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Abstract Service leaders have learned that it is not enough to attract customers
who are ready and willing to experience what their organizations have to offer; they
must also attract customers who are able to perform important roles in co-producing a
successful service experience. This recognition has led to increasing interest regard-
ing how organizations should manage these quasi-employees to ensure everything
that must be done actually is done. Leading service organizations embrace this
responsibility and have developed strategies to identify and accommodate variations
in their targeted customers’ capabilities. They know that client satisfaction depends
upon the organization making up for deficiencies between what the customer must do
to have a great service experience and what the customer actually can do. Surpris-
ingly, there has been little systematic investigation into how organizations create and
execute strategies to ensure that these deficiency gaps are filled. However, it is
becoming increasingly clear that organizations that have developed systems and
procedures to fill these gaps are likelier to satisfy their customers and achieve higher
levels of repeat business than firms that have not. This article offers strategies for
organizations that commit to bridging the customer can-do/must-do gap and thereby
ensuring their customers have a successful service experience.
# 2015 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. All
rights reserved.
1. Customers bring resources and
capabilities. . .but not always

When Disney first introduced the FASTPASS reserva-
tion system to its theme parks, it anticipated that
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many of its guests would need training in order to
obtain the value of this innovation. As such, Disney
made sure cast members were visible and available
near FASTPASS equipment to provide user guidance.
Likewise, when United Healthcare gains a new
customer under its AARP Healthcare Plan, it not
only sends a booklet containing a clear explanation
of its services but also calls each new enrollee to
ensure that the customer understands the plan and
how to use it. Both examples reflect corporate/firm
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recognition of a gap between what customers
could/can do and what they must do to obtain
the expected value from the service experience.

Disney and United Healthcare, like other success-
ful service organizations, have developed strategies
for a successful service experience that acknowl-
edge and account for gaps that may exist between
the capabilities and resources required of the cus-
tomer and the capabilities and resources the cus-
tomer actually brings to the table. There is no such
thing as an average customer or typical service
experience to these organizations; rather, customer
variability is embraced. When they design their
service experiences and train their employees,
these organizations take the important next step
of planning for the inevitable variations customers
bring to the service experience. In short, they have
accepted responsibility for filling any gaps that may
occur between what capabilities and resources are
required to obtain a satisfying customer experience
and what their targeted customers actually bring to
the service. This requires a careful assessment of
targeted customers’ capabilities and a plan to ac-
commodate the inevitable differences.

Because service leaders recognize that their cus-
tomers will vary in the human and physical resources
they bring as quasi-employees, these leaders have
created systems and procedures to account and
compensate for the variations. They have learned
that while their quasi-employee customers have
many capabilities in common, each customer is
unique. Service leaders therefore spend time and
money to ensure they have done everything possible
to create a can-do/must-do fit between their or-
ganization and each customer within their tar-
geted market. More importantly, service leaders
realize that when there is a gap between what a
customer can do and what that customer must do,
the service leader should have a strategy in place
to fill that gap. They know that without prepara-
tion–—anticipating and designing systems, training
employees, and creating procedures–—their orga-
nization will risk losing customers. This is not an
easy decision, as it requires organizations  to care-
fully balance revenues that would be lost from
failing customers, especially those in their target
markets, against the costs of allocating resources
required to fill gaps.

The purpose of this article is to show how suc-
cessful service organizations have planned for and
filled customer can-do/must-do gaps. We use the
lessons they learned to develop a five-step frame-
work designed to ensure that all the resources and
capabilities required to create a successful service
experience are provided. We suggest that in a cus-
tomer-centric marketplace, having strategies in
place that successfully fill these gaps enables orga-
nizations to gain a competitive advantage in co-
creating value with their customers.

2. Finding and filling the customer
can-do/must-do gap

To ensure that can-do/must-do gaps are filled, or-
ganizations need to understand the various roles
customers play, the activities they perform in those
roles, and all the resources and capabilities required
to perform those activities. Organizations also need
to carefully review the processes that integrate
customers’ can-do resources and capabilities with
those provided by the organization, to ensure the
must-dos are accounted for in co-creating value.
The concept of organizations co-creating value with
customers has evolved from earlier work on co-
production roles customers have played or could
play in their service experiences (Bendapudi &
Leone, 2003; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Although the
roles that customers play have been relatively well
addressed in the literature, how the organization
best facilitates customer performance in those roles
is not well understood (Ford & Dickson, 2012; Ford &
Heaton, 2001; Ford, Sturman, & Heaton, 2012).
Furthermore, while there has been interest in de-
fining the role of customers co-creating value with
firms (e.g., McColl-Kennedy, Vargo, Dagger,
Sweeney, & van Kasteren, 2012), there has been
surprisingly little investigation into the nature and
types of human and physical resources that the
organization must provide to compensate for any
gaps between the resources and capabilities the
customer brings and what is actually required for
a successful service experience.

