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THE ROLE OF EMPLOYEE GOAL FRAMES IN VALUE CO-CREATION 

 

ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the role of actor goal frames in value co-creation through a service-dominant 

logic lens in an industrial context. Adopting an industrial ethnographic approach, the principal 

researcher engaged with the participants in car and tile manufacturing firm. A total of 71 

employees were interviewed and observed over a period of five months. Secondary data were also 

collected in both firms, which included a quarterly magazine, presentations, and published research 

reports. We find that employee goal frames influence the way employees experience work and co-

create value. Three key goal frames influence value co-creation: 1) individual (i.e., positive 

emotions, recognition, learning and growth, and work content) 2) relative (i.e., concerns for other 

individuals), and 3) collective (i.e., contributing to the collective entity). The paper contributes to 

the extant literature in three ways: firstly, it offers goal frames as a new construct to understand 

employee value co-creation, secondly, it conceptualizes the connection between goal frames and 

value co-creation, and thirdly, it investigates an important, yet ignored, stakeholder i.e., 

employees; and hence contributes to a more balanced theoretical foundation for S-D logic in an 

industrial context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Value co-creation is an interactive process which involves multiple actors benefitting each other 

(Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2012; Storbacka, Brodie, Böhmann, Maglio, & Nenonen, 2016), and 

encompasses a broad scope stemming from a single actor towards multiple actors within a service 

system (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). This view involves all stakeholders (Grönroos & Voima, 2013; 

Gummesson, 2008) in their various roles, such as customers, partners, suppliers, employees etc. in 

the value co-creation process. Indeed, Gummesson (2008) suggests all stakeholders for a balanced 

foundation of theoretical and practical developments should be included in theory development. 

Nevertheless, extant research tends to focus on customers (Chandler & Lusch, 2015) and less on 

other stakeholders such as employees in value co-creation (Grace & Lo Iacono, 2015).  

 

Storbacka et al. (2016) argue that to fully understand value co-creation, it is necessary to examine 

its microfoundations. They argue that the locus of value lies in the micro level (i.e., individual 

level) rather than macro level (i.e., firm-level) explanations. This micro-level approach assists in 

understanding the individual-level factors that contribute to firms level factors. So, this paper 

adopts at the microfoundation approach fundamentally revolving around employee actions and 

their interactions to explore value co-creation.  

 

The importance of human actor cognitions (e.g., goal frames) is widely acknowledged within S-D 

logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). Within other fields such as psychology (e.g., (Latham & Pinder, 

2005; Locke & Latham, 2004), management (e.g., (Latham & Yukl, 1975), education (e.g., 

(Zimmerman, 2000), and entrepreneurship (Kotlar & De Massis, 2013) the importance of an 

individuals’ goals is also recognized. Similarly, Van Doorn et al. (2010) suggest that an important 

driver of an actor to engage in value co-creation is their cognitions. Epp and Price (2011) suggest 

that the way individual experiences and creates value are based on their goals (individual, 

relational, and collective). Even though the importance of employees’ goals is recognized, 

empirically studies using value co-creation lens are not abundant. This research addresses this 

problem aiming to explore the role of an actor’s goal frames in co-creating value in an industrial 

context. Specifically, this study is driven by the following research question: 

How do employees frame their goals to co-create value?  

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Value co-creation is a multi-actor phenomenon involving actors engaging and collaborating with 

one another in an interactive process (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). This multi-actor phenomenon depicts 

a broad scope of value co-creation stemming from a single actor towards multiple actors (Vargo 

& Lusch, 2016). As such, actors may have various roles such as customers, partners, suppliers, 

and employees (Grönroos & Voima, 2013; Vargo & Lusch, 2017). To date, scholars have 

concentrated on actors in their role as customers (Li, Juric, & Brodie, 2017), neglecting other actors 

such as employees (Grace & Lo Iacono, 2015). This study adopts a more balanced approach to 

theory building by including actors in their role as employees. 

 

Microfoundations of Value Co-creation 

Value co-creation is a complex phenomenon which is difficult to empirically observe and 

therefore, it is important to identify and select an appropriate unit of analysis to explore value co-

creation. Storbacka et al. (2016) elaborate on the macro, meso, and micro level of analysis of value 

co-creation. The macro level implies an outcome of value co-creation based on institutional logic 
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and service ecosystem. The meso level includes situational mechanisms, and transformational 

mechanisms (such as the actors and resources, engagement platforms, and resource integration 

patterns). And the micro level includes action-formation mechanisms (such as actor cognitions, 

disposition, and engagement properties). 

