature on digital servitization in management contexts by addressing 

the following research question: How can the digital servitization model bridge the relational 
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asymmetry between providers and customers? To answer this question, a single case study 

approach is adopted, examining the case of Xerox as a pioneer in digital servitization and its 

relationship with clients.

The findings of this study have both scholarly and practical implications. From a scholarly 

perspective, this research identifies transparency as the pivotal cause of asymmetric relationships 

within servitization. The enhanced digital interaction between providers and customers must 

address possible adverse behaviors to ensure sustainable relationships. Additionally, the case of 

Xerox highlights the dual effect of transparency, which can either enable or impair value co-

creation, depending on the intention. From a practical standpoint, the Xerox case suggests the 

importance of frequent interactions or real-time sense and respond sessions with clients, 

community-promoting transparency, and the recognition that incomplete information exchange 

does not necessarily lead to manipulative or deceptive techniques.

Theoretical Background

According to the current servitization research field, there are numerous advantages for 

manufacturers to shift to servitizing their products. Servitization is perceived as a major strategy 

because of the financial (Neely, 2008), strategic (Baines & Lightfoot, 2014; Kowalkowski et al., 

2017), and marketing (Gebauer et al., 2017) benefits it brings to their present product offerings. 

Notably, it is seen as a strategic option for product innovation (Carlborg et al., 2014) and 

standardization (Baines et al., 2007), a method to combat commoditization (Matthyssens & 

Vandenbempt, 2010), and a chance to develop unique, long-term customer connections (Tukker, 

2004). Servitization is a potentially complex field with contributions from numerous interrelated 

research communities.
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The Servitization Using the Product Service System Model (PSS)

Our focus is on the relational dynamics between the provider and the customer in servitization as 

the primary means of survival and income maximization in today's highly globalized market 

demands (Guerola-Navarro et al., 2021). According to Tukker (2004), the Product Service System 

(PSS), a business model that represents the most suitable way to achieve servitization (Annarelli 

et al., 2019; Reim et al., 2015), offers a better means of ensuring client loyalty than the mere 

purchasing of products. The PSS is characterized by "tangible products and intangible services 

designed and combined so that they may jointly meet specific consumer demands" (see, e.g., 

Tukker and Tischner et al., 2017, p24).

There are various classifications of PSS, but most classifications make a distinction between three 

main categories: product, use, and result orientations. The study on PSS as a system underlines the 

combination of tangibles (the goods) and intangibles (the services) to meet particular client 

demands. In product servitization, manufacturing companies are more willing to produce "results" 

rather than just "commodities" as distinct artifacts, and customers are more willing to consume 

such products as "solutions." These three main categories—product-oriented, use-oriented, and 

result-oriented—are further elaborated by Tukker (2004) into eight sub-categories to identify the 

more specific PSS types, including different economic and environmental characteristics.

The PSS model indicates that when a client's reliance on the product as the primary component of 

the PSS decreases, the client's demand becomes more abstract. In addressing the client's genuine 

end demand, the provider has a little more flexibility. In contrast, abstract requirements are usually 

difficult to translate into actual (quality performance) measures. Providers are unclear about what 

they have to offer, and customers are unsure if they received what they wanted.
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In this sense, servitization needs to be considered as a relational process approach to co-creating a 

tailored and integrated bundle of commodities and services as solutions. A solution, according to 

servitization, is a combination of customer-supplier relationship actions that involve trust and 

innovation (Johnsen and Ford, 2001). Failure to adhere to these standards by suppliers may result 

in lost sales opportunities, disgruntled customers, and lower profitability. According to Tuli et al. 

(2007), solution providers might benefit from replacing their product-centric perspective on 

solutions with a relational process view.

Despite the fact that the PSS model represents a viable method to help firms transition to digital 

servitization, there seems to be a lack of evidence on what makes a digitally servitized firm 

relationally sustainable in the long run. In other words, what binds service providers and clients to 

effectively co-create value in order to provide a quarter-inch hole rather than a quarter-inch drill 

(Corrêa, 2018).

