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Abstract
Supporting consumers’ value-in-use (ViU) emergence throughout a usage process has become increasingly challenging as, 
in today’s environment, usage has shifted from discrete events to continuous e-service interactions. Although researchers 
acknowledge that ViU is dynamic and evolves over time, most studies treat it as a static concept. Using the empirical context 
of language learning applications, the authors adopt a dynamic perspective on e-service ViU and extend it with regulatory 
mode theory using a qualitative approach. By applying the underlying functions of self-regulation: locomotion and assess-
ment, the authors investigate how ViU emerges throughout a usage process and establish an eight-stage ViU emergence 
process, ranging from initial trigger to termination. By examining a consumer’s usage, assessments, and movements, practi-
tioners can pinpoint a consumer’s location in the ViU emergence process and take appropriate measures to further promote 
ViU emergence in e-services.

Keywords Value-in-use · Value-in-use emergence · e-services · Regulatory mode theory · Mobile application usage

Introduction

As the service economy has continued to grow and digitali-
zation expanded its reach, new electronic services (e-ser-
vices) are increasingly determining market offers. With the 
transition of services to the digital world, usage processes 
have been redefined, fostering more individual use and 
continuous customer involvement (Williams et al., 2008). 
For example, the introduction of mobile applications into 
the field of language learning has enabled the transfer of 
knowledge through the mobile application interface, allow-
ing learning to take place on demand. However, although 
knowledge can now be accessed at any time, the user’s 
continuous active involvement is still indispensable for the 
learning process.

The gradual shift from discrete usage events to continu-
ous interaction processes in e-services impacts consumer 

value-in-use (ViU) emergence, as ViU can be linked to not 
only discrete usage events but also successive usage episodes 
over the course of a relationship (Kleinaltenkamp et al., 
2012). In the context of viewing ViU as a dynamic construct 
that evolves over time and usage processes as long-term 
interactions (Beverungen et al., 2017; Grönroos & Voima, 
2013), supporting a consumer’s ViU emergence throughout 
the course of a usage process poses an increasingly difficult 
management challenge. The emergence of ViU results from 
the support a service provides—or the lack thereof in achiev-
ing the consumer’s goals (Macdonald et al., 2016).

While e-service ViU research confirms that temporal 
aspects play an important role in ViU emergence (e.g., 
Heinonen, 2006a, 2007), studies on dynamic ViU emergence 
thus far are scarce. As Medberg and Grönroos (2020) out-
line, in spite of the general recognition of ViU as a dynamic 
construct that evolves over time (e.g., Kleinaltenkamp & 
Dekanozishvili, 2018; Payne et al., 2008), most studies still 
treat it as a static concept (e.g., Hartwig & Jacob, 2018; 
Plewa et al., 2015). Thus, one must look beyond the e-ser-
vice literature to find studies that investigate dynamic ViU 
emergence. To date, these approaches have focused on the 
underlying processes of moments of escapism (Holmqvist 
et al., 2020), the temporality of ViU creation activities in 
one-off business-to-business (B2B) service encounters 
(Razmdoost et al., 2019), and how goal structures evolve 
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in B2B settings (Flint et al., 2002). Despite these advance-
ments, no conceptualization of ViU has evolved that enables 
the modelling of its dynamic components.

Instead, existing e-service ViU research streams are dedi-
cated to the examination of ViU antecedents (e.g., Bruns & 
Jacob, 2016; Chen & Dubinsky, 2003; Kleijnen et al., 2007), 
e-service design (e.g., Blaschke et al., 2019; Schmidt-Rauch 
& Schwabe, 2014; Sousa et al., 2008), customer participa-
tion (e.g., Heinonen, 2006b, 2009; Heinonen & Strandvik, 
2009) and e-service ecosystems (e.g., Beverungen et al., 
2017; Grieger & Ludwig, 2019; Hein et al., 2019, 2020), 
and from these streams, several ViU conceptualizations 
have emerged. In accordance with the e-service literature’s 
longstanding focus on service quality, e-service ViU is com-
monly based on a benefit/sacrifice understanding (e.g., Cho 
& Menor, 2010; Heinonen, 2004, 2006a), which contrasts 
with Macdonald et al.’s (2016) goal-oriented ViU perspec-
tive. By applying the latter perspective instead, we respond 
to a call for a stronger goal orientation in consumer pro-
cesses, which can enable more holistic insights on long-term 
usage processes (Hamilton & Price, 2019).

Since the extant e-service literature falls short of dynamic 
ViU emergence and less commonly relies on a goal-oriented 
ViU perspective, previous approaches do not provide a suit-
able basis for taking a dynamic perspective on goal-oriented 
ViU emergence; therefore, we extend ViU emergence with 
a goal-centric theory: regulatory mode theory, which draws 
on the concepts of locomotion and assessment as underly-
ing functions of self-regulation. Locomotion, hereby, refers 
to movements or changes in position, which commonly 
take place toward a desired state or away from an unde-
sired one (Higgins et al., 2003). Assessment, in contrast, 
depicts a consumer’s evaluation of their goal achievement 
by comparing their current and desired/undesired end state 
as well as an evaluation of their means for goal achieve-
ment (Kruglanski et al., 2000). Therefore, the concepts of 
locomotion and assessment are applied to gauge stages and 
movements within the ViU emergence process along with 
consumer evaluations.  To understand dynamic ViU emer-
gence in e-services by means of regulatory mode theory, we 
investigate the following research questions: (1) How does 
locomotion affect dynamic ViU emergence in e-services? 
and (2) How do assessment processes affect dynamic ViU 
emergence in e-services?

This paper aims to answer these questions by examining 
ViU emergence in the course of an e-service usage process. 
Since this research topic constitutes uncharted territory, we 
use an explorative research approach herein. We use episodic 
interviews because they are suitable for reconstructing past 
episodes in the form of a narration. This technique enables a 
chronological classification of ViU emergence processes by 
outlining its locomotion in terms of stages and movements 

and its assessment processes to further develop prevailing 
knowledge of the topic (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000).

We conclude that the course of the ViU emergence pro-
cess is dependent on locomotion (stages & movements) that 
take place within the process as well as on assessments that 
go beyond ViU to encompass goals, resources, and usage. 
Locomotion and assessment can, thereby, occur as different 
or related functions. We find that the ViU emergence pro-
cess consists of eight stages, ranging from initial trigger to 
termination. This examination contributes to existing theory 
in several ways: (1) by illustrating the dynamic course of 
the ViU emergence process in terms of an e-service usage 
process; (2) by outlining how locomotion and ongoing 
assessments of goals, resources and usage affect dynamic 
ViU emergence; and (3) by further refining the objects of 
assessment goals, resources, and usage into subdimensions.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: the 
next section introduces the underlying streams of ViU emer-
gence in e-services, dynamic ViU emergence, regulatory 
mode theory as an extension to ViU emergence, and objects 
of assessment. We then describe our exploratory research 
approach and methodological choices. After that, we pre-
sent our empirical findings on goals, resources and usage as 
objects of assessment and each stage of the ViU emergence 
process, including movements and assessments. Last, we 
place our findings within existing theories, which forms the 
basis of our managerial implications, and we discuss future 
research opportunities and limitations.

ViU emergence in e‑services

Whereas past researchers have used a more traditional con-
ceptualization of value, regardless of the type of output 
(e.g., value generated for the firm, value generated through 
an exchange between goods and money; Gummerus, 2013), 
e-service literature on consumer perceived value revolves 
predominantly around the concept of ViU. Thereby, these 
studies focus on ViU emergence through the use of a service 
and the role of a consumer as its interpreter (e.g., Hartwig & 
Jacob, 2018; Heinonen, 2006b).