 

To understand value processes, Felin and Hesterly (2007) challenge the conventional (macro level) 

capabilities and knowledge-based researchers. They argue that the locus of value lies in the micro 

level (i.e., individual level) rather than macro level (i.e., firm-level) explanations. Baron and Kreps 

(1999) argue that a key element of any organization’s success or failure is its individuals, 

Organizations are made up of humans, and no organizational function exists without humans. 

Therefore, the analysis should fundamentally involve individual actions and their interactions 

(Felin & Foss, 2005). The microfoundation movement has gained momentum in the past decade. 

It is fundamentally based on the idea of lower-level analytical explanation of the macro-level 

phenomenon (Felin, Foss, & Ployhart, 2015). This means reducing the phenomenon at the micro 

level to uncover emergent, collective and organizational level concepts (Foss, 2011). There are 

three reasons to opt for microfoundation: (a) alternative explanations, (b) managerial intervention, 

and (c) fundamental causes and predictability (Abell, Felin, & Foss, 2008). For example, the way 

an individual’s interaction leads to emergent, collective, and organizational-level outcomes and 

performances, and an understanding of how the macro-level variables are mediated by micro 

actions and interactions (Foss & Pedersen, 2014). This paper argues that the service marketing 

theory requires microfoundations to comprehend the macro-level processes. Otherwise, it may 

possibly fall into a misfit between theory and empirical reality (Håkansson & Snehota, 2000). 

Therefore, this paper undertakes a micro-level of analysis i.e., individuals and their interactions to 

explore value co-creation. 

 

Individual actors affect value co-creation through direct interactions (Grönroos & Voima, 2013). 

Whilst behavioural dimensions of actor interaction have been the focus of much attention (e.g., 

(Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; Laud & Karpen, 2017; Waseem, Biggemann, & Garry, 2018; Yi & 

Gong, 2013), cognitive and emotional dimensions are underexplored or have remained implicit 

within behavioural manifestations (Hollebeek, Srivastava, & Chen, 2019). Investigating 

interactions through behavioural manifestations largely neglects the role of cognition which may 

be key in explaining both individual and organizational levels of value creation (Felin & Hesterly, 

2007; Lepak, Smith, & Taylor, 2007). Crucially, identifying the role of individual actor cognitions 

in applying operant resources within a value co-creating scenario in an industrial context is an area 

recognized as requiring further investigation (Van Doorn et al., 2010; Waseem et al., 2018). 

 

Goal frames 

Actors choose and invest in knowledge, skills (operant resources) and machinery (operand 

resources) (Vargo & Lusch, 2008) based on their competences (Waseem et al., 2018) and 

cognitions (Van Doorn et al., 2010). A direct influence on an individual’s actions comes from their 

cognitions such as their goal frames. A goal is referred to as the aim of an action to attain a specific 

performance standard within a specified time frame (Locke & Latham, 2002). Whereas frames are 

the selection of one’s beliefs, attitudes, knowledge, situational relevance etc. (Lindenberg, 2001). 

A goal “frame” is the way actors process information and act upon it (Lindenberg & Foss, 2011). 

The notion that human behaviour is affected by goals or purpose is not new. From experience and 

experimental evidence, it is clear that different goals create different levels of motivations for 
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individuals to create value. Individuals, departments and firms all have heterogeneous goals. 

Researchers assume that actors performing their activities work towards a common goal and 

interests (Fyrberg Yngfalk, 2013). Recognizing the heterogeneous nature of the goal, this 

somewhat ‘optimistic’ perspective has been increasingly criticized (Harris, Plé, & Chumpitaz 

Cáceres, 2010). This raises the question as to how do employee goals benefit customers’ value co-

creation? A clear understanding of an individual’s goal frames is required if we are to fully 

understand how we might enhance the value co-created by different employees (Lindenberg & 

Foss, 2011). 

 

By exploring the goal framing of employees, this study seeks to discover how employees frame 

their goals so as to co-create value and to identify what the outcomes of this may be? 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Date was collected from two large manufacturing companies, one in the automotive industry with 

more than 2,300 employees and the other in the tile industry with more than 1,800 employees. 