2.1. Combined knowledge, skills, and
abilities (KSAs)

Organizations and customers participate at varying
degrees to create a service experience. We use the
term combined KSAs to describe any variation of
participation between an organization and its cus-
tomer that includes all the physical and human
resources and capabilities required to create a suc-
cessful service experience. We define customer KSAs
broadly to include not only the familiar task-related
knowledge, skills, and abilities, but also factors
unique to each customer, such as financial and
physical resources, personality, social capital, intel-
ligence, and life experiences in general. These KSAs
represent a customer’s stock of resources and ca-
pabilities or what a customer can do, but may not be
sufficient to account for all that the customer must
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do to have a successful service experience. Clearly,
not every service will require the same type or array
of resources. Moreover, not every customer will
bring the same resources each and every time.
Customers not only vary in their can-do KSAs, but
also in what they will do and their perception of
their co-producing roles (Kjellberg & Helgesson,
2007; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012). While the in-
formation systems literature has developed some
understanding of how organizations can effectively
prepare their entry points (websites) to accommo-
date this variability in customers (e.g., Wobbrock,
Kane, Gajos, Harada, & Froehlich, 2011), the grow-
ing scholarly discussion on this gap has generally
focused on the nature and types of resources and
capabilities that a customer brings to the service
experience to co-produce it with an organization
and not the total resources required (Lusch, Vargo,
& O’Brien, 2007). This research has provided con-
siderable insight into the range of roles customers
play and resources they bring to value co-creation
(Bitner, Faranda, Hubbert, & Zeithaml, 1997; Gron-
roos, 2008; Moeller, 2008; Payne, Storbacka, & Frow,
2008), but with rare exceptions (e.g., Canziani,
1997; Chase, 1978) there has been little investiga-
tion into the nature and types of resources that the
organization must provide to compensate for the
gap between what the customer brings and the total
resources required to co-create the value of a suc-
cessful service experience.

The challenge for organizations that wish to learn
the lessons of service leaders is to not focus solely on
either their own or their customers’ resources but
on the total combined KSAs required for a successful
service experience. Thus, they must develop and
implement strategies to ensure that each customer
experience has all the resources provided by some
combination of what each party brings. If the cus-
tomer is unable to provide what is necessary for co-
producing a successful service experience, then it is
the organization’s responsibility to find a way to fill
the gap by making up the difference.

To this end, we present a contingency-based
framework to prescribe organizational actions and
strategies designed to close the gap between the
customer’s KSAs and the elements necessary to co-
produce a satisfying service experience. Our frame-
work expands a call for better understanding of how
consumers juggle their own resources to compen-
sate for resource deficits (Arnould, Price, & Malshe,
2006). Rather than being consumer-centric, howev-
er, our focus is on how organizations juggle to
compensate for customers’ resource deficits. We
confine our discussion to the combined KSAs needed
to co-produce the desired service experience. We
recognize that misunderstanding a role because it is
unclear, not having the necessary physical resources
to co-produce, and not being motivated to perform
as a quasi-employee even when the customer has the
capabilities are also influential determinants of cus-
tomer co-production success. We argue that while
customers can bring to a service experience their
stocks of resources as represented by their KSAs, what
they bring may not be sufficient to co-produce the
experience and thereby co-create value (Sampson &
Froehle, 2006). This is the reason the can-do/must-do
gap exists and why it is critical for organizations to
develop strategies for filling this gap.

