Service action research: review and guidelines

Downloaded from: https://research.chalmers.se, 2021-03-06 06:16 UTC

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):
Elg, M., Gremyr, I., Halldorsson, A. et al (2020)
Service action research: review and guidelines
Journal of Services Marketing, 34(1): 87-99
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JSM-11-2018-0350

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

research.chalmers.se offers the possibility of retrieving research publications produced at Chalmers University of Technology.
It covers all kind of research output: articles, dissertations, conference papers, reports etc. since 2004.
research.chalmers.se is administrated and maintained by Chalmers Library

(article starts on next page)

Service action research: review and guidelines
Mattias Elg
Department of Management and Engineering, Linköping University, Linköping, Sweden

Ida Gremyr
Department of Technology Management and Economics, Chalmers University of Technology, Göteborg, Sweden

Árni Halldorsson
Department of Technology Economics and Organization, Chalmers University of Technology, Gothenburg, Sweden and
Hanken School of Economics, Helsinki, Finland, and

Andreas Wallo
Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, Linköping University, Linköping, Sweden
Abstract
Purpose – Conducting research that is both practice- and theory-relevant is important for the service research community. Action research can be a
fruitful approach for service researchers studying the transformative role of service research and wanting to make contributions to both the research
community and to practical development. By exploring the current use of action research in service research, this study aims to make suggestions for
enhancing the contribution to theory and practice development and to propose criteria for research quality for action research in service research.
Design/methodology/approach – This study builds on a systematic literature review of the use of action research approaches in service research.
Findings – The study makes three main contributions. First, it posits that any action research project needs to consider the four elements of problem
identiﬁcation, theorization, creating guiding concepts and intervention. Second, based on these elements mirrored in service action research, it
outlines and analyzes three approaches to action research (i.e. theory-enhancing, concept developing and practice-enhancing). Third, it suggests a
move from instrumental to a more conceptual relevance of the research and elaborates on the criteria for research quality.
Originality/value – This study contributes to the understanding of how action research may be applied for conducting high-quality collaborative
research in services and proposes measures to enhance research quality in action research projects focusing services.
Keywords Co-creation, Qualitative research, Marketing research
Paper type Literature review

Keating et al., 2018) and the need to enhance “theoretical
advances and managerial usefulness” (Brodie and Gustafsson,
2016). Interestingly, while the new directions on what needs to
be done in service research are explained in comprehensive
terms, there is little debate on how the knowing–doing gap
should be bridged.
Action research can be considered a fruitful approach for
researchers studying the transformative role of service research
and making contributions to both the research community and
practical development (Gummesson and Gronroos, 2012).
Action research, thus, has the potential to bridge the
knowledge-doing gap through its “transformative orientation to
knowledge creation,” through which understanding and action
are united, in the sense that researchers create new knowledge
together with practitioners (Bradbury-Huang, 2010, p. 93).
This implies spirals of action research cycles, including

1. Introduction
There is growing concern that academic research is losing its
relevance and becoming less useful for solving practical
problems (Van De Ven and Johnson, 2006). According to
critics, academics are more focused on getting published than
on making socially meaningful contributions (Alvesson et al.,
2017). However, some also agree that the so-called
collaborative research models, which often have an extensive
interest in research utilization, tend to overly focus on practical
interests, missing opportunities to produce theoretical
knowledge (Herr and Anderson, 2005).
The problem of balancing research that is both practical- and
theory-relevant is high on the agenda of the service research
community (Gummesson and Gronroos, 2012). Recently,
several papers on the scope, development and research priorities
of service research have been published. These papers reference
the transformative role of service research vis-à-vis management
practice both by suggesting new research agendas (Ostrom
et al., 2015; Brax and Visintin, 2017; Field et al., 2018;
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planning, action and observing (Ballantyne, 2004). These
cycles provide a range of challenges for researchers engaged in
action research. Keeping the new transformative, reoriented
role of service research in mind, there is a need to move from
the guidance that is given by the early proponents of action
research (Gummesson, 2000) to the speciﬁc problems that are
encountered by researchers in practical action research
projects.
Service scholars have called for the increased use of action
research (Gummesson, 2000; Gummesson and Gronroos,
2012), assuming greater proximity between researcher and
practitioners. While this aligns well with the nature of services
as being created in situ, limited attention has been paid to the
usage of action research in the ﬁeld of services. As action
research has been criticized for a lack of academic rigor and
limited contributions to theory (Svensson et al., 2007), a
speciﬁc focus on research quality can enable future action
research studies in service research to make contributions to
theory and practice. By exploring the current use of action
research in service research, this study aims to make
suggestions for enhancing the contribution to theory and
practice development and to propose criteria for research
quality of action research in service research. This purpose is
addressed by a literature review that is guided by the following
research questions:

knowledge.” The link between action and new knowledge is
secured through spiraling cycles of activities, including
planning, acting, observing and reﬂecting, performed by a
group of people who try to solve complex, practical problems
(Perry and Gummesson, 2004). Thus, any action research
project involves the elements of problem identiﬁcation and
theorization, which are the guiding concepts for dealing with
the problem and intervention.
A central, and often debated, issue in action research is the
role of the researcher in relation to the other active participants
and the study object (Herr and Anderson, 2005). A common
way to describe this role is that “action researchers are outside
agents who act as facilitators of the action and reﬂection within
an organisation” (Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002, p. 227). A
counterpoint to this approach is the perspective of the
professional who engages in research as an organizational
insider. By being concerned with self-transformation and
organizational development, the insider reﬂects and
contributes to their organization and clients.
Action research aims to produce knowledge that is both
practical and scientiﬁcally relevant and maintain a normative
orientation concerned with issues such as organizational
development,
democratic
processes,
equality
and
emancipation. This is also echoed in service research, in which
researchers called for more use of action research and
participant observation (Gummesson et al., 2014; Corus and
Saatcioglu, 2015). Fisk et al. (2016), for example, claim that
community action research is “well suited” to study complex
service systems, such as the “bottom of the pyramid.” Such
attention to proximity and engagement through action research
is by no means new, and ﬁelds close to service research have
already engaged in a methodological debate on this, including
operations management (Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002),
purchasing (Meehan et al., 2016; Bäckstrand and Halld
orsson,
2019) and supply chain management (Touboulic and Walker,
2016).
According to Herr and Anderson (2005), the action
researcher may be guided by both a performative intent to
improve organizational practice or develop individuals and an
intent to transform the practice itself by questioning established
“truths” to reveal inequalities and identify power asymmetries,
which is what Alvesson and Spicer (2012) call critical
performativity. The sought-after knowledge in action research,
thus, corresponds to Habermas’s (1972) conceptualization of
the three types of knowledge interests: the technical, practical/
hermeneutical and emancipatory (Herr and Anderson, 2005).
The technical knowledge interest is the foundation for
empirical, analytical science, and it urges ﬁnding and
explaining natural laws and regularities. Practical interest has
its place in the historical hermeneutic sciences that strive to
interpret and understand human interaction. Finally,
emancipatory interest is critical and seeks to show underlying
power structures and ideologies.
How can we tell if an action research project has high quality?
As with any research approach, conﬂicting and concurrent
concepts aim to answer this question. The validity of action
research derives from its ability to stay connected to the ﬁeld
and use this presence to evaluate and discuss results. A valid
theory is not “added” by researchers, but is rather ideally
created in the process of co-creation. However, it is important

RQ1.

How can the use of action research in service research
be characterized?

RQ2.

How is research quality addressed and further
enhanced in action research studies in service research?

Based on these research questions, this study makes three main
contributions. First, it posits that any action research project
needs to consider four elements: problem identiﬁcation,
theorization, creating guiding concepts and intervention.
Action research deals with all these elements implicitly or
explicitly to various degrees. Second, based on these elements
and the use of action research in service literature, this paper
outlines and analyzes three types of approaches to action
research (i.e. theory enhancing, concept developing and
practice-enhancing). Third, this paper suggests a move from a
mere instrumental to a more conceptual relevance of the
research and an elaboration of the criteria for research quality to
support this.

2. Action research: an overview
2.1 Approaches and principles of action research
The action research approach was founded by Kurt Lewin in
the 1940s to mobilize social science against authoritarian
elements of society (Bradbury et al., 2008). For Lewin, the
foundation of action research was the notion of the researcher’s
changing role from that of an external observer to a participant
in concrete problem-solving and real-life issues (Greenwood
and Levin, 1998). The Lewinian credo was if you think you
understand a system, try to change it. Nielsen and Svensson
(2006, p. 13) summarize one of the most central feature of
action research: “There must be an action component; that is,
the research should support a normative change in one way or
another [. . .] while at the same time producing new
88
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to underline that action research cannot ignore traditional
validity requirements. Building upon Herr and Anderson
(2005), the concept of validity is, in this paper, extended
through an emphasis on the importance of reﬂective dialogue
with the participants and other relevant actors in society to
provide more trustworthy and robust knowledge.
For the purpose of this study, the next section develops a
framework for analyzing previous action research studies in
service research. The aim is to capture the various problems
that researchers need to consider when engaging in action
research.

Second, the “problem vs solution” dimension implies that
action research needs to address the magnitude, relevance and
uncertainty of both the studied problem and the solutions that
improve the practice. Matching the problem and solution is key
because the ways in which a problem is understood and
represented inﬂuence its solution (Simon, 1996).
Moreover, any action research study is positioned in the
context of a study that provides the conditions that give
direction and constrain the research. The study context is
framed by the purpose of the research and the knowledge
interest of the researcher. Further, the positionality and
structure of the relationship between researchers and
practitioners provide restrictions on knowledge creation. For
instance, being an outside researcher might entail more
knowledge about the research system and less power to
inﬂuence and understand the practice system that is being
studied. Additionally, a researcher with a mainly technical
knowledge interest might be more focused on the solutions
than on identifying the problem.
The two dimensions of research and practice generate four
different elements that need to be considered:

Problem identiﬁcation: This component includes the
identiﬁcation, representation and relevance of the
practical problem. Problems are rooted in their social and
cultural background, so the researcher needs to move
toward the speciﬁc problems encountered in particular
cases. The goal is to identify a researchable problem.

Theorization: The process of theorizing is concerned with
understanding, deﬁning and theoretically reﬁning the
practical problem. Plausible theoretical ideas are
developed as a means for linking the problem to the
development of guiding concepts that may solve it.
Theorization is linked to critical, constructive theorization
rather than providing normative models of how to do
things in organizations.