These firms were selected because of the importance of having a service perspective in 

manufacturing firms which have largely been ignored the service marketing literature (Grönroos 

& Helle, 2010; Neghina, Caniëls, Bloemer, & van Birgelen, 2014) Additionally, the principal 

researcher’s familiarity with the firms and access to key individuals at senior management level 

influenced the firm selection. 

 

Adopting an industrial ethnographic approach, the principal researcher engaged with the 

participants in their routine activities for five months; two months in the car manufacturing firm 

and three months in the tile manufacturing firm. 

 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through interviews and participant observation by the principal researcher. In-

depth observation facilitated not only a deep understanding of the employees’ perspective and the 

business processes but also of the overall business context.  

 

Over two months 14 interviews (52 min on average) were conducted in the car manufacturing firm. 

Also, the principal researcher participated in 20 casual discussions, meetings, and feedback 

sessions, all resulting in a total of 603 minutes of recordings and field notes transcribed to 

approximately 100 pages. In the tile manufacturing firm, 57 employees from multiple levels within 

the firm were interviewed over a period of three months. The 57 semi-structured in-depth 

interviews lasted between 18 and 90 minutes. Secondary data were also collected in both firms, 

which included a quarterly magazine, presentations, and published research reports. 

 

Explication of data 

Following Groenewald (2004) guidelines data were explained, not analyzed. The term analysis 

means to “break in parts” whereas the term explication means “keeping the context whole”. This 

allows a focus, on the whole, to provide context to individual meaning (Groenewald, 2004; 

Hycner, 1985).  
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FINDINGS 

Findings are presented in three key areas reflecting the broader goal frames among the employees. 

Goal frames were identified based on their conceptualization towards the employee’s job role, 

functional work, and value co-creation experience. Informants exhibited individual, relational, and 

collective goal frames, mostly individual goal frames, with a lesser prevalence of relational goal 

frames and collective goal frames. These frames are shaped by an individual’s beliefs, attitudes, 

knowledge, situational relevance etc. 

 

Individual Goal Frames  

Evidence of individual goal frames became apparent in the forms of positive emotions, 

recognition, learning and growth, and intrinsic interest. 

 

a) Positive emotions 

Participants shared that employees framed their actions to experience positive emotions. Some of 

the emotions exhibited were enjoyment and happiness. For example, Participant A explained how 

success at work was exhibited if the employee enjoyed their work content.  

 

Participant A: 

“You only succeed only when you enjoy what you’re doing…. If you enjoy and you’re paid for 

enjoying life and you spend 70%-80% of your wake hours at work you got to enjoy what you’re 

doing otherwise it isn’t worth doing it. So, if you can get a combination of being paid to enjoy life 

and enjoy your work then there’s nothing better than that.” 

 

Similarly, Participant Y exhibits how he experienced positive emotions when he was able to 

outperform his own targets of sales. He was able to achieve the firm’s largest sales order and 

experienced a lot of happiness. Participant Y: 

“The happiness I got from stayed for a very long time because in the history of XYZ firm, there 

hasn’t been any shipment bigger than this one and in the history of XYZ firm this has been the 

largest single order.”  

 

b) Recognition 

Participants articulated how recognition at work framed their actions. Recognition from others not 

only influenced why they achieved a certain task but also influenced their efforts. 

For example, Participant N shares: 

“…that they’re recognizing my work and they’re appreciating so then the energy of his work is 

500 times more.”  

 

Another Participant H shared how an appreciation of senior management and colleagues was the 

major reason for why a certain task was accomplished. The framing of the achievement of the task 

was to gain appreciation. Participant H shares: 

“We highly got appreciated even our consultant asked with us that how we have done this.” 

Another Participant K shares: 

“This was a good experience and the management appreciated it…” 
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c) Learning and growth 

Participants framed their varied experiences around personal learning and growth. For example, 

Participant A exhibited how success at work was exhibited if the employee enjoyed their work 

content. Participant A shares: 

“I’m learning here, I’m growing and I’m able to grow my learning and I’m able to grow my 

experience.”  