3. Organizational strategies to fill the
gap

Service leaders have long recognized the need for
proactive planning to fill any gaps between what
customers can and must do to co-produce service.
Today’s more knowledgeable and empowered cus-
tomers expect organizations–—especially those offer-
ing services–—to accommodate their unique needs,
wants, and KSAs. Service leaders listened; they found
ways to bring customers into their planning. IKEA, for
example, uses online forums and in-store ‘experience
rooms’ to learn better which KSAs its customers will
bring to fit the company’s offerings into their life-
styles (Ford, Edvardsson, Dickson, & Enquist, 2012).
Large healthcare organizations such as Kaiser Perma-
nente and Johns Hopkins have established online
health communities not only to create a social sup-
port forum for patients that enables users to help
each other fill gaps in patient KSAs, but also to
identify new service developments that these orga-
nizations can offer to accommodate gaps they learn
about (Nambisan & Nambisan, 2009). GlaxoSmithK-
line used a similar Web-based strategy in launching its
weight-loss drug, Alli. Because creating an individu-
alized or customized treatment plan was critical to
the success of Alli, online community interactions
have become the foundation for sharing knowledge
and enabling new consumers to manage the learn-
ing curve associated with this drug (Nambisan &
Nambisan, 2009). Caterpillar, through its Collabo-
rative Alliance Web-based platform, fills resource
gaps between a client’s knowledge and the knowl-
edge needed to solve equipment problems by
connecting the customer’s engineering drawings
with its equipment (Olmstead, 2012). Other firms,
like Disney, have even invented terms like ‘guest-
ology’ to communicate to employees its commit-
ment to accommodating any gaps between its
unique resources and those capabilities required
of its varied guests (Ford & Dickson, 2009). These
service leaders all have a shared strategy: they
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systematically assess the gap between what custom-
ers in their target market(s) can do and what they
must do to best experience the service. Most impor-
tantly, however, these organizations recognized and
planned for the fact that not all customers are able to
bring all the resources and capabilities required for
the co-production of a service experience.

4. Finding and filling gaps in combined
KSAs

In Figure 1 we offer a simplified matrix to illustrate
how organizations have identified and filled the gaps
between which KSAs customers are willing and able
to bring to the service and the total combined KSAs
required to co-create value of the experience. The
x-axis represents the customer’s KSAs and the y-axis
represents the organization’s KSAs. We use high and
low to describe the types of resources and capabili-
ties expected of each party in the co-production
process, which when combined provide the total
KSAs required to successfully co-create value. As
portrayed in Cell 1, for example, in designing a
theme park, restaurant, financial, or dental experi-
ence, the organization expects its customers to
bring few of the total combined KSAs required while
it accepts responsibility for providing most of the
KSAs needed for the customer experience. There is
little knowledge, skill, or ability required of a cus-
tomer to co-produce a theme park visit, eat in a
restaurant, make a bank deposit, or sit in a dentist’s
chair. In these cases, the organization has anticipat-
ed that it will not expect customers to do much to
co-produce the experience.
Figure 1. Filling the organization–—customer
resources (combined KSAs) gap
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USAA, for example, has designed its claims expe-
rience to enable customers to quickly handle their
insurance claims online or by phone. Since the total
resources (combined KSAs) required to handle an
insurance claim in a distant location are consider-
able, USAA accepts responsibility to provide the vast
majority of the total combined resources and capa-
bilities required to make the service experience
successful. Indeed, it has gained a competitive
advantage by spending the time and money required
to design optimal customer experience touch
points, create transaction systems, and train its
employees to ensure that customers receive the
service experience they expect. USAA realizes that
some customers will want to be coached through the
claims process, seeking and expecting considerable
help; others, typically experienced, know the pro-
cess, are familiar with the forms, and are both
willing and able to do it for themselves.

Service leaders understand the need to have
flexible delivery systems to respond to variability
in customers, and train their employees and build
their Web pages to pick up on capability cues cus-
tomers send. By responding to customer cues, these
organizations are able to efficiently allocate their
human resources to provide customers that need
more service with exactly that, leaving self-suffi-
cient users with less labor-intensive options. The
key lesson is that service leaders expect variability
in their customers and plan for it. They make every
effort to discover what their customers want in their
service experiences, the KSAs they will bring to co-
produce it, and what they must do to make up any
difference in the combined KSAs required to obtain
that experience. The greater the co-producing role
assumed by a customer, the more the organization
needs to plan so its systems and procedures quickly
sense and fully compensate for any variability in
customers’ KSAs. While it is generally simpler,
cheaper, and less risky for the organization to as-
sume most of the tasks of producing many identical
units of a service experience from an operations
perspective, it may be more costly in customer
satisfaction if customers actually desire a greater
co-production role.

The remaining cells in the matrix describe the
other resource combinations. For example, as rep-
resented in Cell 4, to host a crowdsourced, Web-
based design tournament, the organization need
only bring a technology platform for a group of
strangers to virtually gather around and solve prob-
lems that the organization is unable or unwilling to
solve on its own. In a sense, it opens its doors to
anyone who wants to try and solve the problem
(e.g., a t-shirt design for Zara, a product recom-
mendation algorithm for Netflix). While some
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crowdsourced tournaments require relatively few
customer resources, most require a sophisticated
level of expertise–—in short, considerable KSAs.

The matrix offers a systematic way for organiza-
tions to assess the trade-offs between enabling the
customer to do what must be done and taking on
those tasks themselves. By ensuring the combined
KSAs are present and accounted for, the organiza-
tion will avoid failing a customer and the consider-
able costs that failure brings (Larsson & Bowen,
1989).