Creating guiding concepts: This element concerns the
development of the ideas that may be tested in practice.
Guiding concepts are thus representations of the concepts
and general rules that may help to solve the practical
problem. These guiding concepts may be developed by
the researcher or identiﬁed in previous work. For instance,
process mapping or service recovery models may be
viewed as guiding concepts that support developing more
effective organizations.

Intervention: This element includes the action component
of action research where ideas are tested in speciﬁc
contexts.

2.2 Analytical framework
The analytical framework in this study allows for the
characterization of various approaches to action research by
contrasting different types of action research in terms of their
interests in relation to two dimensions: research vs practice and
problem vs solution. These two dimensions provide four
different elements that action research projects need to address,
either explicitly or implicitly (Figure 1). The analytical
framework builds on the previously presented research
challenges and the ideas of Van De Ven and Johnson’s (2006)
engaged scholarship and Svensson et al.’s (2015) model of
interactive research.
First, the framework separates the research and the practice
systems. Both of these systems are important to acknowledge,
but distinction is also important because it highlights the risk
that action research tends to emphasize the practical system
(Eden and Huxham, 1996). Too much focus on the practice
system with no, or very limited, connection to the research
system is an often-posted critique against action research
(Svensson et al., 2007). Issues and tasks in the research system,
e.g. theorization, analytical understanding and creation of
conceptual coherence (Miles and Huberman, 1994), differ
from the interests in the practice system where practical
knowledge and manifest deeds are the focus (Heron and
Reason, 2001). What is interesting from the action researcher’s
point of view is that both systems need to be dealt with
simultaneously.
Figure 1 Analytical framework: components and relations in AR

The framework should be understood as an attempt toward
understanding the various aspects that constitute action
research projects rather than as a normative process model for
conducting action research (e.g. planning, acting, observing
and reﬂecting). Even though all elements are part of any action
research project, they may not be explicitly addressed. For
instance, organizational change projects tend to be
undertheorized and miss the underlying theories explaining
why change happens (Beer and Nohria, 2000). A central use of
the analytical framework in the present study is the illumination
of the existence of different approaches to action research in
89

Service action research

Journal of Services Marketing

Mattias Elg, Ida Gremyr, Árni Halldorsson and Andreas Wallo

Volume 34 · Number 1 · 2020 · 87–99

service research in terms of theorization, creation of guiding
concepts and interventions.

3. Method
3.1 Literature review approach
The literature review built a foundation (Feldman, 2007) for
understanding the use of action research in service research.
The ﬁrst phase of the review is the identiﬁcation of potential
papers of interest using a set of inclusion criteria beginning with
determining the time span and subject area of the considered
journal publications. Contrary to other studies that investigate
well-established methods that have reached a certain level of
maturity (Barratt et al., 2011), there seems to be no commonly
accepted milestone of maturity for the use of action research in
service research. Given this emerging nature of the phenomena,
a timespan of 20 years was used in the review, and the journal
subject areas were kept open-ended. Further, the study limited
the main source of evidence to academic journals. Accordingly,
“gray” literature, such as conference proceedings and book
chapters, were excluded. The main search was performed in
Scopus and the Web of Science in October 2018. Building on
Torraco (2016, p. 418), who suggests that the criteria for
selecting literature must be “broad enough to capture the
breadth of relevant literature,” the following search strings were
used:

Scopus: (TITLE-ABS-KEY (“action research” OR
“collaborative research” OR “interactive research”) AND



TITLE-ABS (service) AND TITLE-ABS (manage ) )
AND PUBYEAR > 1997 AND (LIMIT-TO
(DOCTYPE, “ar”) OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, “re”)
OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, “ip”)) AND (LIMIT-TO
(LANGUAGE, “English”)); and
Web of Science: (TS = (“action research” OR
“collaborative research” OR “interactive research”) AND
TS = (service) AND TS = (manage )) AND LA =
(English) AND DT = (Article OR Early Access OR
Review).

Although the search strategy includes a potentially broader
scope of journals than those that are immediately associated
with service research and the recent literature reviews therein
(Keating et al., 2018; Raddats et al., 2019), action research has
already gained a position in ﬁelds related to service research, in
which the journal titles are associated with ﬁelds such as
healthcare (Meyer, 2000) and operations management
(Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002); the inclusion of these ﬁelds
will strengthen the review. In addition to the main search, a list
of service research-based journals (“service”) were searched for
“action research” in all search ﬁelds, resulting in ﬁve additional
papers included (Figure 1).
The structuring of the review of the papers was staged
(Torraco, 2005) and guided by the steps for a systematic review
proposed in Prisma (Moher et al., 2009), as shown in Figure 2.
To combine this search with the analysis of various approaches
to action research, the framework development, structured review/

Idenﬁcaon

Figure 2 Prisma ﬂowchart for the systematic literature review process
Records idenﬁed through database
searching 24 Oct, 2018
(n = 617, Scopus
n = 575, Web of Science)

Addional records idenﬁed through other
sources
(n = 5)

Screening

Records aer duplicates removed
(n = 834)

Records screened by tle
(n = 834)

Eligibility

Full-text arcles assessed for
eligibility
(n = 227)

Included

Records screened by abstract
(n = 823)

Studies included in qualitave
synthesis
(n = 101)

90

Records excluded
(n = 9 (review), 2(study
protocol))

Records excluded
(n = 67 (non-empirical), 151 (AR
not applied but menoned), 378
(not service))

Full-text arcles excluded
(n = 126)
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analysis of the literature and writing literature review steps in
Prisma were completed by following the procedures suggested
by Barratt et al. (2011), Nolan and Garavan (2016) and
Torraco (2016).
Two authors screened all abstracts by paper title, journal title
and keyword with the study purpose and the conceptual
boundaries in mind. In addition, a list of service research-based
journals (“service”) were searched for “action research” in all
search ﬁelds, resulting in ﬁve additional papers being included
(Figure 2).