Servitization and the Relational Dimension

Prior studies indicate that, as in the publishing industry such as Xerox, digital servitization 

transforms the business environment, its supply chains, and business linkages (Vendrell-Herrero 

et al., 2017). As a result, the supplier's value creation in digital servitization is based on its capacity 

to guide its customers to success (Rymaszewska et al., 2017) by providing value-added services 

via a range of digital and customer-oriented business models (Luz Martín-Peña et al., 2018; 

Kohtamaki et al., 2013; Paiola and Gebauer, 2020). High-quality supplier-customer relationships 

are increasingly becoming an essential competitiveness driver that manufacturing companies may 

leverage and explore via the Internet and digital technology (Gaiardelli et al., 2014).
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Researchers interested in the emerging topic of relational transformation caused by digital 

servitization see this phenomenon—the shift from product-centric to relational service-oriented 

engagement—as a source of future competitiveness due to its ability to unlock new value creation 

(Kamalaldin et al., 2020).

The relational dimension between the provider and the customers in servitization has been 

sustained in literature as a cornerstone for engagement longevity, a source of reciprocal value 

creation, and an established concept in industrial marketing literature (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; 

Athanasopoulou, 2009). It has been analyzed how these relationships are transformed to achieve 

revenue-generation opportunities (Kamalaldin et al., 2020), and the quality of these relationships 

and their components have been identified (Grandinetti et al., 2020). However, from the 

perspective of relationship asymmetry, it is unclear whether the provider-customer relationship is 

inherently sustainable in a digital servitization economy.

Servitization and the Relational Asymmetry

The terms "asymmetry" and "symmetry" have tended to be used in industrial marketing literature 

to refer to the asymmetrical nature of relationships such as commitment, power, or dependence 

(e.g., Gundlach et al., 1995). Asymmetry, defined as a situation where at least one party possesses 

"private" information unknown to but beneficial to the other party or parties (Akerlof, 1970), is a 

cornerstone of management research. Although the concept is primarily studied in terms of 

information imbalance between the principal and the agent, supply chain management researchers 

have begun to reconsider asymmetry from a relational perspective (e.g., Michalski et al., 2018; 

Talay et al., 2019; Johnsen et al., 2020). The past studies in this research strand aim at mitigating 

the likelihood of adverse behavior (Reim, 2018), traditionally attributed to the opportunistic 

behavior of providers. It is where the customer has to cope with asymmetric information related 
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to the provider's activities (Homburg & Stebel, 2009; Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000). Transparency 

issues become more acute as customer relationships become more complex (Sufi, 2007). By 

shifting from transactional to relational interaction (Reim et al., 2018), digital servitization tends 

to create closer provider-customer relationships characterized by transparency (Eggert et al., 2022) 

that enable providers to offer customized digital solutions.

In line with Dapko’s conceptual work (2012, p71) which defines transparency as "the extent to 

which a stakeholder perceives a firm’s conduct is forthright and open regarding matters relevant 

to the stakeholder," the literature supports the claim that there is a negative correlation between 

transparency and asymmetry (Liu et al., 2015; Kumar and Yakhlef, 2016). By increasing 

transparency between the provider and customers, asymmetry is reduced. However, as far as we 

know, what must be transparent in the provider-customer relationship in order to bridge relational 

asymmetry is still understudied.

Transparency can be defined from the customer’s or supplier’s perspective. Eggert and Helm 

(2003, p1) define relationship transparency as "an individual’s subjective perception of being 

informed about the relevant actions and properties of the other party in the interaction." In a 

business-to-business (B2B) setting, they demonstrate that transparency delivers value to the 

customer, increases customer satisfaction, and ultimately leads to favorable behavioral intentions. 

From the supplier’s perspective, transparency refers to the "process of making explicitly and 

openly available (disclosing) some information that can then be exploited by potential users for 

their decision-making processes" (Turilli and Floridi, 2009, pp. 105–106).

Buell and colleagues (2017) argue that the value co-creation is generated by the term "reciprocal 

transparency." Their laboratory studies reveal that transparency, by visually revealing operating 

processes to consumers and beneficiaries to producers, generates a positive feedback loop through 
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which value is created for both parties. The section that follows will look at reciprocal transparency 

in the context of Xerox, which is regarded as a forerunner of servitization (Finne et al. 2013; 

Matsumoto and Kamigaki 2013) and the epitome of a servitized enterprise (Visintin, 2014).