4.1. Cell 1: High organization KSA, low
customer KSA

This cell includes services whereby the customer is
expected to bring few resources and capabilities
while the organization provides those that are com-
plex and expensive. Examples include physicians,
financial institutions, online retail sites, and clas-
sic hospitality experiences where a customer
comes to the organization with the expectation
of being served. Only minimal KSAs are required of
the customer, such as the ability to get to the
location where the desired experience can be
found; to select the level and type of service from
available options; to sit back, relax, and enjoy;
and to pay. The organization, on the other hand,
has to undertake significant research to identify
how to get the customer to the location where the
service is provided, what array of options should be
made available, and how much to charge. More-
over, the organization has to use its research to
ensure that the experience meets or exceeds the
customer’s expectations. If, for example, the or-
ganization is a themed restaurant, it must identify
and provide the ‘servicescape’ elements of the
theme that are integral to the experience, the
food that complements the theme, and the service
delivery system that makes the entire dining ex-
perience meet customer expectations. For this to
happen, significant training, design, equipment,
and facility costs must be incurred. In other words,
to ensure that the total combined KSAs are avail-
able to co-produce the service experience, the
organization’s knowledge, skills, and abilities
must compensate for the low level of KSAs required
of the customer.

4.2. Cell 2: Low organization KSA, low
customer KSA

This cell includes the most basic of all services. A
landscaping company mowing a customer’s lawn, an
attendant handing out towels at a swimming pool, a
call center employee providing customer service,
and a valet parking vehicles at a hotel are all
examples of service experiences that require little
total combined KSAs. Here, the customer typically
pays the server of an organization to provide a
service. It requires little knowledge, skill, or ability
on the part of either the customer or the organiza-
tion. The organization has to ensure only that the
server shows up at the correct location, is qualified
and trained to perform whatever basic skill is re-
quired, has a customer service attitude, is properly
attired, and knows the organization’s expectations
for performance in the role. Thus, the organization
will hire people with a customer service attitude
(e.g., those who know how to connect in a positive
way with customers within short time frames), train
them to have whatever basic skills are required
(e.g., park the car, hand out towels), and schedule
them to be present at the correct location when
required. Resources required of customers are low
in that they only have to know how to ask for
whatever service they require and have the ability
to pay for it.

4.3. Cell 3: High organization KSA, high
customer KSA

This cell includes challenging situations whereby the
total combined KSAs needed to co-produce the
service require both customer and organization to
bring a considerable quantity and array of resources
and capabilities to the experience for it to be
successful. A PhD student, for example, must bring
a great deal of knowledge, possess considerable
ability, and have the time and skills to study and
learn to be successful in a doctoral program. At the
same time, a university must know how to hire
qualified faculty; have the ability to provide an
appropriate curriculum and support structures
(e.g., classrooms, laboratories, library, Internet);
and possess the skills to attract, retain, and educate
qualified students. These high-level organizational
KSAs require the commitment of considerable time,
effort, and money to acquire and make them avail-
able to the students. Likewise, for a student to
undertake a PhD program requires high levels of
KSAs and the commitment of time, effort, and
money to successfully experience the program.
Since the co-produced educational experience re-
quires considerable total combined KSAs, both cus-
tomer and organization must have significant KSAs.
This cell describes uniquely intense and generally
high-value, complex, and long-duration relation-
ships between customer and organization.

For example, in ongoing treatment for a chronic
illness, patients may bring considerable knowledge
of treatment options and the KSAs to actively
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engage with their medical teams to jointly design or
redesign and even co-produce their treatments
(McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012). Similarly, in many
complex business-to-business service settings, both
the service-providing organization and the customer
bring sophisticated KSAs; for instance, Caterpillar
works closely with clients in mining, construction,
and highway maintenance who have sophisticated
knowledge–—such as speed of the dozer or digger,
miles per gallon of fuel used, miles per tire change,
gradient of slopes, and physical layout of the mine
or construction site–—to plan and execute the most
efficient outcomes and to ensure successful custom-
er experiences.

4.4. Cell 4: Low organization KSA, high
customer KSA

This cell represents one of the most interesting
occurrences to arise in the co-production of rela-
tionships between organizations and customers.
Here, the experience can result in the quasi-em-
ployees actually getting paid for their co-produc-
tion role. The term most commonly associated with
this phenomenon is ‘crowdsourcing,’ coined by Jeff
Howe (2012) in Wired magazine. Crowdsourcing is
defined as taking a function that is traditionally
performed inside an organization by employees
and instead outsourcing it to a crowd. While most
literature discussions of crowdsourcing focus on
problem solving or accessing large labor pools,
crowdsourcing can also be used with customers to
co-create new value for an organization by co-
producing innovations, new service ideas, process-
es, and designs (Afuah & Tucci, 2012; Ford, Richard,
& Ciuchta, in press; Kozinets, Hemetsberger, &
Schau, 2008).