Despite a growing body of e-service ViU research (e.g., 
Beverungen et al., 2017; Blaschke et al., 2019; Schmidt-
Rauch & Schwabe, 2014), disunity prevails on how con-
sumer perceived value is assessed (Gummerus & Pihlström, 
2011). Three conceptualizations of value assessments are 
prevalent in the literature: means–end, phenomenologi-
cal, and benefit/sacrifices (for overviews, see Gummerus, 
2013; Sánchez-Fernández & Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007), of 
which phenomenological and benefit/sacrifices are particu-
larly prominent in e-service research. A phenomenological 
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conceptualization is typically applied in examinations of 
ViU co-creation processes (e.g., Grieger & Ludwig, 2019; 
Hartwig et al., 2021; Helkkula & Kelleher, 2010), in which 
ViU results from holistic experiences as part of a consumer’s 
lifeworld (Gummerus, 2013). In contrast, ViU conceptual-
izations based on a benefit/sacrifice understanding of service 
quality (e.g., Fan et al., 2020; Heinonen, 2004, 2006a) usu-
ally rely on Zeithaml (1988). The consideration of e-service 
ViU on a benefit/sacrifices basis thereby represents an exten-
sion of e-service quality research, which has been widely 
adopted within the e-service literature (Heinonen, 2006b).

Macdonald et al. (2016) introduced a definition that falls 
within the phenomenological stream and also incorporates 
the notion of benefit/sacrifices in a goal-based conception: 
they establish that ViU emergence takes place through a 
consumer’s goal achievement during the usage process. 
They define ViU as “all customer-perceived consequences 
arising from a solution that facilitate or hinder achievement 
of the customer’s goal” (p. 98). Therefore, it is less about 
goods or services themselves and more about the positive 
consequences they provide for the consumer (Grönroos 
& Ravald, 2011). Within this scope, the perception of the 
degree of goal achievement determines ViU emergence 
and, thus, represents the consumer’s individual assessment 
process (Eggert et al., 2019). While this conceptualization 
has already found application in the e-service ViU literature 
(e.g., Bruns & Jacob, 2014, 2016; Kleinaltenkamp & 
Dekanozishvili, 2018), it also addresses a call for a stronger 
goal orientation in consumer processes, through which a 
more holistic view of long-term usage processes can be 
generated (Hamilton & Price, 2019). Although research 
adopting a goal-oriented view of consumer processes is scarce 
(e.g., Becker et al., 2020; Epp & Price, 2011), this view makes 
a compelling case for placing a much stronger focus on the 
purpose a service should ultimately fulfill for consumers 
(Sawhney, 2006). On these grounds, and because this article 
aims to examine dynamic ViU emergence through a long-
term usage process, we adopt a goal-oriented ViU perspective 
herein. After establishing a goal-oriented ViU perspective, we 
continue with an outline of dynamic ViU emergence.

Dynamic ViU emergence

Service scholars commonly acknowledge that ViU is a 
dynamic and processual construct that evolves over time 
(Grönroos & Voima, 2013; Heinonen & Strandvik, 2015), 
a view that a goal-oriented ViU perspective also sup-
ports (Macdonald et al., 2016). As Medberg and Grönroos 
(2020) outline, even though extant research adopts this 
basic assumption (e.g., Kleinaltenkamp & Dekanozishvili, 
2018; Payne et al., 2008), most studies treat ViU as a static 
concept (e.g., Hartwig & Jacob, 2018; Plewa et al., 2015). 
E-service ViU research confirms that temporal aspects play 

an important role in ViU emergence; for instance, studies 
show that service usage free of time restrictions contributes 
to ViU emergence in mobile services (Pura & Heinonen, 
2008). However, time is understood in terms of freedom 
of use and not in terms of how ViU evolves over time. In 
contrast, Holmqvist et al. (2020) combine an examination 
of luxury experience components with their underlying pro-
cesses, focusing on moments of escapism in an offline set-
ting. However, while the authors provide insights on under-
lying processes, they do not address long-term interactions 
in the context of e-services. Another exception is Razmdoost 
et al.’s (2019) approach to comprehend the dynamic nature 
of ViU, which involves examining the temporality of ViU 
creation activities in one-off B2B service encounters. They 
show that actors employ two main resource integration pro-
cesses to manage ViU creation between past, present, and 
future, such as institutional work and resource reconstruc-
tion, thereby emphasizing the role of resources as part of the 
ViU emergence process over time. A third exception is Flint 
et al. (2002), who examine changes in the goal structure of 
B2B customers. More specifically, they assign value changes 
to different service/product attributes, changing aspired con-
sequences, new goals, or higher performance; however, they 
do not focus on the process of ViU emergence.

Despite these advancements, no conceptualization of ViU 
has emerged that enables the modelling of its dynamic com-
ponents. Therefore, we adopt a goal-centric theory to extend 
e-service ViU research: regulatory mode theory, which 
allows us to examine the development of ViU over time in 
the context of a continuous usage process. As other studies 
have shown, an extension with self-regulation theories has 
proven to be a fruitful avenue to investigate goal-oriented 
usage processes (e.g., Becker et al., 2020). In the following 
section, we discuss self-regulation, in particular, regulatory 
mode theory, in more detail.

Regulatory mode theory as an extension to ViU 
emergence

Self-regulation research is dedicated to the goal achievement 
process itself, being fundamentally concerned with a 
comparison between current and desired end states. If 
an end state is desirable, self-regulation describes the 
attempt to keep the difference between states to a minimum 
(approach); however, if a state is undesirable, it refers to the 
attempt to keep the difference between states to a maximum 
(avoidance) (Carver & Scheier, 1981, 1990; Higgins, 1998; 
Higgins et al., 1994).

While various research streams have emerged within 
this theoretical view, such as implementation models 
(e.g., Gollwitzer, 1993; Gollwitzer & Moskowitz, 1996; 
Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006), regulatory fit between goals 
and goal-striving behavior (e.g., Dweck, 2000; Higgins, 
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2000, 2005), and achievement motivation models (e.g., 
McClelland et al., 1953), modern self-regulation theories 
are dedicated to the goal achievement process. Thereby, 
these studies go beyond immediate determinants of goal 
achievement to a process perspective, taking ongoing 
goal pursuits into account (Brandstätter et al., 2003). One 
approach that places the goal achievement process center 
stage is the model of action phases, in which a consumer 
undergoes four consecutive phases: weighing the pros and 
cons of options, planning goal implementation behavior, 
initiating the goal pursuit, and evaluation of progress 
(Gollwitzer, 1993, 2012; Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987). 
Another well-respected model, Carver and Scheier’s (1982, 
1990) self-regulation model of behavior, uses a repetitive 
feedback loop to outline the goal achievement process. An 
individual’s current situation is treated as an input function, 
which is compared with that individual’s goals, resulting in a 
confirmation or disconfirmation. If a disconfirmation occurs, 
the output function—here, the individual’s behavior—is 
adjusted to reduce this discrepancy. A change in behavior 
influences the environment, or other influences might do so, 
leading to changes in the perception of the current situation, 
which returns to the input function. Carver and Scheier’s 
model has found application in the investigation of a goal-
oriented customer journey: Becker et al. (2020) use this 
model to gain an understanding of goal-oriented customer 
journey structures that take place at different levels of goal 
abstraction, thereby generating insights on how consumers 
pursue goals and their cognitive and behavioral processes. 
While applying a self-regulation theory to generate a 
more profound understanding of a goal-oriented usage 
process represents a promising avenue, self-regulation goal 
achievement models aim to illustrate individual behavior 
in the process of goal achievement. This orientation thus 
does not account for ViU emergence as a result of goal 
achievement and, therefore, does not seem appropriate for 
our purposes. Instead, we apply the underlying functions 
of self-regulation: locomotion and assessment, which are 
essential parts of any self-regulating activity.