Methodology 

Research design and data collection

This study, grounded in the relational asymmetry perspective (Smith, 1998; Kamalaldin et al., 

2020; Cimini et al., 2021), aims to answer the following research question: 

How can the digital servitization model bridge the relational asymmetry between providers and 

customers?

To find interesting answers, this study is based on a single case study (Yin, 2009). The choice of 

a single case study rather than multiple case studies follows the persuasive arguments of Dyer and 

Wilkins (1991) and is consistent with the precedent of many influential studies in organizational 

theory in general (Ram, 2001). Moreover, it is in line with Patton’s suggestions (1990, p230), 

which underline that the "logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information-rich 

cases for study in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal 

about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research". Specifically, this study is based 

on the Xerox case study for two main reasons: the first refers to the fact that the photocopier 

industry is undoubtedly one of the forerunners of servitization; the second is related to the fact that 

Xerox Corporation, a leader in this industry, can be considered the pioneer in the implementation 

of servitized business models, as underlined in a large amount of academic articles (Finne et al., 

2013; Matsumoto and Kamigaki, 2012; Visintin, 2014; Ulaga & Kowalkowski, 2022). In light of 

these reasons, Xerox seems to be a relevant case to analyze with the aim of uncovering new and 

interesting insights in the field of servitization.

Page 9 of 35 The TQM Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



The TQM
 Journal

Data were collected from two main sources: 1) academic peer-reviewed articles that refer to Xerox; 

and 2) historical, digital archival documents, the official website, and other documents retrieved 

online. Ventresca and Mohr (2017) suggest that the study of historical records is one of several 

activities used in archival research methodologies, which also entail the analysis of texts and 

documents generated by or concerning organizations. The examination of digital texts, such as 

those found in electronic databases, emails, and web pages, may also be done using archival 

techniques. They argue that archival research should be used as a tool to reinforce other research 

methodologies; in our study, we combined it with a literature search of peer-reviewed articles that 

refer to the Xerox case, with a specific focus on servitization. This is due to the fact that archive 

data, according to Das and colleagues (2018), is particularly vulnerable to experimenter bias, 

which may tempt researchers to formulate commodious hypotheses. The research design employed 

to develop this work was adapted from Makri and Neely (2021) and minimally elaborated to fit 

the objectives of this study.

Steps-based protocol for literature and archival research

The steps-based protocol outlined below has been tailored to collect Xerox data pertinent to the 

interplay between its digital servitization and relational symmetry.

Step 1. A literature review was carried out to find pertinent theoretical areas connected to our 

research subject under the broad category of an exploratory study employing a qualitative 

technique. Utilizing the aforementioned keywords, an analysis of peer-reviewed scientific journals 

that were accessible over the Internet was conducted using interdisciplinary search engines. In 

order to capture the relational component of this business model, the literature search sought 

relevant published case studies of Xerox from the relational dimension as a pioneering company 

in product servitization. Table 1 shows the list of peer-reviewed articles that were consulted.

Page 10 of 35The TQM Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



The TQM
 Journal

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

Table 1 here

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

Step 2. An archival investigation goes hand in hand with the literature search. To evaluate 

productivity, we study organizational archives such as corporate annual reports as well as websites 

and media articles on value creation that emphasize the customer experience. The detailed list of 

archival data types, resources, and periods covered is presented in Table 2. 

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

Table 2 here

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

It can be argued that archival data combined with a literature search may play a threefold role in 

contemporary-oriented research. First, the data obtained can be used to add theoretical depth to the 

study by illuminating the topic and enabling the verification of existing data from other sources. 

Then, data from the archives and published literature are particularly well-suited to generating 

developmental explanations or explaining processes of change. Finally, as evidenced by relational 

asymmetry, the combined data allows us to integrate hard and soft skills, which may serve as an 

organizing structure for doing empirical research, and, perhaps most importantly, allows us to shift 

continually between theory and empirical evidence and generate theoretical insights.

Data analysis

We analyzed the data using an inductive approach (Eisenhardt et al., 2016; Eisenhardt, 1989). In 

the first step, we independently reviewed the primary and secondary data, highlighting the material 

reflecting Xerox’s client relationship. Then, we examined each of the relevant documents, creating 

chronologically structured descriptions of each of them while extracting compelling evidence such 
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as the effects of Xerox customer relationship management on product innovation, the dynamic 

strategy in creating its own position in the market, its TQM-based strategic management, the best 

practices on managing customer satisfaction, the development and changes in the Xerox Product, 

and the Xerox servitization and sustainability phenomenon.