Apple, for example, encourages non-employees
(users) to co-produce new applications for its
iPhone. Creating a new way to use the capabilities
of the iPhone not only offers the creator fun and
often a financial reward, but also enhances the
value of the phone to that user and potentially other
customers. In other words, by providing a technol-
ogy platform via which non-employees can engage
the organization in co-producing innovation, Apple
empowers its customers to co-create value
(Richard, 2012). Examples abound of how organiza-
tions employ customers, and more are reported daily.
Nokia, for instance, used a ‘concept lounge’ to en-
courage strangers to invent a new phone. The winner,
the Nokia 888, is currently being considered as an
offering. Likewise, Electrolux sponsored an appli-
ance-of-the-future contest, DesignLab 2005, that
attracted over 3,058 contestants. Lego sponsors a
website, LEGO Factory, that encourages people to
submit designs for new Lego products. Similarly,
IKEA’s fiffigafolket contest asked participants to sug-
gest designs for home media storage living room
furniture, which generated in excess of 5,000 sub-
missions (Abrahamson, Ryder, & Untenberg, 2013;
Goffin, Lemke, & Koners, 2010).

These crowdsourcing strategies can not only lead
to discovering solutions and innovations beyond the
organization’s own KSAs, but also create an emotional
attachment that can result in stronger customer re-
lationships. Once an individual helps co-produce an
app, it is difficult to leave the brand where the fruit of
his or her creativity is used. The point is that the
crowdsourcing integration of the limited KSAs of the
organization with the greater KSAs of its customers,
plus others, facilitates a pathway to providing the
total combined KSAs needed.

5. Steps for success

For organizations that wish to use the matrix to
apply the lessons learned from service leaders,
we offer a five-step process (Figure 2). The process
begins by accurately assessing the total combined
KSAs: all the resources and capabilities required for
a successful service experience. The second step is
determining the desired division of KSAs between
those to be provided by the organization and those
to be provided by the customer. Third is creating a
means for accurately assessing the organization-
customer resource gap in real time. Fourth is devel-
oping the systems and processes–—through training
employees, structuring delivery systems, and de-
signing the entire service experience–—to accommo-
date any gaps between what the customer can do
and what the customer must do. Fifth, and most
important, is following up on mistakes and continu-
ously improving the organization’s gap-filling capa-
bilities. This five-step process allows organizations
to plan how everything that must happen in a suc-
cessful service experience, will happen–—with a
strategy for filling customers’ can-do/must-do gaps.

5.1. Step 1: Determine the total stock of
resources and capabilities (combined
KSAs)

The beginning point of this process is to assess the
total stock of resources and capabilities (combined
KSAs) required to co-produce a successful service
experience. This assessment will include the com-
plexity of the experience, the amount of time and
effort both the customer and organization have to
commit to co-producing it, and the value derived
from each customer’s experience. If the experience
is to eat in a quick-serve type restaurant, then the
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Figure 2. Five step strategic process
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total required combined KSAs include all the resour-
ces and capabilities necessary to provide a satisfying
(for the customer) and profitable (for the restau-
rant) meal. Restaurants know that their customers
will not expect to or be capable of doing much to co-
produce this low time commitment experience, so
they plan on filling the gap between what combined
KSAs are required to have a satisfying and profitable
restaurant meal and those that they anticipate their
customers will bring. Thus, they design an elaborate
food service production and delivery system, train
their employees to help customers select what they
would like, and provide the necessary physical re-
sources (chairs, tables, forks, etc.) to enable the
customer to co-produce. Because restaurants know
of the relatively low value, short time, and minimal
effort customers are willing to commit to co-pro-
ducing quick-serve dining experiences, they limit
their customer must-do roles to simple, easily mas-
tered, and low-effort tasks such as delivering their
own food to the table, picking up the needed knives,
forks, napkins, and sauces, and then cleaning up
afterward–—disposing of paper plates, plastic forks,
and napkins in trash cans provided. On the other
hand, when a task is valued highly enough that the
customer is willing to commit time and effort to its
co-production, the organization can expand the
customer’s role(s). For example, a gym, a rehabili-
tation clinic, or an MBA program will require a
significant amount of total resources. Thus, these
experiences all have greater co-production role
requirements (i.e., must-dos) for customers. In
type and quantity of resources required, eating
at a restaurant requires different roles and activi-
ties of the customer than completing an MBA. It is
important to note that both the total combined
KSAs required for the customer to obtain the de-
sired experience and the potential resource gap
caused by differences in customer KSAs will vary
from one type of service experience to another.