Commonly, self-regulation models involve some form of 
movement toward a desired state or away from an undesired 
state, as captured by the concept of locomotion. At the same 
time, these models are also concerned with assessment, such 
as evaluating the gap between a desired state and the current 
state or assessing the means for goal achievement (Kruglanski 
et al., 2000). Both locomotion and assessment are found in 
many models other than the aforementioned (e.g., Carver & 
Scheier, 1982, 1990; Gollwitzer, 1993, 2012; Heckhausen & 
Gollwitzer, 1987; Higgins, 1989; Mischel, 1974).

The first means of self-regulation is locomotion, which is 
commonly defined as “an act or the power of moving from place 
to place” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). In a self-regulation context, 
locomotion encompasses all changes in position, regardless of 

whether these movements lead to a desired end state (Carver 
& Scheier, 1990; Kuhl, 1985); therefore, it describes any 
change of position or change of status. Typical movements 
take place from a current position toward a desired position or 
away from an undesired position (Higgins et al., 2003). Lewin 
(1951) notes that these movements might be cognitive and 
do not have to manifest in overt behavior, though they could 
translate to actual movement. The second concept, assessment, 
encompasses an evaluation of the consumer’s current state and 
desired end state to assess goal achievement (Carver & Scheier, 
1990; Kuhl, 1985). This form of self-regulation assessments 
can be related to ViU assessments as defined by Macdonald 
et al. (2016), which is based on the extent to which solutions 
promote the achievement of goals. The terminology refers to 
the facilitation and hindrance of a consumer’s goal achievement 
and, therefore, constitutes an evaluation of goal achievement 
on basis of a solution’s consequences. However, assessment 
as defined in self-regulation encompasses an evaluation of the 
discrepancy between the consumer’s current state and desired 
end state, serving as the basis for goal achievement. In addition, 
assessment as defined in self-regulation can also encompass 
additional evaluation processes, which can consist of separate 
evaluations of current or desired end states as well as progress 
toward or the means with which to achieve a goal (Higgins 
et al., 2003). These assessment forms thereby represent an 
extension to the applied perspective of ViU, which is exclusively 
focused on the promotion of a consumer’s goal achievement via 
service solutions. In contrast to classical self-regulation theory, 
regulatory mode theory regards assessment and locomotion as 
different functions, so locomotion and assessment might occur 
together, separately, or to varying degrees (Higgins et al., 2003; 
Kruglanski et al., 2000).

Because existing ViU research has not gone beyond rec-
ognizing dynamic ViU emergence, we adopt locomotion and 
assessment as underlying concepts of self-regulation. Build-
ing on this foundation, we apply the conceptualizations of 
locomotion and assessment to the context of e-service ViU 
to examine dynamic ViU emergence. We apply locomotion 
to identify distinct ViU stages and how they are arranged 
through movements. We then use assessment to outline con-
sumer evaluations of predefined objects and how they affect 
the dynamic ViU emergence process. With this approach, 
we aim to extend the prevailing understanding of the ViU 
emergence process by providing a dynamic perspective on 
ViU in e-services and thereby fill the existing research gap. 
Before we delve into the method section, we first outline 
relevant objects of assessment found in the ViU literature.

Objects of assessment

ViU scholars have long recognized that studies on subjec-
tive ViU assessments are essential for management practice 
and science (Heinonen et al., 2010; Macdonald et al., 2011), 
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yet assessment processes beyond ViU have received lim-
ited attention so far. However, ViU theory provides hints 
on several classes of assessment objects. While goals in 
a first place provide the reference for ViU, they may also 
change over time and, thus, become the object of assess-
ment. As Macdonald et al., (2011, p. 679) put it: “Custom-
ers’ goals change at different stages of the relationship and 
affect their evaluations of value.” At the same time, ViU 
research continuously stresses the role of resources for the 
emergence of ViU (Kleinaltenkamp et  al., 2012; Vargo 
& Lusch, 2004). Hartwig and Jacob (2018), for example, 
show in a mobile application context that resource restric-
tions affect ViU emergence negatively. Hence, customers 
will make the resources disposable to them the object of 
assessment during use processes. Finally, overt usage of a 
service marks another object of assessment ViU researchers 
draw on. Ravald (2010, p. 48), for example states, that “value 
does not emerge only in use and possession as such; rather 
it emerges in activities rendered possible.” Heinonen (2009) 
applied this logic to the context of e-services and confirmed 
its validity. Summarizing, goals, resources, and usage come 
forth as potential objects of assessment in regard of ViU, 
each of which will be explained in more detail next.

Goals are defined as desired end states that guide 
behaviors in an effort to achieve or avoid them (Austin & 
Vancouver, 1996; Carver & Scheier, 1981). Consumers 
form goal hierarchies that map higher-order and subordinate 
goals. They might be interdependent; for instance, the desire 
to work or study abroad as a higher-order goal is related 
to the subordinate goal of learning the corresponding 
language (Peterman, 1997). Woodruff (1997) also introduces 
this hierarchy of goals in a ViU context, outlining goals 
at increasingly higher abstraction levels, from product 
attributes, to product consequences, to goals/purposes. 
Goals/purposes are then considered the desired end states. 
With the pursuit of multiple simultaneous goals, consumers 
set priorities with regard to their dependencies and 
feasibility (Huffman et al., 2000). Research indicates that 
goals are diverse in nature, such that goals for the usage of a 
service may differ, which in turn influences the consumer’s 
ViU assessments (Macdonald et  al., 2011, 2016). Goal 
determination is considered a dynamic process; thus, goals 
are prone to constant adaptations (Carver & Scheier, 1981). 
In accordance with earlier work, we adopt an intentional 
view of goals; in our research context, the decision to learn 
a language through a mobile application is a conscious one, 
such that goals are willingly determined (Huffman et al., 
2000).

The second object of assessment, resources, assumes a 
central role in the ViU emergence process as the means for 
ViU emergence or as a ViU proposition (Arnould et al., 2006; 
Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2012). In this context, resources do not 
represent a benefit in themselves but rather serve as a basis for 

ViU emergence if utilized in accordance with a consumer’s 
needs. They are versatile and can be defined as “those that 
require some action to be performed on them to have value 
(e.g. natural resources) and … those that can be used to act 
(e.g. human skills and knowledge)” (Vargo & Lusch, 2011, 
p. 184). In e-service literature, a dependency between ViU 
and a resource’s scope and variety is evident; thereby, varying 
resource configurations can impact a consumer’s ViU assess-
ments differently (Gummerus, 2010). Furthermore, Hartwig 
and Jacob (2018) show in a mobile application context that 
resource restrictions affect ViU emergence negatively—for 
instance, when resource consumption exceeds the capacity 
of the resource. In general, technology plays an important 
role in resource integration, as it facilitates the transmission 
of resources between consumers and providers (Spohrer & 
Maglio, 2008). Continuing with the example of language 
learning applications, language proficiency is transmitted via 
the mobile application. The exchange of language proficiency 
requires the consumer’s active involvement through the usage 
of the language learning application to reach their goal, such 
as to speak a language fluently or to expand their vocabulary.