In the second step, we iterated between empirical evidence and theoretical logic to form tentative 

relationships between constructs. For example, we observed that the literature on Xerox was 

characterized by common recurring elements (i.e., servitization, innovation, the customer value 

co-creation process, and digitalization). At the same time, these elements acted in different ways 

and occurred with different intensities in different Xerox sales locations, resulting in culturally 

influenced relational nuances. Thus, we iterated between theory and data, sharpening the construct 

definitions, theoretical relationships, and underlying logical arguments. This process yields a 

panoramic Xerox servitization perspective across regions.

In the third step, we developed our emergent theoretical framework, identifying three major 

concepts that emerged from other data sources and labeling them as: Xerox co-creation as a two-

way process toward transparency; Xerox co-creation as a community promotes transparency; and 

Xerox transparency as bounded bi-directional dynamics.

Findings 

Our data analysis yielded some intriguing results. In this section, we presented the Xerox 

servitization perspectives as revealed by peer-reviewed articles (see Table 1) and the three major 

concepts as they emerged from other data sources (see Table 2). All of the evidence reported here 

focused solely on the relationship between Xerox and its clients in search of providing 

personalized, quality service, either from Xerox or from their clients’ experiences and testimonials.
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Xerox Servitization Perspective

Xerox recognizes that, in order to provide more value to customers, build long-term relationships, 

and increase profits, they must broaden their offerings beyond simply selling and maintaining 

hardware products, thus including solutions that ensure the optimization of the processes (Visintin, 

2014; Oyenuga et al., 2019; Harris and Wonglimpiyarat, 2020).

In reality, in the second half of the 1990s, Xerox Corporation was the first corporation to provide 

this sort of solution to the US market (Matsumoto and Kamigaki 2013). It pioneered the 

deployment of servitized business models and has amassed significant system integration, 

application development, and consulting skills over time. External and internal factors have now 

motivated nearly all of the major photocopier firms to enter the solution sector. However, 

providing answers is far from straightforward. It necessitates the implementation of a new, more 

customer-focused, relationship-based company strategy. It also necessitates that the producer 

acquires new skills. Indeed, some photocopier companies have succeeded in the transition, while 

others are still transitioning and/or lagging behind.

On the other hand, the photocopier industry was one of the first to challenge the "razor and razor 

blade" business model, which was based on the provision of product-related services, with an 

innovative and more servitized business model rooted in use-oriented rental services. The Haloid 

Company (as Xerox was named at the time) created such a business model in the late 1950s in 

order to build the first modern photocopier.

The Xerox Model 914 (1959) was projected to cost $2,000 to build, whereas rival photocopiers 

cost approximately $300. Haloid finally chose to leave the dominating "razor and razor blades" 

business model and began leasing its 914 model for $95 per month, covering the first 2,000 copies 

each month with further copies paid at $4 per copy. This price concept was certainly appealing. 
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Finally, to assuage consumers' concerns about this new and creative service, Haloid enabled 

contract termination with only 15 days' notice (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom 2002).

Haloid was able to make the product affordable to a far greater number of clients by utilizing such 

a strategy. As a result, a rapidly developing and valuable aftermarket emerged, with rivals totally 

shut out. The Federal Trade Commission, however, filed an antitrust complaint against Xerox in 

January 1972 for its claimed monopolization of the office photocopier market. As a result of the 

antitrust litigation, Xerox was compelled to revert to its pre-1959 "razor and razor blades" business 

model. In a market where Xerox no longer held a monopoly, a formerly integrated solution was 

unbundled, and goods and services were provided separately.

IBM and Kodak were the first businesses to enter this newly developed sector (Markides 1999). 

The strategies of IBM and Kodak emphasized gaining market share by providing better goods 

and/or better maintenance services at lower prices. Their strategy failed mostly because of the 

great loyalty of Xerox's business clients.

