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Abstract. This research analyzes the integration of change management within service delivery, focusing on the service 
sector’s adaptability to external environmental changes. Employing a comparative and critical analysis of scientific lit-
erature and the synthesis of obtained results, the research aims to identify service characteristics’ chronological evolu-
tion, examine service delivery peculiarities, and develop a change management-based service delivery system. Findings 
indicate the service sector’s resilience and the necessity for organizations to proactively recognize change in external 
environment, emphasizing the importance of early detection and adaptation to environmental shifts for uninterrupted 
service delivery.
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1. Introduction

In both developed and developing countries, the service 
industry represents the fastest expanding segment of the 
economy (Garza Burgos et  al., 2022). Within the Euro-
pean Union, the service sector contributes approximately 
65% to the Gross Domestic Product [GDP], showing an 
increase in added value of 6.02 percentage points since 
1991 (The World Bank, 2023). Although the rate of growth 
is modest, it is consistent, highlighting the significance of 
the service sector as a vital component of the European 
Union’s economy. According to Eurostat (2023), services 
encompass a diverse array of sectors such as transporta-
tion and storage, accommodation and food services, in-
formation and communication, real estate, professional, 
scientific and technical activities, as well as administra-
tive and support services. In 2020, the pandemic and its 
restrictions led to a significant decline in EU service de-
livery, with services dropping nearly 17% and transport 
services, especially air transport, declining by 19% and 
78%, respectively, from February to April (Eurostat, 2023).

Post the initial pandemic shock, service sectors 
largely rebounded, with most reaching or surpassing 

pre-pandemic levels by the summer or fall of 2021. As 
of December 2022, the EU’s service sector volume, as in-
dicated by Eurostat’s Index of Services Production (ISP), 
exhibited a near 11% increase from its level in February 
2020. It should be noted that service delivery growth con-
tinues, with EU member states witnessing a 5.4% increase 
and the euro zone a 5.6% rise by March 2023 compared 
to the same month in 2022. This recovery demonstrates 
the strong adaptability of the service sector to fluctuating 
and uncertain external conditions. The adaptability of the 
service sector is crucial, given its heightened sensitivity to 
the ever-evolving external environment. It is noteworthy 
that such, i.e., resilient organisations treat disruption and 
ongoing stress as an opportunity (Barnett & Pratt, 2000) 
to consistently manage small discrepancies as they occur, 
which improves the organisation’s ability to adapt (Kant-
abutra & Ketprapakorn, 2021). While service organiza-
tions are recognized for their adaptability to change, the 
multitude of challenges presented by an uncertain external 
environment, such as pandemics, mass migration, cyber-
attacks, and the rise of artificial intelligence, makes change 
management and the ability to respond effectively a par-
ticularly pertinent issue for service organizations.
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The aim of this study is to determine the integration 
of change management decisions within the service de-
livery system, by delving into the scientific literature to 
uncover the essential aspects of service delivery in orga-
nizational contexts.

To achieve the research aim, tasks include:
1.	To identify the theoretical chronological evolution 

of service characteristics by analyzing scientific lit-
erature;

2.	Examining the peculiarities of service delivery pro-
cesses’ various stages and identifying their main 
similarities and differences;

3.	Developing a service delivery system model in the 
context of change management, based on the iden-
tified features of service delivery.

The research methodology involved a comparative 
and critical analysis of the scientific literature, coupled 
with a synthesis of the findings obtained.

2. Service characteristics: a theoretical approach

Hill (1999) describes services as a change in one eco-
nomic unit’s state due to another’s activity, emphasizing 
the supplier-customer relationship. Rust ir Huang (2014) 
view service as a direct value co-creation between sup-
plier and customer. Vestertė (2022) characterizes services 
as an interactive process within a delivery system, aimed 
at creating value for all parties. Also, service concept is 
often defined as a detailed plan addressing customer 
needs and organizational strategic goals, highlighting 
services’ association with intangible activities or ben-
efits exchanged between parties (Victorino et al., 2005). 

Moreover, services are associated with intangible activi-
ties or benefits that one party can offer and provide to 
another.

In the fields of service management, marketing, and 
delivery, the distinctive characteristics of services signifi-
cantly influence customer experiences and perceptions. 
Scientific literature often contrasts services with goods, 
highlighting four primary attributes: intangibility, het-
erogeneity, inseparability, and perishability, collectively 
known as the IHIP framework, as outlined in Table 1. 
These characteristics are pivotal in understanding how 
services differ fundamentally from tangible products and 
the potential implications for service delivery strategies.