Another key aspect in ViU emergence is use of the ser-
vice (Vargo & Lusch, ). As Woodruff and Gardial (1996) put 
it, a service’s value to the customer can only be assessed by 
understanding its potential uses. The customer therefore plays 
a decisive role in the ViU emergence process, as the service is 
only of value to them if they include it in their ViU emerging 
activities (Ravald, 2010). These activities involve designing 
own usage behaviors as part of integrative and collaborative 
processes oriented toward their life and preferences (Kleinal-
tenkamp et al., 2012; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). These co-creating 
activities can take on various forms, such as emotional engage-
ment through marketing efforts, self-service activities, service 
experiences, process self-selection, and product co-design 
(Payne et al., 2008, p. 84). Therefore, service providers are 
dependent on customers, as they are indispensable for the pro-
vision of services (Gummesson, 1998). While general service 
studies do address how customers can participate in a service, 
the role of intensity of use is more pronounced in e-service 
ViU research because it is a prerequisite for e-service provi-
sion (Heinonen, 2009). In this context, research shows that 
ViU assessments are more favorable when usage is of higher 
intensity given the service usage was considered successful. 
(An example of an unsuccessful service encounter is the active 
search for specific information on a website that is not found 
[Heinonen, 2006a].) With the rise of service technology, a 
change in usage behavior has become apparent, moving from 
discrete usage episodes toward continuous interaction pro-
cesses (Beverungen et al., 2017). This is supported by recent 
findings that connect ViU emergence to not only independent 
events but also successive episodes in the course of a relation-
ship (Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2012). Emerging ViU thereby 
impacts future consumer behavior and practices (Ford, 2011; 
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Lemke et al., 2011), which highlights once more the need for 
a dynamic perspective on ViU emergence.

Methodology

Research design

Because developing a ViU emergence process extended by 
regulatory mode theory constitutes uncharted territory, we 
use an explorative research approach. To this end, we fol-
low a qualitative research strategy, which allows an in-depth 
investigation of the participant’s perspective. Moreover, it 
enables the investigation of temporal and structural specifici-
ties in our research context (Toulmin, 1990). By conducting 
empirical research on the dynamic emergence of ViU in an 
e-service context, we further refine ViU theory and answer 
Brodie and Löbler’s (2018) call for more midrange theory 
that bridges ViU research with empirical evidence.

To select a suitable research context, we followed preced-
ing ViU studies’ choice criteria (e.g., Bruns & Jacob, 2014; 
Hartwig & Jacob, 2018). First, to illustrate dynamic ViU 
emergence in e-services, we needed a service offer with a 
strong goal orientation, so that it is in line with the goal-
oriented perspective of ViU. Second, we needed a lengthy 
service process because it is considered the middle ground 
between individual service encounters and whole customer 
relationships, which allows for a detailed and dynamic eval-
uation of ViU (Medberg & Grönroos, 2020). In addition, we 
needed a usage process that requires the consumer’s active 
participation and is individually configurable, so that the 
research context encourages individual ViU emergence and 
represents a modern service offer.

These criteria led us to choose language learning applica-
tions as a suitable research context. Learning languages is 
a lengthy process that requires an active involvement of the 
consumer’s knowledge and skills to reach goal achievement. 
Mobile applications offer a digital platform to transfer this 
type of knowledge and educational content and have, thus, 
increased its accessibility. Therefore, consumers are in a 
position to design their usage process more freely, so that it 
is in line with their daily life, plans, and goals. Moreover, the 
use of mobile services is nowadays deeply embedded in the 
consumers’ daily lives (Gummerus & Pihlström, 2011), and 
the use of applications for educational purposes is increas-
ingly well-established, as they rank among the most popular 
app categories (42matters, 2020).

Sample selection

We deployed a purposive sampling strategy, which is com-
monly used in qualitative studies and enables the selection 
of information-rich cases. To this end, we chose respondents 

who had prior experience with language learning applica-
tions to help us understand the key aspects under study based 
on their experience. To ensure a wide range of cases, we 
selected participants with diverse motivations (e.g., profes-
sional reasons, stays abroad, emigration plans), goals (from 
the acquisition of basic language skills to fluent conversation 
skills), and experience (ranging from under one year to more 
than five years) (Marshall, 1996; Patton, 2002). Interviewees 
were recruited via open invitations published as paper post-
ers in universities and other educational institutions. Out of 
16 responses, we excluded 3 due to an inability to schedule 
interviews or unclear motivation of participation. Table 1 
provides demographic details of interview participants. Our 
total sample size of 13 (11 male and 2 female respondents) 
is in line with generally accepted standards, considering the 
point of theoretical saturation usually occurs between 9 and 
12 interviews (Guest et al., 2006).

Data collection

The 13 episodic interviews took place in Germany within 
a period of three months. In the interest of understanding 
the process of dynamic ViU emergence, we opted for a data 
collection method that enables us to reconstruct the con-
sumer’s usage process, beginning with the decisive moment 
that initiated the usage process and continuing to current 
use or until its termination. Therefore, we chose to use a 
form of narrative interviewing, which enabled us to more 
directly reconstruct social events from interview participants 
(Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000, p. 59). More specifically, we 
chose episodic interviews, as they allow a primary focus on 
concrete consumer episodes/experiences and permit ques-
tioning during the narrative process to obtain further back-
ground information. The narrative character of the interview 
allowed interviewees to guide us through their entire usage 
process of language learning applications. We were able to 
obtain a chronological arrangement of each usage process, 
which served as a basis for the identification of distinct VIU 
emergence stages, movements, and underlying assessments 
(Bates, 2004; Flick, 1997; Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000).

We followed the seven-step episodic interview process:

1. We introduced the interview principle to participants.
2. We asked them an introductory question regarding their 

understanding of language learning applications, and we 
asked them to reconstruct their entrance to the study 
field by describing the moment the decision to learn a 
language was triggered.

3. We asked participants to describe each episode of the goal 
achievement process chronologically up to the present use 
or the end of the goal achievement process. If participants 
had gone through several goal achievement processes 
(e.g., learning several languages), we considered each 
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process separately. To obtain more detail, we asked ques-
tions about the backgrounds of the respective situations 
to fathom movement and assessments. As the participants 
guided us through the whole process, the meaning of the 
topic for daily life became clear in each episode.

4. We reviewed central aspects of the issue (e.g., the 
assessment processes regarding goal achievement and 
other forms of assessments, movements within the usage 
process, and how these aspects are related).

5. We asked questions regarding expected changes and 
future plans regarding their goal achievement process.

6. We asked about aspects that had not yet been addressed 
during the interview.

7. We documented the interview (Flick, 1997).

We pretested the interview guide, which resulted in some 
adjustments to the interview structure and wording. We con-
ducted the interviews either in person or by telephone, and 
they lasted on average 48 min. Participation in the interview 
was voluntary, and confidentiality was assured. Every inter-
view was recorded and subsequently transcribed to facilitate 
further analysis.