Xerox Co-creation as a two-way process to transparency

What Xerox accomplished to transform customer satisfaction from an industrial-age process to a 

post-industrial system anticipates some of the new management competencies demanded by a new 

managerial thinking.  This represents a paradigm change from an industrial-age "Make & Sell" 

paradigm to a post-industrial "Sense and Respond" approach. The underlying idea is that in an 

increasingly volatile environment, the task of an organization is to sense and respond effectively  to 

a sudden shift in client preferences.: Our customer experience is the key to our success. By listening 

to customers and enhancing our work based on their input, we are able to develop both meaningful 
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relationships and quantifiable analytics to continuously improve our programs and processes 

(Xerox Website).

Initially, Xerox gathered client feedback using 20-question periodic questionnaires. The issue was 

that finding transpired only once or twice a year, and usually after the fact. By that point, the 

relationship damage may have been irreversible. As a result, Vaccarelli and von Bergman (from 

the Xerox marketing research team) developed a Customer Satisfaction Assurance System design 

termed Sentinel: Sentinel's sense and respond technology has been shown to bring out the best in 

people. By creating real-time conversations that can be seen by all, Sentinel strengthens 

relationships, improves performance, and takes ideas and solutions to new levels. Hearsay is 

replaced with direct dialogue. Myths are replaced by facts. Sentinel is and has always been 

compliant with EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (Xerox Support YouTube).

The positive feedback we receive is just as valuable as the problems. Clients tell us about 

employees who worked through the night or went above- and-beyond to get a project done- 

Barbara von Bergman, co-inventor and program manager for Sentinel (Xerox WebBoard). The 

revolutionary changes in customer satisfaction demanded by Xerox management in 2000 

necessitated a rethinking of the goal, structure, and measures of "customer satisfaction": We 

actively listen to, and engage in, conversations generated by consumers in public forums and 

social media. This enables us to better understand consumers’ experiences with our products and 

processes and their perceptions of our brand (Xerox Website). 

Xerox knowledge-sharing as a community promotes transparency 

Xerox employs  Eureka to assist its customer care engineers who repair copiers and printers at 

client locations. Eureka enables Xerox's support group to generate and reuse intellectual capital on 
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a global scale while also greatly improving customer service and corporate financial performance. 

The system expands on the work processes of the service technician by fostering a knowledge-

sharing community that promotes customer service. Knowing what end users were experiencing a 

while earlier would be useless if Xerox was not organized to capitalize on that knowledge via its 

frontliners.: Even in huge organizations, it's important to have employees at all levels feel 

accountable for profits, revenue and customer satisfaction- Lynn Blodgett, former president of 

Xerox Services (The New York Times, 2011).

For example, in Brazil a customer had problems with a Xerox DocuColor 40 production color 

copier/printer to the point where the technicians were going to replace the $40,000 machine. 

Using Eureka, the technicians in São Paolo discovered a tip from Canada that suggested replacing 

a 90-cent connector. The technicians replaced the connector and fixed machine. That tip was sent 

back to manufacturing and the problem could be remedied at the source. A little knowledge, insight 

and experience went a long way toward the bottom line and customer satisfaction (KMWorld 

Magazine, 1999). 

The primary repercussion of the Eureka initiative has been the formation of "virtual global work 

groups" in which employees from various countries across the world may exchange their technical 

skills. It has broken down boundaries across various technological communities that previously 

only exchanged knowledge when asked to do so. Eureka fosters a genuine sense of "community" 

among its customer support representatives: Maybe the “Xerox family,” she says, should act a bit 

more like a real family. “When we’re in the family, you don’t have to be as nice as when you’re 

outside of the family,” she says. “I want us to stay civil and kind, but we have to be frank and the 

reason we can be frank is because we are all in the same family- Ursula Burns, former Xerox CEO 

(The New York Times, 2010). While implementation has been challenging at first, key benefits 
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have been transparency and a common language for involving key stakeholders in the management 

of strategy.

 Xerox Transparency as bounded bi-directional dynamics

This study sustains that the role of transparency in meeting customer needs is a bounded 

bidirectional interaction. This means that while customers are compelled to supply firms with all 

the necessary information to meet their product requirements, firms are only expected to disclose 

information regarding product creation, its components, and subsequent service delivery. In other 

words, companies are responding with increased openness, with one big exception: their costs.