 

d) Intrinsic interest 

Some participants framed their experiences around their intrinsic interest in work content. For 

example, Participant R shared experience of developing a cost-reducing material in-house. The 

material had previously been imported from Spain incurring additional costs to the firm. The 

participant’s personal interest in this research arena led him and his team to experiment with 

different raw materials such as silica, calcium, and magnesium. Researching the subject in his own 

time together with his team, they were able to formulate the material in the firm’s R&D laboratory 

and subsequently test it successfully in the furnace, Participant R explained: 

 “So, because of my interest, I thought that we should develop the frit [the main component of a 

ceramic glaze in tile] in-house.”  

 

Another participant shared his interest in the job role when asked about what his functional area 

meant to him. He shared how he loved his work. Participant AA states:  

“First of all, it’s my job. If you’re asking personally so it's my job and I love my job. Whatever I’m 

doing…” 

 

Relational Goad Frames 

Within relational conceptualization, the participants exhibited concern for other individuals, such 

as customers, as their reason to engage in an activity. Participant P works in the Category 

department. The Category department grades, sorts and packs tiles relative to particular quality 

criteria. The tiles are then sold at different prices depending upon the quality. The firm had recently 

launched a new design of tile requiring the implementation of innovative technology. The 

department’s routine sorting normally encompassed 2-3 designs of tiles. However, as the new 

(inkjet printing) technology was introduced, the Category department received 41 different designs 

of tiles to sort. To address this, the firm has invested in automated machines but instead, Participant 

P opted for his department to do it manually. He explained that whilst the automated machine 

would be more efficient, there was the potential they could compromise quality which would have 

consequences for their customers and ultimately the company: 

 

Participant N explains how he works on this philosophy to benefit the end customer through his 

functional work. Participant N shares:  

“In terms of work… what do I say what it means to me… my own thinking is that the end customer 

should be satisfied. That is it… I work on this theme.” 

 

Collective Goal Frame 

Within the collective conceptualization, the participants shared their experiences of contribution 

to the collective entity e.g., organization. The way participants framed their experience was to 

contribute towards the firm. Participant AR explained his actions at work were primarily to help 

the company. He explained that he worked on the philosophy of prioritizing the objectives of the 
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company above his own because if he is successful, it will benefit others as he believed profits 

would flow down to all employees. This is also reflective of the altruistic vision of the CEO of 

contributing to the greater good of society. Participant AR explained: 

 “Helping the company grow to put the company before me, you have to do it.” 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In the individual goal frame conceptualization, participants reflect how a goal frame is directed 

towards their individual self in the form of positive emotions, recognition, learning and growth, 

and intrinsic interest. Emotions play an important role in understanding employees’ behaviour in 

an organization. Emotions are exhibited when an individual assesses personal meaning to a reality 

(Fredrickson, 2001). In the preliminary findings, the positive emotions which the participants 

experienced were happiness and enjoyment. The participants’ goal frame revolved around how 

certain task or activity made them exhibit positive emotions. Previous studies have shown that 

positive emotions at work are associated with increased job involvement or organizational 

identification (Fisher & Ashkanasy, 2000). Studies have also shown the importance of positive 

emotions to improve the performance of individuals in teams. For example, Meneghel, Salanova, 

and Martínez (2016) investigated the relationship between collective positive emotions at work 

and team resilience. The study highlighted the importance of developing collective positive 

emotions to help teams to foster team resilience and improve their performance (Meneghel et al., 

2016). Recognitions are analyzed in four main forms: personal recognition; recognition of task 

outcomes; recognition of overall work practice; and recognition of job dedication. In the 

preliminary findings, the participants exhibited recognition related to the outcome of tasks and 

overall work practice. Previous studies have shown that recognition based upon efforts contribute 

to the success of the organization (Luthans, 2000). Another study investigates the causal effect of 

unannounced, public recognition on employee performance and concludes that recognition 

increases subsequent performance significantly (Bradler, Dur, Neckermann, & Non, 2016). 

Learning and growth orientations of employees are recognized as a critical component of 

organizational effectiveness (Maurer & Tarulli, 1994). In the preliminary findings, participants 

exhibit how varied tasks made them experience individual learning and growth. A learning 

orientation stems from an individual’s interest in one's challenging work preference, a view of 

curiosity, an opportunity to master the material. Psychologists have identified that learning and 

growth orientation assists individuals to improve their abilities and master the tasks performance 

(Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar (1994) identified that sales personnel learning 

orientation exhibit a different work behaviour which influences the performance. Intrinsic interest 

reflects an individual’s role in being intrinsically interested in the work. The preliminary findings 

of this study suggest that participants were intrinsically interested in the work content. Previous 

researchers have found that intrinsic interest results in superior performance (Eisenberger, Pierce, 

& Cameron, 1999). 