Table 1  Demographic details of interview participants

Interviewee Gender Age (years) Experience 
(years)

Language Motivation Goal

I1 Male 24 2 Slovakian Stay abroad Basic conversation skills
Spanish General affinity Basic language skills

I2 Male 31 5 + Spanish Stay abroad/General affinity 1: Intermediate language skills
2: Retain/extend acquired skills

I3 Male 27 4 + Spanish General affinity/Prior experience 1: Extend existing language skills
2: Retain acquired skills

Arabic Social Basic conversation skills
Turkish Social Advanced language skills

I4 Female 48 3 + Italian General affinity 1: Intermediate language skills
2: Fluent conversation skills

Spanish Holiday/Professional Intermediate language skills
I5 Male 26 3 + Danish Social Basic conversation skills

Polish 1: Social 1: Basic language skills
2: Professional 2: Advanced language skills

I6 Male 30 5 + German Integration and work permit 1: Advanced language skills
2: Medical terminology

Spanish Emigration plans Advanced language skills
I7 Male 28  < 1 French Social 1: Fluent conversation skills

2: Retain existing language skills
English Previous experience Extend existing language skills

I8 Male 37 4 + Arabic Professional Intermediate language skills
I9 Male 21 4 + English Prior experience Renew existing language skills

Event Extend existing language skills
German Emigration Renew existing language skills

I10 Male 42 3 Greek Integration Advanced language skills
German Integration and work permit Advanced language skills
French Emigration plans Advanced language skills

I11 Female 28 4 + German Integration and study permit 1: Advanced language skills
2: Art terminology

Spanish Professional Basic language skills
Hebrew Social Basic language skills

I12 Male 31 1–2 Italian Social Basic language skills
Portuguese Professional Advanced language skills

I13 Male 26 3 + Spanish Social Advanced language skills
Russian Stay abroad Advanced language skills

2477More than a snapshot: dynamic value-in-use emergence in e-services
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Data analysis

Due to the narrative character of the interview, we decided to use 
a structuralist analysis to ensure a rigorous methodical approach.

This method differentiates between a syntagmatic dimen-
sion and a paradigmatic dimension (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 
2000). On the syntagmatic dimension, the researcher lists all 
components of each participant’s narrative in their sequential 
order. The purpose of the paradigmatic dimension is to aggre-
gate those components according to their specific content into a 
single or in several category schemes. For the episodes and the 
movements, this aggregation procedure was open and entirely 
explorative. For assessment objects, our analysis was theory-
driven, and we matched identified content with the categories of 
goals, resources, and usage intensity derived from ViU research.

The base logic of our structure is exemplified in Table 2, 
where we demonstrate our procedure by listing sample state-
ments from three respondents covering the first three stages 
of the ViU emergence process. It also illustrates how we 
utilized these respondents’ answers to identify categories.

We carried out the coding procedure in MAXQDA, which 
entailed coding over 1,000 text passages. The coding pro-
cess method involved several steps. First, we broke down 
each usage process into its episodes to identify their typical 
characteristics from a consumer’s perspective, constituting 
the first part of locomotion. This phase aimed to reveal what 
characterizes each ViU stage and distinguishes it from the 
others. We coded these characteristics according to the par-
ticipants’ wording and then summarized them to form more 
abstract stage descriptions. Second, we chronologically 
arranged the individual episodes for each ViU emergence 
process to outline movements as proposed in regulatory mode 
theory. To this end, we examined all identified processes with 
regard to their sequence and aggregated them to obtain a 
universal ViU emergence process (for a detailed overview of 
each interview participant’s individual ViU emergence pro-
cess, see Online Appendix 1). In the third step, we examined 
nonchronological elements encompassing predefined objects 
and their assessment processes. This step was theory-driven: 
first, we matched objects of assessment (goals, resources, 
and usage) with existing ViU theory, and second, we exam-
ined assessments as proposed in ViU research and regula-
tory mode theory. We studied all objects of assessment with 
regard to their components, which resulted in a finer segre-
gation. Then, we assigned all objects to the identified stages 
of the ViU emergence process and analyzed their respective 
assessment. Finally, we examined how the assessment of ViU 
as well as goals, resources, and usage is related to the move-
ment within the ViU emergence process from one stage to 
another, connecting locomotion and assessment.

Findings

Building on literature, we examined three objects of assess-
ment that influence the emergence of ViU and refined them 
into several subdimensions during the course of the analysis: 
goals (prioritization and aspirations), resources (selection 
and suitability), and usage (intensity) (see Table 3). We also 
identified the following eight stages of the ViU emergence 
process through the data analysis: initial trigger, goal deter-
mination, subscription, orientation, initial euphoria, routine, 
decline, and termination. (See Sect. 4.2 for a description of 
each ViU stage and the corresponding assessment processes 
and locomotion, as well as an illustration of the ViU emer-
gence process.)

In this section, we first present our empirical results on 
goals, resources, and usage as objects of assessment within the 
ViU emergence process. Subsequently, we outline our findings 
regarding the ViU emergence process by describing each ViU 
stage, the objects of assessment at play, and, finally, move-
ments within the course of the ViU emergence process (for a 
detailed overview of sample quotes, see Online Appendix 2).

Objects of assessment

Goals

The first object of assessment, goals, consists of two under-
lying dimensions: prioritization and aspirations. Consumers 
typically pursue several goals simultaneously. For instance, 
subordinate goals (e.g., passing a language exam) need to be 
fulfilled to reach a higher-order goal (e.g., being accepted at 
a university). Thus, a prioritization takes place determining 
how actively a goal is pursued compared with others. One 
participant described the dependency of higher-order and 
subordinate goals and its change in priorities within the ViU 
emergence process as follows: “That's why I thought: as 
ambitious as I am and as much as I enjoy it [the language], 
it does not correspond to my own goals.”(I13).

The second dimension, goal aspirations, encompasses 
consumers’ desired level of goal achievement. Although 
these aspirations may be more or less clearly defined before 
the usage process starts, they can take different forms, rang-
ing from stability to adaptation. Adaptations can entail 
reducing, increasing, or eliminating language learning aspi-
rations. For instance, one participant described an increase 
in goal aspirations in the following way: “I think it then 
developed in[to] this bigger project; I’m now making sure 
I’m doing it every day.”(I5) As these adaptions take place 
along the ViU emergence process, consumers might use an 
e-service offer to fulfil changing goal aspirations.
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Resources

The second object of assessment, resources, consists of 
selection and suitability. The selection of resources takes 
place when the consumer compares various language 
learning offers, such as mobile applications, courses, or 
books. Common reasons for adopting an online language 
learning application are the languages that are offered, 
cost, availability, the low inhibition threshold, familiarity 
of previous use, or flexibility as outlined by one inter-
viewee: “You don't have to book a course, and you don't 
only get to do it next Wednesday, but you can do it now, at 
noon, in the evening, on the train, at work.” (I12) These 
reasons for adoption may occur in any variation. The 
aspired-to goal must be achievable with the offer in order 
to match demand and supply.

In the course of the ViU emergence process, an ongoing 
evaluation of the language learning application’s suitability for 
goal achievement takes place. This evaluation can relate to the 
resource’s suitability for overall goal achievement or for the 
acquisition of specific skills. Resource suitability can thereby 
be based on the structure, the transparency, or the learning con-
tent (in terms of comprehensibility and depth) of the language 
learning application. For instance, users viewed language learn-
ing applications as more suitable to provide an entry point to 
the language than the expansion of already advanced knowl-
edge. Consequently, resource suitability might evolve during 
the usage process, influencing ViU emergence. The interviews 
made apparent that many participants also adopted a multi-
method approach using several language learning resources at 
a time, each of which fulfilled different purposes as exemplified 
by participant I8’s comment: “I like this multimethod approach 
because I feel that it makes total sense to me that I try to cover 
the different aspects of a language.”