The literature expands on the multifaceted nature 
of service characteristics, highlighting their conceptual 
variations (van der Burg et al., 2019). It points out that 
characteristics differ across developed and developing 
economies, influenced by cultural and economic factors 
(Malhotra et al., 2005), which highlights the importance 
of tailoring service delivery to diverse markets. A chron-
ological review of service characteristics suggests that 
services are dynamic and adapt to changing customer 
needs and external conditions. Through critical analysis, 
additional distinct attributes of services have been identi-
fied, further detailing their complex nature (Figure 1):

1.	Service innovation and customer orientation;
2.	Customer involvement and service quality;
3.	Customization.
Service characteristics, when strategically enhanced, 

can spur innovation in the sector and support evolving 
customer demands (Droege et  al., 2009). Emphasiz-
ing customer orientation helps align new services with 

Table 1. Main characteristics of the services

Service 
characteristic Description of the characteristic Authors

Intangibility

* Services embody both processes and the outcomes of actions, existing 
without a physical form.

* They are intangible, meaning their psychological tangibility is absent 
(customers cannot predetermine the outcome before the service is 
purchased).

A. Mishra & Anning-Dorson 
(2022);
Bhanja & Saxena (2022);
Wirtz et al. (2020);
Yilmaz (2019);
DeMoranville (2015);
Blut et al. (2014);
Kumar et al. (2014);
Roy & Sivakumar (2014);
Biege et al. (2013);
Xin et al. (2013);
Dohmen et al. (2012);
Moeller (2010);
Mott (2010);
Wild (2010);
Spring & Araujo (2009);
Ojanen et al. (2009);
Alam (2006);
Balin & Giard (2006);
Nijssen et al. (2006);
Lovelock & Gummesson 
(2004);
Jong & Vermeulen (2003);
Ellis & Mosher (1993).

Heterogeneity

* Services exhibit uniqueness and can vary significantly across providers.
* Service outcomes demonstrate high variability due to differing 

customers’ needs, leading to potentially diverse results.
* The quality of services can be inconsistent, as it cannot be verified prior 

to consumption.
* Due to the “human factor,” services often lack a standardized outcome.

Inseparability

* Services are inherently linked to their providers, making separation 
impossible.

* The process of delivering and consuming services occurs simultaneously, 
necessitating direct interaction between the provider and the customer.

Perishability

* Services are perishable and cannot be stored, resold, or returned for later 
use.

* Delivery of services cannot occur in advance; suppliers must be 
prepared to provide services when needed.

* The service process exists only at the moment of its execution.
* Services offer value to customers only when they are available and 

cannot be stockpiled for future use.

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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customer needs and preferences. Customization and cus-
tomer involvement not only foster trust but also augment 
value creation, impacting satisfaction and loyalty. Raddats 
et al. (2019) highlights the significance of innovation and 
customer-centric service delivery for success, urging or-
ganizations to continuously refine services in response to 
market shifts. Recognizing and leveraging service traits in 
management practices is crucial for adapting to customer 
and environmental changes, thereby elevating customer 
satisfaction and business outcomes. It can be said that, to 
adapt to the changing needs of customers and the factors 
of the external environment, it is important to take into 
account the unique characteristics of services when mak-
ing the necessary change management decisions.

3. Methodology

The theoretical section is an integrated part of the over-
all research methodology  – upon its completion the 
primary characteristics of service delivery within or-
ganizations were identified, which answers RQ1 of the 
research. A thorough academic literature review was 
conducted, utilizing the Scopus database. This involved 

an initial critical analysis of data from various studies, 
followed by a comparative analysis to highlight similari-
ties and differences, and led to a summarized synthesis 
of the insights gained. Based on these synthesized results, 
the study presents recommendations for future research 
(Figure 2).

To achieve the research aim, three questions were for-
mulated: RQ1 examines the primary and additional charac-
teristics of services; RQ2 explores the key stages of service 
delivery; RQ3 investigates service delivery traits in response 
to external environment changes. Critical and comparative 
analyzes of literature were employed to address these que-
ries, synthesizing findings from the obtained results.