5.2. Step 2: Define the KSAs of targeted
customers

The second step follows directly from the first. Once
the organization has identified the total resources
and capabilities required to perform all the tasks
and roles required for a successful service experi-
ence, it now needs to decide which it will do and
which it will expect its customers to do. This step
allows the organization to define which KSAs are
expected of the customer in the customer seg-
ment(s) targeted. The matrix described earlier of-
fers an analytic tool to determine what types of KSAs
the customer should be expected to bring to the
experience and which ones the organization must
plan on providing.

While there is no such thing as a typical customer,
research on customers in the target market together
with actual customer data gathered by the organi-
zation reveal which KSAs customers are likely to
bring to the service experience. For example, if the
customer is expected to bring an ability to read and
follow written directions in English, then the tasks
customers need to perform can be presented in written
English. But, depending upon the neighborhood or
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region where the organization provides its service, it
may also offer directions in other languages that its
targeted customers may speak. Essentially, the
organization needs to intimately understand the
customer segment(s) that it seeks to co-create
value with and offer accommodations–—in this case,
a range of languages.

Service leaders carefully design service experi-
ences with the targeted customers’ KSAs in mind so
they know what gaps their organizations should be
prepared to fill before a customer ever enters the
physical location or accesses the website. Indeed,
even seemingly small details can make big differ-
ences in customer experiences when they are valued
by those targeted customers (Bolton, Gustafsson,
McColl-Kennedy, Sirianni, & Tse, 2014). Disney
knows from its extensive customer research that a
percentage of its guests will require motorized
assistance; therefore, it intentionally locates this
resource at its park entrances. Likewise, universi-
ties know a certain percentage of students will
require remedial assistance as they begin their
educational experience and hence provide remedial
courses for them. While these are simple and some-
what obvious examples, the lesson is clear: Service
leaders plan for the gaps between what they expect
their customers can do and what they must do to
have a successful service experience.

5.3. Step 3: Accurately assess the
organization-customer resource gap in
real time

The third step in filling the can-do/must-do gap is to
create a capability to accurately assess any can-do/
must-do gaps in real time. Regardless of how much
customer research is done or how carefully the
service is designed and planned, customers will vary
in their KSAs. They are different not only from each
other but also from one customer experience touch-
point to the next. Customers bring different levels
of willingness to co-produce and have different
levels of knowledge, skills, and abilities to perform
their quasi-employee roles. They can learn from
repeated experiences and improve their capabilities
to perform their roles in co-production, but they can
also learn what they don’t want to do. For example,
while Home Depot knows that many customers will
be better at using the self-checkout the more they
use it, they also know that some customers vow to
never use that technology. Thus, they plan for both
by offering different options for customers to pay.
Home Depot accepts its responsibility for filling any
resource gaps between what its customers can do
and what they must do to have a successful experi-
ence by providing employees with the necessary
knowledge, skills, and abilities to make up the
difference. Similarly, hotels and airlines fill these
same gaps with online and kiosk check-ins.

5.4. Step 4: Train people, structure
delivery systems, and design the service
to accommodate potential gaps caused by
variability in customers’ KSAs

Accommodating customer variation in KSAs requires
developing plans and procedures for filling customer
can-do/must-do gaps in real time. However, there is
more to filling this gap than creating a new employ-
ee training program. Making up for any differences
between what customers can do and must do to have
a successful service experience also includes reas-
sessing service delivery systems and experience
design. Thus, a Web portal should be reviewed to
ensure it accommodates variability in customer
capabilities to access the service. For example,
service leaders of online services include a help icon
to enable customers unfamiliar with the site to get
help using it. Litigation attorneys, tax preparation
programs, and some retailers have an icon on their
websites to allow users to talk to a real person in
case potential customers are perplexed by the tech-
nology. Telephone trees offer callers a ‘0’ option if
their needs are not met in the standard menu
choices. Agents are available at airports and hotel
check-ins to assist customers who need help getting
a boarding pass or registering for a room. Service
leaders make a deliberate decision on how to re-
spond in real time to accommodate their customers’
variability in KSAs by how they train their employees
and design the experience.