Usage

The last object of assessment is usage, which encompasses 
usage intensity and refers to the frequency and duration of 
usage. Along the ViU emergence process, clear time frames 

become apparent based on the usage intensity, which can 
range from very intense usage to none at all. Whereas the 
excitement of the new can lead to a high intensity level 
(e.g., if the language learning application is used for the first 
time), increasing experience often decreases usage inten-
sity and thereby provides an indication of which ViU emer-
gence stage the consumer is in. Furthermore, participants 
described an overall reduction of usage when they realized 
they had set unrealistic daily or weekly goals; for example: 
“At some point, I realized that I was overwhelmed by the 
quantity [learning volume per day] and that it was unreal-
istic for me, so I didn't even start.” (I8).

The ViU emergence process

In this section, we present ViU stages as we identified them 
from our interviews with their respective assessments and 
movements (see Table 4). Figure 1 graphically illustrates 
the process.

Initial trigger

Stage description At the beginning of each ViU emergence 
process is the initial trigger. This stage represents the reason 
a consumer strives toward a certain goal. Interview partici-
pants referred to specific situations or arising circumstances 
that either reinitiated or triggered the desire to learn a lan-
guage. In the context of language learning applications, an 
initial trigger might involve social motives, such as roman-
tic attachments or foreign family members. Participants also 
mentioned cultural motives (e.g., the desire to develop a cul-
tural understanding or connect with locals) and professional 
reasons (e.g., communication with local contract partners, 
pupils, consultation seekers). Other interviewees mentioned 
specific situations or upcoming events as other triggering 
situations (e.g., holidays, stays abroad). If a usage process is 
triggered by any kind of event or happening, living through 
the event—and, thus, the initial trigger—represents a nat-
ural end to the ViU emergence process. As participant I1 
described, his usage was directed toward a moment: “A stay 
abroad in Slovakia was imminent.”

Table 3  Description of objects of assessment

Aggregation of object of 
assessment

Object of assessment Description

Goals Goal prioritization Determination of which goals are actively pursued
Goal aspirations Identification of all adaptations of the aspired level of goal achievement

Resources Resource selection Evaluation process of potential resources regarding the aspired goal
Resource suitability Assessment of a resource's ability to support a consumer's goal achievement

Usage Usage intensity Frequency and duration of use, from no usage at all to high intensity

2480 N. Bulawa, F. Jacob
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Assessment and  movement The initial trigger represents 
a decisive situation or circumstances, which leads to an 
assessment of existing goal priorities as part of a self-regu-
lation process. Therefore, the prioritization of existing goals 
might be diminished, even though the new goal is not yet 
clearly defined. The initial trigger must be sufficiently pro-
nounced so that the consumer is motivated to move to the 
next stage of goal determination. For instance, one inter-
viewee outlined that his inability to participate in a French 
conversation among his friends was the triggering situation 
that led to goal determination: “My feeling was, okay, I can't 
even join in a conversation in Paris, because I can’t say a 
sentence.” (I7).

Goal determination

Stage description The second stage of the ViU emergence 
process, goal determination, provides the benchmark for 
ViU emergence as the aspired-to level of goal achievement 
is defined. Goals for language learning applications range 
from language proficiency to goals that require language 
competency, such as receiving a residence or work permit 

through language learning. For the latter, language profi-
ciency is a necessary subordinate goal that must be fulfilled 
to reach the higher-order goal. Whether language profi-
ciency is viewed as a subordinate or higher-order goal, it 
manifests in the form of the level of proficiency a participant 
wants to reach or specific competences and skills that a par-
ticipant wants to acquire/keep. Participant I5, for instance, 
expressed his goal in terms of specific skills: “Being able 
to have a simple conversation even; that was kind of my 
goal.” Generally speaking, there are no limitations on what 
goals are pursued and which aspirations are pursued within 
these goals. Therefore, goals should be considered in their 
specific context, and consumers more or less consciously 
determine these goals.

Assessment and movement In goal determination, the cli-
ent assesses how advanced their language skills should or 
must be if a higher-order goal is pursued. This assessment 
takes place considering the goal’s feasibility as well as with 
regard to the consumer’s desire to obtain specific abilities. 
If they have already used a language learning service offer, 
they may judge it suitable for their aspired-to goal. In this 

Fig. 1  The ViU emergence process

2482 N. Bulawa, F. Jacob



1 3

case, goal aspiration assessment is typically accompanied 
by a reassessment of earlier goal aspirations, which are 
respectively adjusted. Once a consumer’s goal aspirations 
are more or less defined, the further course of the ViU emer-
gence process is determined. This movement is dependent 
on whether the resource is assessed as suitable. If consum-
ers do not have previous experience with suitable resources, 
movement toward subscription takes place. However, as one 
participant outlined, once a consumer has already gained 
experience with potential e-service offers and considers one 
of them suitable for the intended goal, a movement to the 
subsequent stage of initial euphoria (described in Sect. 4.2.5) 
may take place when initiating the usage process: “I take the 
Russian language course via XYZ, because I knew that it 
actually worked pretty well with Spanish.” (I13).

Subscription

Stage description After a consumer determines a goal, they 
next specify the means of goal achievement. Within this 
specification process, consumers compare various language 
learning offers. Interview participants reported that they 
first did some internet research, asked for recommendations 
within their social environment, or had specific applications 
in mind from previous advertising exposure. The actual com-
parison process of language learning offers can involve the 
languages offered, especially when less-common languages 
are pursued. Other aspects mentioned pertained to the mobile 
application design and pricing. Therefore, an evaluation of 
the service offer occurs in accordance with its apparent suit-
ability for goal achievement, as one interviewee described 
as follows: “From then on, I only checked which one met my 
requirements best, and that’s when I decided to choose brand 
XYZ.” (I3) Taking into account previously defined consumer 
goals, it becomes evident that consumers may adopt a single 
usage process for a wide range of goal aspirations. When the 
consumer makes a positive decision to use the application, 
the point at which the user enters an official commitment 
with the provider takes place. With regard to usage-based 
offerings, this process entails the consumer’s registration to 
a service, herein referred to as subscription.

Assessment and  movement In the subscription stage, 
resource selection takes place as the consumer assesses 
potential language learning offers that may go beyond 
mobile applications and entail other means. The consumer 
directly compares offerings with regard to their range, ser-
vice design, and price, and this assessment serves in this 
stage as a basis for the registration decision. After the selec-
tion of a service offer, Interviewee I12 described the move-
ment from subscription to orientation and thus the entering 
of the usage stage as follows: “And with one click you have 
the language.”

Orientation

Stage description As soon as the consumer subscribes to 
the service, the orientation stage begins. This stage typically 
does not last long; the consumer browses through the appli-
cations’ main functions to get an overview of its usability 
and its operating principles, as participant I7 describes: “I 
first looked at what languages there are, I found that very 
interesting, and I got a little lost there.” Other terms par-
ticipants used to describe their usage behavior in this stage 
were “playing around,” “testing,” and “trying it out.” How-
ever, they also noted that a full impression typically does not 
occur until a later stage, after they had familiarized them-
selves with the mobile application through repeated use. 
This orientation process is transferable to other e-service 
offers that require consumers’ active involvement.