The research consists of three main stages:
1.	The initial stage involves a critical analysis of 72 

scholarly articles, chosen based on citation indices 
and keywords, to chronologically map out service 
characteristics.

2.	The second stage employs comparative literature 
analysis to uncover similarities and differences in 
service delivery processes.

3.	The final stage uses synthesis to integrate findings 
into a proposed service delivery system within the 

Chronological development of service characteristics is revealed

Figure 1. Dynamics of service characteristics in chronological order. Source: Compiled by the authors
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Figure 2. Research methodology. Source: Compiled by the authors
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an initial critical analysis of data from various studies, 
followed by a comparative analysis to highlight similari-
ties and differences, and led to a summarized synthesis 
of the insights gained. Based on these synthesized results, 
the study presents recommendations for future research 
(Figure 2).

To achieve the research aim, three questions were for-
mulated: RQ1 examines the primary and additional charac-
teristics of services; RQ2 explores the key stages of service 
delivery; RQ3 investigates service delivery traits in response 
to external environment changes. Critical and comparative 
analyzes of literature were employed to address these que-
ries, synthesizing findings from the obtained results.

The research consists of three main stages:
1.	The initial stage involves a critical analysis of 72 

scholarly articles, chosen based on citation indices 
and keywords, to chronologically map out service 
characteristics.

2.	The second stage employs comparative literature 
analysis to uncover similarities and differences in 
service delivery processes.

3.	The final stage uses synthesis to integrate findings 
into a proposed service delivery system within the 

Chronological development of service characteristics is revealed

context of change management, thereby addressing 
the research aim comprehensively. 

4. Service delivery system amidst changes in the 
external environment

The development and implementation of services involve 
dynamic solutions to enhance service processes (Ed-
vardsson & Olsson, 1996). The delivery of services var-
ies by industry and may encompass pre-sales, reliability, 
speed, technical support, and responsiveness to customer 
inquiries (Majava & Isoherranen, 2019). Activities within 
these processes often engage people, technology, and re-
sources, aiming for repeatability and efficiency. Effective 
service delivery requires companies to evaluate influenc-
ing factors and make informed decisions prior to ser-
vice delivery (Sala et al., 2019), necessitating a thorough 
analysis of the service process and its stages.

Researchers note the critical role of the service de-
livery process but point out the research gap in under-
standing the impact of its stages on customer experiences 
(Gupta et al., 2020). It’s crucial to analyze how each stage 
affects customers to identify potential interruptions or 
enhancements. Key aspects of service delivery process 
include the logical flow, sequence, transmission mecha-
nisms, initiation signals, and control information that 
guide the delivery outcome (Vestertė, 2022), indicating 
the need for a comprehensive examination of the ser-
vice delivery journey. Quality assessments and satisfac-
tion judgments by customers can differ across the ser-
vice process  – in some circumstances, the time before 
and after the process execution is more important to the 
extent that failure to maintain professionalism at these 
stages can significantly degrade the overall evaluation 
of the service experience (Gupta et al., 2020; Voorhees 
et  al., 2017). Also, when helping the customer choose 
the right service, it is extremely important to assess his 
readiness and, if necessary, to provide appropriate meas-
ures adapted to the relevant circumstances. Furthermore, 
environmental and personal factors influence service se-
lection, emphasizing the importance of understanding 

the decision-making context (Scherer, 2019). Various 
authors outline distinct stages of service delivery, which 
vary based on the service type (Figure 3). The initial 
phase is marked by pre-service activities, including the 
gathering of initial information, assessing the needs of 
the customer, and preparing tools and resources neces-
sary for service delivery. This phase emphasizes under-
standing the customer’s requirements and setting the 
stage for effective service execution. The process ex-
ecution encompasses stages like selection, agreement, 
solution identification, authorization, transformation, 
delivery and consumption of services, and the service 
implementation and fulfillment. While the initial and 
execution stages are generally agreed upon, the conclu-
sion of the process varies among authors: some view it as 
ending with the delivery and consumption, while others 
consider a more comprehensive conclusion that includes 
post-service activities and follow-up management.