Finally, the theory-enhancing approach concerns the research
system and the problem, with propositions, new knowledge,
research agendas and theoretical frameworks as its main outcomes
(Table I).
Prior to the analysis, the authors discussed one of the papers
that was included in the review and then coded ﬁve papers
independently to calibrate the review approach and enhance
the intercoder reliability. All four researchers were involved in
the review and coding of the papers. The validation of coding
was conducted by the research team (Siva et al., 2016),
including assessing the inter-rater reliability, cross-comparison
of results and re-evaluation of papers to record data (Nolan and
Garavan, 2016). One researcher coordinated this work and
ensured that all authors shared in the discussions about
interpretation and borderline cases.

3.2 Framework development, review and analysis
The full text of the reviewed papers were coded using a
framework (Table I) that was developed both deductively
(certain coding criteria were adapted from Barratt et al. (2011),
Nolan and Garavan (2016) and Siva et al. (2016) and
inductively (in line with the topic and purpose of this paper).
The reviewed papers are clustered into three main action
research approaches based on the reported outcomes: practiceenhancing, concept developing and theory-enhancing.
Practice-enhancing is characterized by focusing on the
outcomes related to the solution in a speciﬁc practical system
(Figure 1), i.e. descriptive insights, examples or ideas (coding
criteria as in Table I). The concept developing approach
focuses on the solution but with outcomes directed at the
research system, which are the models and guidelines (Table I).

4. Findings
The ﬁrst part of the ﬁndings comprises a descriptive analysis of
the papers, including the sector studied. The second part
focuses on the ways in which action research is associated with
different types of knowledge interests. To further understand
the approaches to action research and their underlying
rationale, the third part highlights the forms of collaboration
between the researchers and practitioners. Finally, the fourth
part addresses the use of research quality criteria in the
reviewed papers.

Table I Coding framework
Coding criteria

4.1 Descriptive analysis
The publications on action research in service research have
increased over the years and investigated services in a variety of
industries, such as software (Barqawi et al., 2016), logistics
(Eirill and Hammervoll, 2010), manufacturing (McAdam
et al., 2016) and public sector organizations, like local
healthcare and social services (Valokivi, 2004), family drug
courts (Kovach et al., 2017) and inpatient mental health
services (Larkin et al., 2015). In total, the reviewed papers
concern B2B (24 per cent), B2C (17 per cent) and public
sector organizations (58 per cent).
In addition to being varied in terms of their empirical
context, the reviewed papers span a wide range of research
problems and have produced a variety of outcomes. Examples
of these outcomes are tools to develop and communicate a
service development strategy (Lüftenegger et al., 2017), cost
models (Kullven and Mattsson, 1994) and a process for
improved information sharing (Kovach et al., 2017). The two
most common types of outcomes are practical guidelines that
are built by the study and what is referred to here as descriptive
insights (Barratt et al., 2011). Examples of guidelines are a
workbook and tools to support supply strategy decision-making
(Walker et al., 2008), a step-by-step guide to implementing
partnerships (Zybell, 2013) and descriptions of how to
implement a new pricing approach (Calabrese and Corbo,
2015). Descriptive insights can be exempliﬁed by Elg et al.
(2012) who describe how an intervention affected how the
studied clinic-handled patient information and Josif et al.
(2012) who describe improvements in the discharge process of
a regional hospital.
Only a few papers present propositions, theoretical
frameworks or research agendas as part of the research

Description of code

Year

The year in which the paper was published in the
journal
Relevance
Relevance to the study based on the journal title,
paper title, abstract, keywords and reading of the
paper
Sector studied
Empirical context, private B2C or B2B or public
Type of paper
Conceptual/theoretical or conceptual
Research strategy
Qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods
Data collection
For example, observation, focus groups and
method
interviews
Researcher’s role
Insider or outsider (Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002;
Herr and Anderson, 2014; Sandberg and Wallo,
2013; Svensson et al., 2007)
Proximity
The extent to which the researcher and practitioner
collaborate in problem formulation, analysis,
application/use and writing (Nielsen and Svensson,
2006; Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 1996; BrydonMiller et al., 2003; Sayer, 2010)
Outcome
Model, proposition, ideas, guidelines, descriptive
insights, theoretical framework, research agenda,
examples and new knowledge (developed from
Barratt et al., 2011; Siva et al., 2016)
Quality criteria
Explicitly stated, and, if so, what type of validity
(dialogic, outcome, catalytic, democratic, process,
other; Herr and Anderson, 2005)
Knowledge interest Epistemological characteristics in terms of
Habermasian knowledge interests (technical,
practical/communicative or emancipation;
Habermas, 1972)
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outcomes. One of the exceptions is the work of Smith et al.
(2018) that outline propositions for the priorities that are
needed to support lean implementations, e.g. the
customization of the lean approach to the context of each
organization. Other examples are a theoretical framework for
an analysis of change (Walker et al., 2008) and a research
agenda to support the operationalization of S-D logic at a
strategic level (Lüftenegger et al., 2017). As outlined in Section
3.2, the types of outcomes reported form the basis for three
approaches to action research: practice-enhancing, concept
developing and theory-enhancing. The following sections will
present the ﬁndings based on these approaches.