5.5. Step 5: Follow up on mistakes and
continuously improve the process

Perhaps most important in creating any strategy to
fill the gap between what a customer can do and
what a customer must do is to follow up on any
mistakes and continuously improve the process.
Much has been written on the importance of finding
and fixing mistakes in the service experience. With-
out question, service leaders do this with passion.
They want to know when they failed to provide the
experience expected by their customers because
they failed to fill a gap between what the customer
can do and must do. Thus, they systematically
collect data on these mistakes to inform the contin-
uous improvement in their training programs, deliv-
ery systems, and experience design that will prevent
these from reoccurring. They don’t expect to be
perfect because most services require human inter-
action and humans are not perfect. Thus, they plan
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for failures and constantly sharpen their real-time
assessment procedures for finding gaps between
customers’ can-dos and must-dos. Emirates (n.d.)
is a good example. Internationally recognized for its
excellence in service, the airline group believes
customer experience is its differentiator:

Our challenge is to constantly re-look at what
we do and to keep designing and delivering an
Emirates experience. . . .A commitment to cus-
tomer service is therefore a critical value that
all employees demonstrate internally and ex-
ternally across the organization.

6. Lessons you can use

This article expands on the roles customers play in
the co-creation of value to focus on the roles the
organization must play in filling gaps between the
resources and capabilities (KSAs) customers can and
are willing to bring to the service experience and the
total sum of resources (combined KSAs) required for
a successful service experience. Our five-step
framework captures the strategic process used by
exemplar service organizations to ensure that any
gaps between what customers must do and what
they can do are filled. While we leave it for others to
explore the motivational factors (or willingness) to
perform the roles required in value co-creation and
co-production, we spotlight how service leaders
have accepted responsibility to recognize and then
plan ways to fill any customer resource gaps to avoid
failing their customers. They have built into their
service delivery systems, employee training, and
service design the resources and capabilities to
identify and make up the difference between the
unique stocks of resources each customer brings to a
service experience and those required for meeting
or exceeding expectations. We believe the five-step
process is a useful tool for all organizations when
planning and preparing to ensure the combined KSAs
are accounted for in service offerings to targeted
customers. When service experiences require cus-
tomers to successfully play a role in co-producing
their experiences, the five steps can be applied to
fill any gaps between those things customers can do
and those that they must do to achieve service
success.

References

Abrahamson, S., Ryder, P., & Untenberg, B. (2013). Crowdstorm.
Hoboken, NJ: John P Wiley.
Afuah, A., & Tucci, C. L. (2012). Crowdsourcing as a solution to
distant search. Academy of Management Review, 37(3),
355—375.

Arnould, E. J., Price, L. L., & Malshe, A. (2006). Toward a cultural
resource-based theory of the customer. In R. F. Lusch & S. L.
Vargo (Eds.), The service dominant theory of marketing:
Dialog, debate, and directions (pp. 320—333). Armonk, NY:
ME Sharp.

Bendapudi, N., & Leone, R. P. (2003). Psychological implications
of customer participation in co-production. Journal of Mar-
keting, 67(1), 14—28.

Bitner, M. J., Faranda, W. T., Hubbert, A. R., & Zeithaml, V. A.
(1997). Customer contributions and roles in service delivery.
International Journal of Service Industry Management, 8(3),
193—205.

Bolton, R. N., Gustafsson, A., McColl-Kennedy, J. R., Sirianni, N.
J., & Tse, D. K. (2014). Small details that make big differ-
ences: A radical approach to consumption experience as a
firm’s differentiating strategy. Journal of Service Manage-
ment, 25(2), 253—274.

Canziani, B. F. (1997). Leveraging customer competency in ser-
vice firms. International Journal of Service Industry Manage-
ment, 8(1), 5—25.

Chase, R. B. (1978). Where does the customer fit in a service
organization? Harvard Business Review, 56(6), 137—142.

Emirates. (n.d.). Our service excellence. Retrieved from www.
emiratesgroupcareers.com/english/about/why/
serv_excellence.aspx

Ford, R. C., & Dickson, D. D. (2009). The father of Guestology: An
interview with Bruce Laval. Journal of Applied Management
and Entrepreneurship, 12(2), 80—99.

Ford, R. C., & Dickson, D. D. (2012). Enhancing customer self-
efficacy in co-producing their service experiences. Business
Horizons, 55(2), 179—188.

Ford, R. C., Edvardsson, B., Dickson, D. D., & Enquist, B. (2012b).
Managing the innovation co-creation challenge: Lessons from
service exemplars Disney and IKEA. Organizational Dynamics,
4(4), 281—290.

Ford, R. C., & Heaton, C. P. (2001). Managing the guest as a quasi-
employee. Cornell Hotel and Restaurant Quarterly, 42(2),
46—55.