In the case of Xerox, the literature is silent about how it deals with cost transparency, but what 

seems interesting is the clients’ response to their pricing strategy, called Value-Based Pricing. It 

refers to setting the price of goods and services based on how much value the customer attaches to 

them rather than the cost of production: In the printing industry, we often talk to salespeople about 

trying to solve a customer’s problem–treat them like you would treat your best friend, knowing 

their product and objectives better than their bosses, identifying and helping overcome pain points, 

enhancing their buying experience or convenience–strategies that will help them better achieve 

their goal (Digital Printing blogs, Xerox).

The notion of pricing based on value is most often used in marketplaces where purchasing a 

product may positively affect a consumer's perception of themselves or open doors to previously 

unattainable life experiences. Therefore, this perceived value indicates the worth customers are 

prepared to ascribe to an item. As a result, it directly impacts the price consumers eventually pay 

for the product. Quantifying customers' perceived values and attaching a price to them is not an 

exact science; companies may establish a price via marketing strategies (e.g. save through the 
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power of association, pay per print). These strategies adapted by Xerox let the clients manage print 

services for them to increase productivity, transparency, and control over client’s printing costs 

(Xerox Website).

Xerox was the first vendor to offer digital business development support, and its offerings, like the 

new Value Based Pricing Guide, are second to none in the graphic communications industry,- 

(Andy Tribute, managing partner of Attributes Associates, an internationally oriented consulting 

company specializing in marketing and technology issues for the printing, publishing, and media 

markets). Xerox's Value-Based Pricing Guide, part of its industry-leading Profit Accelerator 

Digital Business Resources Collection, helps print shops address the challenge of developing 

"value-based" versus "cost-plus" pricing (What They Think Magazine, 2008): Brandon helped us 

order the part and delivered it the next morning. While he was here we had some questions about 

the copier since it's a brand new system to us and he took the time to walk us through some things 

and answered all of our questions. He is always on time, friendly and goes the extra mile. We wish 

we could make copies of him! (What Customers are Saying about us, Xerox Capital Business 

System).

Discussions and Implications

The aim of the paper, focusing on the Xerox case study, was to address the research question: How 

can the digital servitization model bridge the relational asymmetry between providers and 

customers? The findings shed light on different perspectives regarding Xerox's servitization 

strategy, co-creation practices, knowledge-sharing, and price transparency.

Regarding Xerox's servitization perspective, the company recognizes the significance of 

expanding its offerings beyond hardware products to enhance customer value, establish long-term 
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relationships, and increase profitability. This viewpoint is supported by peer-reviewed articles 

highlighting the need for Xerox to concentrate on solutions that optimize processes. Xerox was 

one of the pioneers in introducing servitized business models in the 1990s, leading other 

photocopier firms to enter the solution sector. However, successfully transitioning to a solution-

oriented approach requires a customer-focused strategy while capitalizing on technology.

In terms of Xerox's co-creation as a two-way process to transparency, Xerox embraced the post-

industrial "Sense and Respond" paradigm, which holds that the function of a business in an 

increasingly unpredictable environment is to sense and respond effectively to rapid shifts in 

customer preferences, as opposed to the traditional "Make & Sell" approach. Xerox is highly intent 

on resolving customer issues as quickly as possible. That is why the Sentinel was created. A 

technology that assists clients in communicating difficulties and collaborating with Xerox in 

resolving them in real time, in full view of the client. Sentinel sends a brief email and/or gives a 

link with the customer's consent that invites one of three responses: send a comment, make a 

suggestion, or notify Xerox of a particular trouble. The system notifies Xerox, generates an 

electronic problem ticket, prompts the  party in charge, and triggers a tenacious system that makes 

the problem impossible  to ignore until it is remedied.

Regarding Xerox's knowledge-sharing as a community that promotes transparency, the company 

utilizes the Eureka system to capitalize on knowledge among its customer care engineers. This 

system fosters a sense of community where technicians can exchange information, suggestions, 

and guidance. Trust is built through community participation, and knowledge sharing is based on 

reliable information. The system respects the natural sharing habits of the technicians and 

promotes continuous learning as a part of their everyday activities.
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In view of Xerox's transparency as a bounded bi-directional dynamic, transparency plays a crucial 

role in meeting customer needs, but it is a bounded bi-directional interaction. Customers are 

expected to provide the necessary information, while firms are expected to disclose information 

about product creation, components, and service delivery. However, firms often withhold cost 

information due to concerns over competition, profit margins, and customer perceptions. The 

literature on cost transparency presents varying perspectives on the risks and benefits associated 

with it, with perceived product quality being a significant predictor of profitability. The availability 

of information on the internet has increased transparency, giving consumers more power, but 

consumers still rely on heuristics in their decision-making process.