this approach to action research and emancipatory interests are
Smith et al. (2018), which focuses on the empowerment of
frontline service employees, and Calabrese and Corbo (2015),
which describes implementation of total quality management
in a service organization.
4.3 Proximity and interactions between researchers and
practitioners
The proximity between researchers and practitioners can be
studied by identifying the phases of a research process in which
collaborations between researchers and practitioners occur.
The collaborations in papers were coded in four stages of the
research process: problematization, analysis, application and
writing. Overall, the most common stage in which researchers
collaborate with practitioners is in the application of results,
which is followed by collaborations in the data analyses. To a
lesser extent, there is collaboration in the problematization
during a study’s design, and very few papers are collaboratively
authored. In the study by Smith et al. (2018, p. 286) that uses a
theory-enhancing approach to action research, the usefulness
of this close relation and high degree of involvement is put
forth:

4.2 Underlying knowledge interests
With respect to the three types of knowledge interest
(Habermas, 1972; Granero-Molina et al., 2015), most of the
reviewed papers focus on technical knowledge interest and use
empirical data to explain and analyze frameworks or models
that were derived from earlier research. The second most
common is practical knowledge interest, which is followed by
the least common of the three, emancipatory knowledge interest.
For papers on practice-enhancing action research, there is a
focus on the contributions to practice and practical knowledge
interest is more common here than in the other two approaches
to action research. One example is the paper by Gylling et al.
(2012) that explores the use of narratives to create shared
meanings in an organization as a way of overcoming poor
service quality. Also focusing on service quality, Hill et al.
(2016) is an example of a paper with a strong practical
knowledge interest in the context of a maximum security
prison. However, Hill et al. (2016) also show the traits of
technical and emancipatory knowledge interests. Among the few
papers with a clear emancipatory knowledge interest, one
example is Dawson et al. (2014), which is a study on utilizing
storytelling to support a change process for elderly and disabled
patient care.
The concept developing approach has a clear dominance for
one type of knowledge interest, namely, the technical. This is
natural, as the most common outcomes are guidelines or
models based on a planned intervention, e.g. developing a
performance measurement system for ground handling services
(Schmidberger et al., 2009) or supporting the transformation of
a small- and medium-sized enterprise toward becoming a
product–service solution provider (Clegg et al., 2017). The
latter is an example of the use of action research as one step in a
transformation in which a new shared meaning is needed, and
this is a type of paper that is common in studies displaying a
practical knowledge interest. A ﬁnal example of a clear practical
knowledge interest is Lim et al. (2018, p. 99) that contributes
by “creating real change in organizations together with
practitioners, thereby adding to scientiﬁc knowledge about
practice”.
With respect to the theory-enhancing approach, a variety of
knowledge interests are displayed in descending order from
technical, practical and emancipatory interests. Some papers
display both a technical and practical knowledge interest
concerning the implementation of a somewhat predeﬁned
concept, e.g. lean implementation in IT services (McAdam
et al. (2016) or the development and implementation of a
supply strategy (Walker et al. (2008). Examples of papers with

[. . .] emphasis on the Lean philosophy, again possibly enabled by the action
research approach and the involvement of the research team. Here, the
“respect-for-human” elements were strongly enforced through such things
as the inclusion of employees in the Lean implementation and the
consideration of the role of employees within the revised operation.

Further, practice-enhancing papers are closely related to nonresearcher stakeholders, illustrated as follows (Pagoropoulos
et al., 2017): “researchers did not assume a passive role, but
were actively inﬂuencing processes and activities in the
company, helping the participating companies achieve their
common goals” (p. 373).
As action research naturally entails a high degree of
proximity between researchers and practitioners, a clear
majority of the papers are based solely on qualitative data (for
all action research approaches). Further, data are often
collected by multiple methods. However, a commonality across
the three action research approaches is that interviews are the
main data collection method (used in more than 70 per cent of
the papers), and that observations are also common across all
approaches and used in about half of the papers reviewed. It
can also be noted that the practice-enhancing approach is
characterized by the broadest range of methods and is the
approach with the highest percentage use of surveys. In some
cases, surveys that are used in the different approaches serve
different functions in relation to the research process. In their
practice-enhancing approach, Fletcher et al. (2008, p. 454)
used a survey to evaluate the intervention by sending a “short
postal survey of participants who attended any of the three
learning sessions [. . .] after the ﬁnal learning session.” Further,
in their theory-enhancing approach, Stanworth et al. (2015,
p. 466) used surveys of critical incidents prior to an
intervention to create “insights that stimulated reﬂection on
action that underpinned two further iterations of action
research.” Last, the practice-enhancing approach differs,
in that the second-most common data collection methods are
not observations (as with the other two approaches) but focus
groups. This can be an indication of the proximity between
researcher and practitioners and the movement from
92
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observations to group-based collaborative efforts, which also
inﬂuences how to address and enhance the research quality.

development and intervention, which in turn help address three
gaps preventing greater usage of action research for service
research. A second path to address this discrepancy is through
enhancing the usage of research quality criteria, which are
speciﬁc to action research in the ﬁeld of service research.