Assessment and  movement Once the orientation stage 
starts, the consumer assesses the resource suitability of the 
offering. In the context of language learning applications, 
this assessment is mainly rather superficial, as consumers 
interact for the first time with the language learning applica-
tion. Therefore, the assessment refers mainly to the appli-
cations’ overall offer, layout, and usability. One participant 
described this process as follows: “I wanted to try out if 
this is a pleasant way to learn for me.” (I3) The assess-
ment within this phase represents an important threshold for 
subsequent usage: if the resource is considered suitable to 
support ViU emergence, the usage stage of initial euphoria 
begins. If the resource is, however, assessed as unsuitable, 
movement toward termination takes place.

Initial euphoria

Stage description The initial euphoria stage is exciting, fun-
filled, and highly involving for language learning applica-
tion users, as exemplified by interviewee I1: “I just wanted 
to keep going, the next exercise, keep trying, keep testing.” 
This stage has the most intensive usage, as consumers long 
to complete one language learning unit after another, feel-
ing an urge to keep going. This phase evokes more playful 
e-service contexts. At this point, consumers are highly moti-
vated to achieve their goal and enjoy the novelty of the situ-
ation. Progress toward goal achievement is, thereby, marked 
by many small milestones, which foster intensified usage.

Assessment and movement The ViU assessment in initial 
euphoria is initially guided by the milestones the language 
learning application provides by moving from one level to 
the next. However, as the initial euphoria stage proceeds, the 
consumer makes a more profound assessment of their pro-
gress toward goal achievement—for example, on the basis 
of their ability to retain previously learned course content. 
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The very intense usage of the language learning application 
in this stage often exceeds a consumer’s expectations and is, 
therefore, positively assessed. However, this positive evalu-
ation is often replaced by a more negative evaluation as soon 
as they reduce usage intensity and move toward the routine 
stage, described by one participant as follows: “At some 
point, the initial enthusiasm is gone, and you got used to the 
program and to the process, and then the normality crept in 
and then it wasn’t so exciting anymore.” (I2).

Routine

Stage description When the initial euphoria of using the 
service offer declines, the routine stage starts. This transition 
is evident when usage of the language learning application 
declines in duration and frequency. In this stage, the con-
sumer is familiar with the mobile application and its func-
tionalities and demonstrates repeated usage behaviors. It is 
within these routinized behaviors that individual language 
learning rhythms and habits are developed within everyday 
life. For instance, participants stated that they established 
one or two fixed times per week when they studied or that 
usage had become an integral part of their commute. These 
routines can also be applied to the learning process itself, as 
in participant I5’s case: "I realized that the app only works 
if you keep repeating it, and it’s not a magic button that will 
give you the language and you just press it. You have to be 
more active, and I realized how to make it work for me.” 
Compared with the previous phase, the enthusiasm for the 
new is no longer present, and consumer focus lies mainly on 
building a routine.

Assessment and  movement In the routine phase, several 
forms of assessment take place. First, consumers assess 
the usage regularity and duration of the language learning 
application by their adherence to usage routines. Second, 
they assess the resource suitability on a more profound level 
than in previous stages; the suitability assessment concerns 
whether the learning content is clearly structured, whether 
consumers have an overview of the course program, how 
comprehensible the explanation of learning content is, and 
whether the depth of knowledge is sufficient. These aspects 
determine whether the resource supports consumers in gain-
ing new knowledge, as well as the extent to which already 
acquired knowledge is still available, representing progress 
toward goal achievement. Various movements might take 
effect from the routine stage onward, depending on assess-
ment processes. For example, if another trigger occurs 
that engenders new goal aspirations, movement to a new 
ViU emergence process takes place. If goal priorities are 
evaluated and subsequently reduced, movement toward the 
decline stage takes place that is accompanied by a reduction 
in usage intensity. Alternatively, movement may take place 

directly to termination; one participant noted this takes place 
if a resource is not considered suitable for goal achievement 
anymore: “That's why I stopped using it [application]. In my 
opinion, it wasn't systematic.” (I6).

Decline

Stage description The decline phase is characterized by a 
low intensity of use. The consumer still uses the applica-
tion occasionally but no longer adheres to the developed 
learning rhythms. Participants referred to “sporadic or less 
usage,” “not as intense [usage],” “less regularity,” or, as 
participant I13 describes it: “Then it happened that it died 
down so badly that I hardly used it anymore.” This can be 
caused by a focus shift toward other goals, which pushes 
ViU emergence regarding language learning in the back-
ground. Therefore, only little progress is made toward goal 
achievement, resulting in little potential for ViU emergence.

Assessment and  movement An assessment of the usage 
intensity shows only limited potential for ViU emergence. 
This decrease might be due to a reassessment of the priority 
of learning a language. Alternatively, the language learning 
application may be assessed as unsuitable for goal achieve-
ment at this point, which may be because the learning con-
tent is not transparent, it is no longer challenging enough, 
or it does not sufficiently cover advanced language levels. 
From this stage onward, two movements can be made. If the 
initial goal level of language proficiency is still aspired to at 
this point and goal priority reduced on a temporary basis, a 
back-movement to routine can occur through an increase in 
usage intensity. However, if the assessment results in goal 
aspirations being lowered and goal priorities reduced in 
favor of others, a movement toward termination is likely. 
For instance, Interviewee I1 described the decrease in goal 
aspirations as follows: “The goal of learning Spanish has 
also become a little less, shifted a bit into the background.”

Termination

Stage description When usage has stopped completely, the 
consumer enters the termination stage. This stage might take 
on different forms. First, the initial trigger may no longer be 
relevant because it has already occurred (e.g., holiday, stay 
abroad, event) or because social motives are no longer pre-
sent (e.g., romantic relationships or friendships did not last). 
Second, the consumer may have reached his or her goal 
(e.g., the desired skills or level of language proficiency) and 
therefore terminates usage. Third, the consumer may not 
have reached the goal but decided to no longer pursue it via 
the language learning application. Last, a natural end may 
be introduced to the usage process as described by one par-
ticipant, who completed all available course content of the 
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language learning application successfully: “Well, I got to 
the end of Spanish, so I finished all units [of the language 
learning application].” (I13).

Assessment and movement In termination stage, the con-
sumer no longer uses the application or deletes it, either 
having achieved or having not achieved their goals or no 
longer having the same goals. Alternatively, the consumer 
assesses that the resource is unsuitable (e.g., insufficient 
coverage of the topic, or accompanying of advanced lan-
guage levels), they have completed the entire course con-
tent, or the initial trigger is no longer present. In any case, 
an assessment of goal priorities might take place, leading 
to a reprioritization of goals. If ViU emerged, consumers 
move to a new ViU emergence process, which begins with 
a new trigger. If ViU emergence did not take place, but 
aspirations toward the initial goal still exist, the consumer 
might select another resource in the stage of subscription. 
One interviewee described the termination of the language 
learning application for another resource as follows: “But 
then the language course replaced the app completely and 
then I didn't use the app anymore.” (I12).

Contributions

Theoretical contributions

This study expands the current state of research on dynamic 
ViU emergence, which is generally recognized but rarely inves-
tigated (Medberg & Grönroos, 2020). In particular, this study 
outlines the course of dynamic ViU emergence via an eight-
stage circular model, the ViU emergence process. In devia-
tion from previous models, which prescribe a fixed sequence 
of consumer processes, the ViU emergence process depicts 
a nondeterministic approach, thereby reflecting the dynamic 
character of ViU, which is in line with Day (1999, p. 70), who 
advocates a self-reinforcing “value-cycles” perspective rather 
than linear chains. From a service process perspective, it also 
evokes Pentland’s (2003) view, which shows that the person-
alization of service processes leads to sequential variety.