As to pricing, Xerox adopts a Value-Based Pricing strategy, where prices are determined based on 

the value customers attach to the products and services rather than the production costs. This 

approach enables Xerox to capture incremental revenue by offering non-print services alongside 

applications.

Overall, the findings highlight Xerox's endeavors to adopt a customer-focused, solution-oriented 

approach, promote co-creation and knowledge sharing, and balance transparency with strategic 

considerations, particularly in pricing strategies.

Contributions and  implications

This study shows scholarly and practical contributions.

Theoretical implications

For scholars, this research contributes to the literature on digital servitization. Although the 

literature recognizes its relational dimension (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; Athanasopoulou, 2009; 
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Kamalaldin et al., 2020; Grandinetti et al., 2020), the analysis is fragmented, and insights into how 

such relationships between the provider and customer are either preferred or required to be bridged 

in a servitization business model have yet to be identified. The current study addresses this gap by 

defining and exemplifying the type of connection inherent in digital servitization from the 

standpoint of relational asymmetry through the case of Xerox. This study identifies the essential 

dimension of asymmetric relationships—the transparency dynamics—by employing the relational 

lens through a literature search coupled with archival investigations (Dapko, 2012; Buell et al., 

2017; Eggert et al., 2022). This offers a novel yet methodical approach to determining what level 

of relationship-based transparency exists or is required for a long-term partnership in servitization. 

The current study on Xerox demonstrates empirical evidence of the importance of openness in 

value co-creation and establishing a sense of community through knowledge-sharing.

The research in both servitization and asymmetry (Reim, 2018; Kamaldin et al., 2020) emphasizes 

that adverse behavior is a common issue that must be addressed, but it does so in a fragmented 

manner that fails to give the identifier needed to minimize its effect. This research explores 

transparency as a source of relationship asymmetry as well as the main critical factor that mitigates 

it. Depending on the stimulus, it may be useful or detrimental to the firm and its clients.

The main contribution of this research is to significantly advance the literature on digital 

servitization by addressing the relational dimension and providing insights on bridging the inherent 

asymmetry between providers and customers. While previous studies have recognized the 

significance of relationships in servitization (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; Athanasopoulou, 2009; 

Kamalaldin et al., 2020; Grandinetti et al., 2020), there has been a lack of comprehensive analysis 

on how to establish and maintain these relationships within the servitization business model. This 
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study successfully fills this gap by examining the relational asymmetry in digital servitization, 

using the case of Xerox as a compelling example.

A key finding of the study is the identification of transparency dynamics as a critical dimension of 

asymmetric relationships. By adopting a relational lens and employing a systematic methodology, 

including literature search and archival investigations, this research offers a unique approach to 

determining the necessary level of relationship-based transparency for long-term partnerships in 

the context of servitization. The empirical evidence obtained from the Xerox case study further 

emphasizes the pivotal role of transparency in facilitating value co-creation and fostering a sense 

of community through knowledge-sharing.

Moreover, this research addresses a significant gap in the existing literature regarding the 

identification of strategies to minimize adverse behaviors within servitization. While previous 

studies have acknowledged the presence of such behaviors (Reim, 2018; Kamaldin et al., 2020), a 

comprehensive understanding of the specific factors required to mitigate their negative effects has 

been lacking. By exploring transparency as both a source of relationship asymmetry and a critical 

factor in mitigating it, this study provides valuable insights. It reveals that the impact of 

transparency is context-dependent, with potential benefits or drawbacks for both firms and their 

clients.

Overall, this research significantly contributes to our understanding of how to bridge relational 

asymmetry in the realm of digital servitization. By shedding light on the crucial role of 

transparency dynamics and their implications for value co-creation and community building, this 

study offers valuable guidance to practitioners and scholars in the field. It provides a solid 
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foundation for future research endeavors and encourages further exploration of effective strategies 

to enhance relationships and achieve successful digital servitization outcomes.