 

In the relational goal frame conceptualization, participants reflect how a goal frame is directed 

towards their concern for other individuals such as customers. Psychologists have proposed that 

psychological processes focused on others play an important role in guiding employees to take 

action that is helpful (Grant & Berry, 2011). Previous studies have found that employees whose 

actions are directed towards others such as supervisors, clients, customers or co-workers exhibit 

higher job performance (De Dreu & Nauta, 2009). 
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In the collective goal frame conceptualization, participants reflect how a goal frame is directed 

towards their contribution to the collective entity such as organization. Previous studies have 

proposed that orientation of employees to benefit the collective orientation on employee 

performance. Studies have indicated that employees with high collective orientation benefit 

interaction of a group, enhance team cooperation, and improves individual and team performance 

(Driskell & Salas, 1992). Additionally, a study found that a group of employee’s collectivistic 

orientation related to cooperative team behaviours impacts team performance (Eby & Dobbins, 

1997). 

 

Based on the preliminary findings, the authors propose a conceptual framework of actors varied 

goal frames to influence value co-creation as exhibited in Figure 1 below. 

 

Figure 1: Framework of the actor’s goal frame in value co-creation 

 

 
 

To conclude, this paper explores an actor’s different goal frames which influence value co-creation 

in an industrial context. These preliminary findings explore three key goal frames which influence 

value co-creation namely, individual, relative, and collective. By doing so, the paper to contribute 

to the literature in the service marketing field. Specifically, it offers three key theoretical 

contributions to the S-D logic literature. First, it proffers a new construct namely goal frames to 

understand employee value co-creation. Secondly, it is the first attempt to conceptualize the 

connection between goal frames and value co-creation. Third, it investigates an important yet 

ignored stakeholder (i.e., employees) and contributes to a more balanced theoretical foundation of 

S-D logic in an industrial context. 

 

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS  

The study offers multiple insights for practitioners. The findings of the three different goal frames 

help practitioners to further understand the significance of employee goal frames to co-create value 

in an industrial context. In organizations, the emphasis is on benefiting individual incentives rather 

than benefiting the collective entity. For example, managers mostly emphasize on individual goal 

frames such as monetary rewards, recognition, incentives, enjoyment, fun etc. as the primary aim 
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of value co-creation. However, managers may set collective and relative goal frames which are 

more conducive to value co-creation. So, managers may ensure that contribution towards relative 

and collective entity is the primary goal frame of an employee’s efforts. These insights may help 

practitioners improve performance by understanding the role of different goal frames play in 

enhancing both employee and organizational performance through enhanced value co-creation 

opportunities. Furthermore, practitioners may include the characteristics of relational and 

collective goal frames in the firm’s strategies and processes to facilitate the co-creation of value. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

A limitation of this study is that it analyzed value co-creation based on the past lived experiences 

of individuals. Experiential value is limited to the understanding of the past, and individuals tend 

to remember past events differently as compared to how they occur in reality. Individuals do not 

necessarily depend on experiences of past events, but they embrace creativity and forsee future for 

predicting behaviors. Gavetti and Levinthal (2000) compare these cognitive aspects as forward-

looking and experiential aspects as backward looking. Even though the methodology we employed 

allows a deeper understanding of experiences of individuals at their work but it has limitations. It 

is necessary to acknowledge that comprehensive experience will never be fully accessible to 

researchers (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). The individual sense-making cannot fully reveal 

lived experiences of individuals and represents only their mental constructs thereby not fully 

explaining the external observable actions (Helkkula, Kelleher, & Pihlström, 2012). Therefore, a 

focus on these aspects suggests creative and forward/future thinking can be adopted in future 

studies.  

 

DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

This study was undertaken in a traditional organizational setting so there is an opportunity to 

explore the goal frames in different work contexts. With the advancement of technology, the nature 

of work has changed within the organizational setting. Organizations are now becoming boundary-

less and the roles of individuals are also changing. For example, there are numerous work contexts 

where the tasks are interdependent on multiple individuals but the teams operate from distant 

locations e.g., virtual teams (Hertel, Konradt, & Orlikowski, 2004).  
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