4.4 Research quality
The research quality criteria in action research focuses on the
quality of the outcome and on the quality of the researcher–
participant interactions. Interestingly, only a quarter of the
papers reviewed addressed the research quality criteria
explicitly, and only a few were conducted using the AR-speciﬁc
criteria suggested by Herr and Anderson (2005), such as
dialogic and process validity or democratic validity. When
explicitly addressed, research quality was either addressed
through a description of the action research process or by
referencing criteria not speciﬁc to action research such as
credibility, transferability, dependability, conﬁrmability
(Lavikka et al., 2009), truthfulness and reﬂexivity (Fieldhouse,
2012), while others explicitly limited the generalizability and
transferability of their ﬁndings (Stanworth et al., 2015;
Razmdoost and Mills, 2016). Interestingly, despite the
processual nature of action research and service research, the
quality criteria addressing the processes are less apparent than
the criteria concerning the research outcomes. Among the
speciﬁc quality criteria for action research (Herr and Anderson,
2005), the most apparent is the validation of the research
achievements, that is, the outcome validity and democratic
validity focused on the results being relevant to a local setting.
For example, the study by Adebanjo et al. (2013) on supplier
selection in developing economies provides an elaborate
discussion on the relevance and impact of the ﬁndings in the
local context in relation to the study’s validity. Meanwhile,
while theory-enhancing represents the research contributions
closest to theory development, the discussion of research
quality is largely absent in these articles. In contrast, for the
practice-enhancing approach where the focus is on the
application to and impacts on the practice, which means that
the results are of greater interest to the participants than the
researchers, there are more apparent discussions of the research
quality.

5.1 Three approaches to service action research
To answer the research question on how the usage of action
research in service research can be characterized, the reviewed
papers can be divided into three approaches: practiceenhancing, concept developing and theory-enhancing. While
each approach is unique in terms of its focus on certain
outcomes, they also serve as illustrations for enhancing the
potential of action research in the context of service research by
overcoming three gaps: knowing–doing, access and skill gap.
First, one key purpose of action research is bridging the
knowing–doing gap between research and practice, through
which the usability of theories may be illustrated by using welldesigned action research studies that result in implications for
both practical and theoretical developments. Second, the access
gap is demonstrated by most reviewed papers not fully
exploiting the potential of working in teams, which provide
close proximity between both researchers and practitioners.
Fully maximizing the action research’s potential access to
micro-processes in organizations is needed so that the
researcher can grasp the essential details in the management
and organization of services. Finally, from the review, a skill gap
can be noted in how researchers and practitioners work in close
proximity and in their ability to both investigate and release the
potential of service research. In other words, skills are needed to
fully exploit the conceptual intersectionality of action research
and service research to advance knowledge creation. Table II
provides an overview of these three gaps with respect to the
three approaches to action research in service research. Derived
from these two dimensions in the table and the coding
framework used for analysis (Figure 1), distinct features are
depicted in the main body of the table that serve not only as
descriptors helping researchers to characterize their speciﬁc
research design but also as proposals for how to enhance the
potential for action research.
The practice-enhancing approach concerns the outcomes
that are relevant to the speciﬁc context of the action research
study, e.g. information-intensive services (Lim et al., 2018) or
primary care (Fletcher et al., 2008). Although there is
sometimes a tendency for retroﬁtting (i.e. practical work that is
retrospectively framed in action research terminologies), there
are examples that truly embed their work in articulated action
research frameworks. Gravesteijn and Wilderom (2018) is one
example in which collective reﬂections between different actors
took place throughout the studied change process. This is also
in line with practice-enhancing being an approach that is
characterized by close proximity between researcher and
practitioners, such as that seen in the signiﬁcant use of both
focus groups and observations. A bit contradictory to this is that
practice-enhancing is characterized mainly by technical and
practical knowledge interests rather than by an emancipatory
one, which could have been expected given the focus on the
outcomes in a speciﬁc setting. Eden and Huxham (1996) point
out that action research projects need to have implications
beyond the generation of knowledge in the speciﬁc setting:

5. Discussion
Action research, with its focus on both the practical concerns of
people in problematic situations and collaborative science,
could be an approach for theory development by conducting
research that is characterized by the simultaneous creation of
practical and theoretical value. However, while action research
seems to be a good methodological ﬁt (Edmondson and
Mcmanus, 2007) and entails conceptual synergies with the cocreative and situational features of services, its actual
application is often non-systematic, in that a number of studies
claim to follow an action research approach but do not adhere
to many of the key principles and practices. In particular, while
the service ﬁeld has responded to the call to be more relevant to
practice by developing new theoretical directions, i.e.
suggesting what to study, this has not always been met by
corresponding methodological advancements, which are
concerned with how to advance new knowledge. The following
discussion elaborates upon this discrepancy by ﬁrst the three
action research approaches and their relations to the four
elements of problematization, theorization, guiding concepts
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Table II Three approaches to action research in service research
Approach features Practice-enhancing
Knowing–doing:
analytical focus
Knowing–doing:
outcomes
Knowing–doing:
challenges to
overcome
Access:
collaboration
Access: research
quality criteria
Skills: researcher

Evaluation of “what works” in the
studied context
Descriptive insights, examples or
ideas
Too much involvement in practical
affairs