Ford, R. C., Richard, B., & Ciuchta, M. (in press). Crowdsourcing:
A new way of employing non-employees? Business Horizons.

Ford, R. C., Sturman, M. C., & Heaton, C. P. (2012). Managing
quality service in hospitality. Albany, NY: Delmar.

Goffin, K., Lemke, F., & Koners, U. (2010). Identifying hidden
needs. New York: Palgrave McMillian.

Gronroos, C. (2008). Service logic revisited: Who creates
value? And who co-creates?. European Business Review,
20(4), 298—314.

Howe, J. (2012). The rise of crowdsourcing. Wired. Retrieved
from http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.
html

Kjellberg, H., & Helgesson, C. F. (2007). On the nature of markets
and their practices. Marketing Theory, 7(2), 137—162.

Kozinets, R. V., Hemetsberger, A., & Schau, H. J. (2008). The
wisdom of consumer crowds: Collective innovation in the age
of networked marketing. Journal of Macromarketing, 28(4),
339—354.

Larsson, R., & Bowen, D. E. (1989). Organization and customer:
Managing design and coordination of services. Academy of
Management Review, 14(2), 213—233.

Lusch, R. F., Vargo, S. L., & O’Brien, M. (2007). Competing
through service: Insights from service-dominant logic. Journal
of Retailing, 83(1), 2—18.

McColl-Kennedy, J. R., Vargo, S. L., Dagger, T. S., Sweeney, J. C.,
& van Kasteren, Y. V. (2012). Health care customer value

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0040
http://www.emiratesgroupcareers.com/english/about/why/serv_excellence.aspx
http://www.emiratesgroupcareers.com/english/about/why/serv_excellence.aspx
http://www.emiratesgroupcareers.com/english/about/why/serv_excellence.aspx
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0085
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.html
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.html
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0115


BUSHOR-1220; No. of Pages 10

10 R.C. Ford, J.R. McColl-Kennedy
cocreation practice styles. Journal of Service Research, 15(4),
370—389.

Moeller, S. (2008). Customer integration: A key to an implemen-
tation perspective of service provision. Journal of Service
Research, 11(2), 197—210.

Nambisan, P., & Nambisan, S. (2009). Models of consumer value
cocreation in health care. Health Care Management Review,
34(4), 344—354.

Olmstead, C. (2012, September 18). Building the service business
at Caterpillar: A capability perspective. Conference Presen-
tation at Big Data: An Innovation Opportunity for Complex
Services? University of Cambridge, UK.

Payne, A. F., Storbacka, K., & Frow, P. (2008). Managing the co-
creation of value. Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science, 36(1), 83—96.
Richard, B. M. (2012). Cheap solutions: Managing a co-producing
crowd of strangers to solve your problems. In B. Ran (Ed.),
Contemporary perspectives on technical innovation and
management (pp. 261—287). Charlotte, NC: Information
Age.

Sampson, S. E., & Froehle, C. M. (2006). Foundations and impli-
cations of a proposed unified services theory. Production and
Operations Management, 15(2), 329—343.

Vargo, S. L., & Lusch, R. F. (2004). Evolving to a new dominant
logic for marketing. Journal of Marketing, 68(1), 1—17.

Wobbrock, J. O., Kane, S. K., Gajos, K. Z., Harada, S., &
Froehlich, J. (2011). Ability-based design: Concept, princi-
ples, and examples. ACM Transactions on Accessible Comput-
ing, 3(3), 9.1—9.27.

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0007-6813(15)00039-7/sbref0155

	Organizational strategies for filling the customer can-do/must-do gap
	1 Customers bring resources and capabilities. . .but not always
	2 Finding and filling the customer can-do/must-do gap
	2.1 Combined knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs)

	3 Organizational strategies to fill the gap
	4 Finding and filling gaps in combined KSAs
	4.1 Cell 1: High organization KSA, low customer KSA
	4.2 Cell 2: Low organization KSA, low customer KSA
	4.3 Cell 3: High organization KSA, high customer KSA
	4.4 Cell 4: Low organization KSA, high customer KSA

	5 Steps for success
	5.1 Step 1: Determine the total stock of resources and capabilities (combined KSAs)
	5.2 Step 2: Define the KSAs of targeted customers
	5.3 Step 3: Accurately assess the organization-customer resource gap in real time
	5.4 Step 4: Train people, structure delivery systems, and design the service to accommodate potential gaps caused by varia...
	5.5 Step 5: Follow up on mistakes and continuously improve the process

	6 Lessons you can use
	References