Practical Implications

This research also makes practical recommendations. The findings have significant implications 

for marketing and operational managers who are in charge of selling and delivering PSS to a wide 

range of customers.

First, the example of Xerox, a pioneer in product servitization, informs managers that, while the 

PSS model portrays how to foster lasting relationships, it does not occur automatically, and so 

relational asymmetry must be confronted. Both the supplier and the clients feel the fundamental 

foundation of value, which is co-created, as a result of the transparency that allows co-creation. 

Managers must thus discover innovative and smart methods to provide "common space" to their 

consumers on a frequent basis, if not in a real-time Sentinel approach.

Second, managers need to take a radically new approach to rekindling the bond between 

themselves as providers and their clients. In the traditional value generation process, companies 

and consumers have different roles in production and consumption. Xerox’s product servitization 

incorporates this difference, as clients participate in both the defining and producing of value 

processes. In a community that promotes transparency, managers must decode the organization's 

most valuable knowledge, which includes the mostly undocumented ideas, insights, and know-

how of its people (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). In a transparent community where members share 

practices and knowledge, communication between them can draw on background understanding 

or knowledge that doesn't have to be explicitly stated.
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Third, in a digitally powered business, recognizing what needs to be transparent is critical because 

it involves information about decision-making processes and other people's behavior. This study 

provides managers with a bird's-eye view of how transparency overcomes relationship imbalances. 

According to N'Goala (2015), many sorts of transparency must be handled in exchange 

relationships, one of which is information transparency. While it might be morally neutral (Turilli 

and Floridi, 2009), it can quickly become an “enabling” or “impairing” factor. Xerox portrays that 

incomplete information sharing is not ethically immoral in and of itself, provided it does not lead 

to manipulative or misleading techniques.

Limitations and Further Research

Although the current study's findings clearly contribute to the digital servitization literature, the 

study does have several limitations that should be acknowledged when assessing the findings and 

addressed in future research. The first is that the case firm was confined to Xerox as an industry 

forerunner and could only represent mature and multinational enterprises. Nonetheless, because 

we only analyzed one example firm, generalizations are difficult; further cases would bring new 

insights that the current study cannot supply. As a result, more empirical research is needed to 

validate the current study's conclusions while also  considering levels of transparency. The other 

is that, because Xerox is present worldwide, a technique from the relational transparency 

dimension may differ elsewhere. Therefore the results may differ in various cultural or industrial 

situations. A future study should discover whether these conclusions hold true in different settings.

Conclusion

Companies can no longer function autonomously, inventing goods, devising manufacturing 

methods, crafting marketing messages, and controlling sales channels with little or no customer 
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intervention. Clients now attempt to exert influence on many aspects of the corporate system. 

Armed with new technologies and dissatisfied with current options, they want to connect with 

enterprises and thereby co-create value.

In this study, we demonstrated that the relationship between provider and client in the servitization 

business model is digitally strengthened. However, in order for it to be sustainable, it must address 

the potential actors' adverse behavior. From the relational asymmetry perspective, we shed light 

on the aspect of transparency, which is a pivotal cause of any asymmetric relationship. Through 

the case of Xerox, the study further sheds light on the dual effect of transparency, which could 

either be an "enabling" or an "impairing" factor. Putting it together, the use of interaction as a basis 

for co-creation is at the crux of our emerging reality – an important determinant in building 

profitable customer relationships.
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Awards

   Customer Support Forum

corporate archives / corporate 
annual reports
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Online Encyclopedia Britannica Online Aug-22 The history of Xerox

media articles
The New York Times 
Issues on Xerox
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A 23-year Trend of Xerox Innovations 
and major breakthroughs- from the 
external point of view

websites
What Our Customer 
are Saying about us

December 
2000- March 
2023 Testimonials

Xerox WebBoard, Xerox’s internal 
Web site for news and information 
for Xerox employees

A Sentinel That 
Redefines Customer 
Satisfaction

July 2022- 
March 2023 Sense and Respond

Youtube
Xerox Support 
Youtube Aug-22 Sense and Respond- Sentinel

Published Magazines KMWorld Magazine Aug-22 Best Practices- Eureka
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