Concept developing

Theory-enhancing

Identifying broad normative implications

Extracting theoretical links and relations

Models and guidelines

New knowledge, research agendas and
theoretical frameworks
Theory development removed from reality

Developing concepts derived from earlier
research without sufﬁcient analysis of problem–
solution match
Proximity to those who experience Methods experts and people working with
and know the problem
development in organizations
Reciprocal learning
catalytic validity, democratic validity, process
Democratic validity, outcome
validity, catalytic validity, process validity
validity
Systematic intervention methods
Using management methods and concepts

Skills: positionality Advantageous to insiders to
ensure sustained focus on the
practice system
Examples of
Improving poor service quality
service studies

Balancing insiders and outsiders researcher–
practitioner support and mentoring is
bidirectional
Service blueprinting

It must be possible to envisage talking about the theories developed in
relation to other situations. Thus, it must be clear that the results could
inform other contexts, at least in the sense of suggesting areas for
consideration (Eden and Huxham, 1996, p. 78).

Knowledge experts in relevant disciplines and
functions
Dialogic validity and process validity

Creative and reﬂective skills
Broad repertoire in method and theory
Advantageous to outsiders to ensure sustained
focus on the research system
Exploit conceptual synergies; e.g. service
improvement process closely related to the
research process

This is clearly reﬂected in the type of research outcome
(guidelines and models), which are dominated by instrumental
rather than conceptual relevance (Nicolai and Seidl, 2010).
The extent of the proximity and role of researcher in the process
(ibid) also leaves room for more intense interactions and
mutual learning, which indicates that action research in service
research is predominated by instrumental relevance.
Conceptual relevance, on the other hand, requires a more
distinct reciprocal learning process between practitioners and
researchers. Hence, the access gap needs to be overcome by
increased proximity and truly engaged researchers (either
insider or outsider).
The technical and practical foci are, however, not an excuse
for not addressing the theoretical aspects and not exploiting the
potential for service action research to make theoretical
contributions. The theory-enhancing approach serves as an
example of that. Examples of theoretical contributions are the
propositions related to lean that were put forth by Smith et al.
(2018) and the change analysis framework of Walker et al.
(2008). It is notable that in these theoretical contributions,
conceptual synergies of service research and action research are
clear. In Walker et al. (2008), for example, the process of
strategizing is closely related to the process of researching. The
special characteristics of this action research process such as
proximity, ﬂexible interactions and a broad range of data
collection methods require a highly qualiﬁed research team.
Additionally, the potential depth of the knowledge interest
requires skills that are not bound to the instrumental use of
methods. Our ﬁndings indicate, however, that most action
research projects are carried out by outsiders, rather than by
those from within the studied organizations. This can be a
matter of access but also reﬂects a certain skill gap. To further
action research in service research, researchers, therefore, need
to have broad spectra of skills to cope with the uncertainty of

Thus, for service researchers performing action research, the
ﬁndings should be generalized by integrating the service
concepts in their context and discussing the applicability of the
results to other contexts. By doing this, the features of action
research can become a means of advancing both theoretical
developments and practical relevance (Ng and Vargo, 2018;
Brodie and Gustafsson, 2016), i.e. a means of bridging the
knowing–doing gap.
While the concept developing approach concerns the
research system, in that it often focuses on evaluating existing
models/concepts in new contexts, the researcher is also
dependent on good access to and collaboration with
practitioners. This is emphasized by Ng and Vargo (2018) as
follows:
The role of the researchers was to support, mentor, educate, empower and
organize – to provide structure around their process, and provide them
resources and tools. The outcome was different in each community, as
required to meet their unique needs (p. 68).

However, as an approach, concept developing is often driven by
a general technical knowledge interest using empirical data to
explain and analyze frameworks or models that are derived
from earlier research rather than the needs of a speciﬁc context.
Here, action research resumes the role of supporting the
transformation that is needed in a certain practice setting when
implementing a new concept, e.g. a performance measurement
system (Schmidberger et al., 2009) or lean manufacturing
(LaGanga, 2011). The focus on the practical problem is shown,
in that the technical knowledge interests are dominant in the
concept developing approach. In general, there is much action
research that has a practical purpose with aspirations for change
and for informing the reﬂective practitioner (Kemmis, 2006).
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the how the research unfolds. Such skills involve conceptual
creativity, social skills, genuine collaborative interests and
ﬁnally, broad knowledge and interests in practitioners’ speciﬁc
problems.

research quality criteria. The criteria that are most apparent in
service action research are related to the achievement of
research in terms of outcome validity and relevance to the local
setting, i.e. democratic validity. Quality criteria that assess the
process that leads to the research achievements such as process,
dialogic and catalytic validity are less apparent. Given the
importance of quality criteria to guiding the research design
and subsequent action research study, and the lack of variety in
the use of these in service action research, the meanings of the
criteria need further clariﬁcation. To this end, Table III
presents a summary of the recommendations for enhancing
research quality in service action research.
In Table III, Columns 1 and 2 depict the criteria of Herr and
Anderson (2005) and their meanings. Column 3 outlines to the
choices and actions that can guide the application of the
criteria, as seen from the perspective of the researcher, which
are derived from the reviewed papers and the general action
research literature. Dialogic and process validity are enhanced by
adopting a multi-actor approach with respect to action research
and service research; working in research teams and having
dialogue with peers in the research community enhance the
validity of the research design. With respect to the practitioner,
this approach entails working with various service stakeholders,
including providers, various levels of managers and users.