We further conclude that the course of the ViU emer-
gence process is dependent on movements that take place 
along the ViU emergence process as well as on assess-
ment processes that go beyond ViU to encompass goals, 
resources, and usage intensity. In so doing, we highlight the 
important role of assessments and movements as underlying 
concepts of self-regulation for shaping the process while also 
demonstrating that goals, resources and usage are continu-
ously assessed throughout the ViU emergence process. The 
ongoing assessment denotes a dynamic perspective of ViU 
in contrast to previous static one-off evaluations or earlier 

value conceptualizations, such as value generated through 
an exchange between goods and money (Gummerus, 2013).

Furthermore, the application of regulatory mode 
theory as an extension to ViU emergence represents 
uncharted territory, which, to the best of our knowledge, 
no extant studies have yet entered. As Becker et  al. 
(2020) have shown, the adoption of a self-regulation 
theory is a promising approach for goal-oriented 
consumer processes. Unlike them, we have applied the 
underlying concepts of self-regulation—locomotion 
and assessment—instead of a self-regulatory model. In 
accordance with regulatory mode theory, locomotion can 
be dependent on, but also independent of, assessments 
(Higgins et al., 2003). As our results show, assessments 
are drivers of movement unless there is only one 
subsequent stage, in which case pre-stage assessments 
are not decisive. By examining a consumer’s usage 
intensity, assessments, and movements, practitioners can 
pinpoint where a consumer is located within the ViU 
emergence process, so that appropriate measures can be 
taken to further promote consumers’ ViU emergence.

The applied goal-oriented view also contributes to exist-
ing e-service ViU research, which has so far examined ViU 
on basis of service quality dimensions advocating a ViU 
measurement of benefit and sacrifices (e.g., Heinonen & 
Strandvik, 2009; Heinonen, 2004, 2006a). Our study pro-
poses a different origin for e-service ViU emergence, which 
goes beyond the consideration of service quality dimen-
sions. Whereas current conceptualizations of ViU assess-
ments from a goal achievement perspective have presumed 
an active shaping of ViU, our work identifies an emergent 
component to ViU, which, to date, is only found in studies 
adopting a benefit/sacrifice ViU assessment understand-
ing (Heinonen & Strandvik, 2009). We, therefore, support 
Heinonen and Strandvik’s (2009) proposed shift in termi-
nology toward the term “ViU emergence” and away from 
“ViU creation,” which presupposes an active shaping of ViU 
(Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008).

Lastly, our investigation of goals, resources, and usage as 
main objects of assessment—contributes further to the ViU 
literature by identifying and examining their sub-dimen-
sions. While each of the examined objects is well recognized 
within the literature (e.g., Hartwig & Jacob, 2021; Klein-
altenkamp & Dekanozishvili, 2018), previous approaches 
tended towards an examination on a more generic level, 
thus not taking into account its respective subdimensions. 
Unlike them, we have developed a more refined elaboration 
of each object, which allows us to identify five underlying 
dimensions: goal prioritization and goal aspirations (goals), 
resource selection and resource suitability (resources), and 
usage intensity (usage); each of which is able to affect the 
further course of dynamic ViU emergence.
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Managerial implications

Our findings propose a shift in managerial thinking from 
consumer experience thinking toward consumer ViU emer-
gence thinking. Instead of focusing on how consumers can 
be engaged in co-creating activities with the firm, service 
providers should focus on becoming involved in consumers’ 
lives (Heinonen et al., 2010).

E-service providers should adopt a goal-oriented perspec-
tive when devising long-term usage processes, as doing so can 
highlight opportunities to support a consumer’s ViU emer-
gence. Special emphasis should be placed on the alignment 
between consumer goals, the service offer, and consumer 
usage. To this end, e-service providers should tailor the ser-
vice offering toward a consumer’s aspired-to goal level or 
skills by allowing them to specify these aspects when engag-
ing in the e-service. This way, service elements can be com-
posed such that they are aligned with these specifications, 
ensuring the service offers suitability on a long-term basis.

In addition to aligning the service offering with con-
sumer goals, providers should devise e-services in a way that 
facilitates their usability, setup, quality, and enjoyment. For 
example, e-services should be easily navigable, and a clear 
overview of the service offering should be given. Moreover, 
content should be complete, accurate, and comprehensible. 
Last, enjoyment during usage can be further enhanced by 
visual appeal or game design elements. E-service provid-
ers should also promote individual usage behavior and the 
formation of usage routines through a flexible e-service 
implementation. One way to do so is by giving consum-
ers milestones or the opportunity to set their own. In either 
case, providers should support consumers in specifying real-
istic goals, as unattainable milestones can impede the goal 
achievement progress. Another way to do so is to enable 
consumer activity planning, which simplifies the scheduling 
of activities within the consumer’s life. Last, the introduc-
tion of value-auditing processes is advisable for e-service 
providers, as they can help consumers visualize ViU through 
performance-based feedback (Macdonald et al., 2016).

Along the usage process, e-service providers should 
take various measures to further promote ViU emergence. 
Marketing efforts regarding consumer acquisition should 
be directed toward a consumer’s goal achievement and 
acknowledge various goal aspirations. Furthermore, the 
range of services should be clearly presented with a focus 
on differentiating service offerings. Once consumers are 
registered, e-service providers should ensure that consum-
ers are guided and accompanied through their initial and 
subsequent usage process. This guidance should make evi-
dent how the product or service supports the user’s goal 
aspirations. To ensure long-lasting and intensive usage, the 
consumer should have access to a diversified service offer 

accompanied by value-auditing processes and milestones. 
When irregularity of consumer activities becomes apparent, 
e-service providers should take countermeasures to make 
users aware of their initially aspired-to goal and encourage 
them toward goal achievement. When the e-service has been 
terminated, it is advisable to find out why a service or prod-
uct is no longer used. Consumers who achieved their goal 
can be used as advocates, and alternative services can be 
positioned. If a consumer did not achieve their goal, e-ser-
vice providers should use their feedback for further service 
or product enhancements that could potentially reduce the 
churn rate. Overall, consumer activities, assessments, and 
movements provide e-service providers with an indication of 
a consumer’s ViU emergence, which can be used as a basis 
to develop appropriate measures.

Limitations and suggestions for future 
research

The present study provides a more elaborate understanding 
of the dynamic ViU emergence process in e-services than 
previous research. Unfortunately, we had to limit ourselves 
to a single case study, although we still strived toward a gen-
eralization of the results. We acknowledge the possibility that 
generalization may need to be investigated—for instance, on 
the basis of future research examining other usage processes 
in various service and product contexts. Therefore, we do not 
rule out the possibility that stages such as initial euphoria 
may differ in certain service contexts. For example, in our 
research context, this stage is associated with fun and the 
novelty of the situation, which might not occur in less play-
ful service contexts. Subsequent quantitative studies would 
also be beneficial to allow a statistical generalization. While 
this study examines ViU emergence along one usage process, 
it is certainly desirable to look at dynamic ViU emergence 
across multiple interrelated usage processes. Future research 
projects should therefore include various resources available 
to a user. Furthermore, this study relies on narrative accounts, 
which allows the reconstruction of past episodes. A longitu-
dinal study involving multiple measurement points would be 
a fruitful avenue to gain even deeper insights of ViU emer-
gence over time. In this vein, the individual phases of the 
model can also be used as objects of future research to gain a 
better understanding of them. In addition, our investigation 
focused on the ViU emergence process from a consumer per-
spective. For future studies, it is worth considering how ViU 
emerges from a provider perspective and how consumer and 
provider perspectives can be contrasted.
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