5.2 Enhancing research quality in service action
research
More than 20 years ago, Eden and Huxham (1996) highlighted
the necessity for management action researchers to extend their
consultancy roles by being reﬂective and self-aware. Their ideas
of emerging theories adopted an inductive approach. Although
this is one possible path in service action research, it appears
that most researchers follow an abductive process (Alvesson
and Sköldberg, 2017) where they apply and adjust theories in
relation to new practical insights throughout an action cycle
(Argyris and Schon, 1978; Healy and Perry, 2000).
Responding to RQ2 regarding how research quality is
addressed and enacted in action research studies in service
research, the results indicate that it is doubtful that the service
research reviewed in this study follows such a reﬂective and
iterative approach as outlined by action research. While the
quality criteria speciﬁc to action research have been suggested
(Herr and Anderson, 2005), a critical aspect from the reviewed
articles is the variety in, and even lack of, discussion on the
Table III Enhancing research quality of SAR: criteria, meaning and key choices
Quality
criteriaa

Goals of AR and meaninga

The generation of new knowledge
Dialogic
and process The “goodness” of research, as determined by
peer review
validity

Outcome
validity

The achievement of action-oriented outcomes

Catalytic
validity

The education of both researcher and participants
Concerns the transformative potential of action
research
The research process reorients, focuses and
energizes participants and researchers toward
knowing reality to transform it (Lather, 1986)

Democratic Results are relevant to the local setting/the needs
validity
of the problem context
“. . .the extent to which research is done in
collaboration with all parties who have a stake in
the problem under investigation”
Process
validity

A sound and appropriate research methodology
Results must be generated through cycles of
reﬂections and ongoing problematization of the
practices that are being studied
Frame and solve problems in a manner that
permits the ongoing learning of the individual or
system

Recommendations for choices and actionsb

Example of service
conceptb

Service providers
Service managers
Multilevel view of the service
organization
Service stakeholders
Results lead to desired outcome
New supplier service
requirements lead to
transformation of the supplier
base
Open for changes: Researchers/practitioners must be open Service process redesign
Service improvements
to reorienting their view of reality and their own role
Cyclical research design: Build research design on an
iterative process that encourages changes in researchers’/
participants’ understandings. Keep a journal or a protocol,
recording actions and changes. Example: Collect and
evaluate process data before and after process redesigns
Service stakeholders
Protocols proofread, discussed and agreed upon by all
Customers and users
parties
Service modularity and value
Reﬂection and feedback sessions with relevant
co-creation (require input
participants
A series of small/incremental tests rather than one test at from different functions)
the end of the research process
Establish good face-to-face relationships with participants A collaborative process for
Take a broad view of the evidence, but deﬁne and record it service improvement
carefully. Relate this to how frameworks and variables
change during the study
Triangulation
AR must be seen as a collaborative inquiry (research team)
Engage in reﬂective dialogue with peers (outside research
team)
Triangulation

Notes: aBased on Herr and Anderson (2005). bPopulated based on the papers that are reviewed in this study, based on Columns 1 and 2
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Complementary to this idea is the emphasis of process validity
for building good researcher–practitioner relationships, in
which the face-to-face interactions in various forms are
expected to enhance learning. Outcome validity, representing
that the action-oriented outcome is achieved, can be expressed
in service research terms, such as expressing to what extent new
service requirements on suppliers transform the supplier base.
Catalytic validity builds on an iterative research design and
requires that both researchers and practitioners revisit their
roles and views during the research process. In a service
research context, participants must be open to changes when
studying and acting upon items, such as service improvements
and redesigning service processes. Democratic validity ensures
the relevance to the local context by interacting with various
participants. Inclusion of the views of participants, such as
customers and service users, can be important in this respect,
but concepts such as value co-creation and service modularity,
which are multifunctional in nature, would require including
the perspective of various service stakeholders to enhance
democratic validity. Compared with the traditional quality
criteria of validity and reliability in qualitative research (Healy
and Perry, 2000), dialogic, process and catalytic validity ﬁrmly
emphasize team–peer and researcher–practitioner interactions
in research and openness to change during the research
process. Interestingly, both catalytic and democratic validity
are reﬂected in, and can be enhanced through, the service
concept that is investigated exploiting the abovementioned
conceptual synergies. In addition, catalytic validity through
change- and action-oriented concepts, such as improvements
and democratic concepts, encourage multi-actor engagement.

ﬁeld, including marketing, management, organization studies,
operations management and healthcare. Interestingly, these
areas vary with respect to use of action research and existing
methodological debate. Practice-enhancing is particularly
apparent in medical science and health care in their focus on
systematic intervention. The strong emphasis on developing
normative models and guidelines in management research
should be scrutinized to enhance the concept development
approach. Finally, critical and reﬂective organizational studies
serve as benchmark for those pursuing a theory-enhancing
approach.
Considering the great variety in and, even, the lack of
discussion of research quality, such as the validity and
generalizability in a number of service action research studies,
there is a need for a ﬁrmer use of research quality criteria that
capture the particularities of action research. Criteria such as
democratic validity and catalytic validity are suited for the
multi-actor and interactive nature of action research and
correspond well to the similar characteristics of service
concepts, such as value co-creation, service stakeholders and
service improvements.
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