To enhance service access and integrated delivery, 
specific key design decisions are crucial at various stag-
es: entry, need and opportunity assessment, and support 
network development (Fluit et al., 2019). However, the 
performance of service delivery is influenced not only 
by these design decisions but also by the unpredict-
ability of the external environment (Richert & Dudek, 
2023; Oberle, 2023). Hagel et al. (2015) identify five criti-
cal external factors — enabling technologies, customer 
mindset, platforms, economics, and public policy — that 
can significantly alter a business model’s viability, create 
new technological or operational opportunities, improve 
upon existing goods or services, and change market or 
regulatory landscapes. Organizations, therefore, develop 
service delivery systems that consider such contingencies 
(Smith et al., 2019), which represent unpredictable and 
uncontrollable external elements, to proactively ensure 
the continuity of essential processes.

Organizations often fail to detect shifts in the external 
environment early, a significant issue being the late real-
ization of losing market leadership (Hagel et al., 2015). A 
further challenge is the entry of new market players with 
innovative approaches, gradually displacing established 

Figure 3. Variety of stages of service delivery process. Sources: compiled by the authors according to:1. Mishra (2000),  
2. Alix et al. (2014), 3. Auer et al. (2008), 4. Moeller (2010), 5. Desideri et al. (2016), 6. Scherer (2019), 7. Xu et al. (2017)
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entities. This slow displacement process can lead to 
a deceptive sense of security among existing market 
participants, underestimating the urgency for adapta-
tion (Hagel et  al., 2015). Proactive organizations aim 
to detect shifts in the external environment early to 
adapt and seize opportunities instead of waiting until 
changes are obvious and negatively affect operations. 
Recognizing changes involves a series of steps, which 
guide organizations through the process of external 
environmental shifts to stay competitive and inno-
vative (Boatman, 2023; Miller, 2020; Pilelienė et  al., 
2021):

1.	Observation – maintaining continuous vigilance 
over its external environment, diligently observ-
ing shifts and emerging trends that may have 
implications for its operations;

2.	Analysis – analyzing the data gathered through 
observation, discerning patterns and identifying 
shifts that could potentially influence its opera-
tional landscape;

3.	Assessment  – evaluating the impact of these 
identified changes on operations, deciding on 
whether to make adjustments to adapt to these 
shifts or to capitalize on beneficial opportuni-
ties;

4.	Response  – taking proactive measures to adapt 
to changing circumstances or leverage newfound 
opportunities, which may involve altering its 
strategies, services, or necessary processes.

Considering the unique characteristics of the ser-
vices and the peculiarities of the service delivery pro-
cess, a service delivery system within the context of 
change management can be outlined (refer to Figure 

4). Introduced system integrates change manage-
ment decision making into service delivery process, 
providing a structured approach for organizations to 
systematically observe, analyze, assess, and respond 
to changes in the external environment. This system 
could serve as a tool for businesses to maintain com-
petitiveness in a rapidly changing environment.

Change is an inescapable reality; organizations are 
forced to continually adapt, viewing it as an integral 
aspect of their existence (Jalagat, 2016). This dynamic 
strengthens the need for ongoing theoretical and em-
pirical research aimed at evaluating circumstances and 
offering essential change management solutions.

5. Conclusions

The dynamic nature of the service characteristics in-
dicates the importance of aligning services with cus-
tomer preferences and external environment factors. 
Recognizing these characteristics is valuable for de-
veloping innovative and efficient tools that support 
customer needs, enhancing their overall experience. 
To maximize value for all stakeholders involved in the 
service delivery process, it is noteworthy to consider 
the service’s inherent characteristics when making 
change management decisions.

There is a general consensus in the literature on 
the structure and progression of the initial stages of 
the service delivery process, highlighting a unified 
approach to service delivery. However, there is a di-
vergence of opinions when it comes to the conclud-
ing phase of service delivery, which highlights the 
complexity of this area and the potential for diverse 

Figure 4. Service delivery system in the context of change management. Sources: Compiled by the authors
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interpretations. In the final phase of the service de-
livery process, redirecting the customer back to the 
initial stage serves to maintain the continuity of ser-
vice delivery within a complex organizational setting.

To ensure uninterrupted service delivery, ser-
vice organizations must prioritize early detection of 
changes in their ever-evolving external environment. 
Systematically observing, analyzing, assesing and re-
sponding within the scope of service delivery are es-
sential components for making timely change man-
agement decisions in response to unexpected critical 
shifts prompted by external factors.

The presence of unpredictable elements in the 
external environment forces service organizations to 
incorporate unplanned operational changes to attain 
their organizational objectives. Given this context, it 
would be pertinent for future research to determine 
change management models suitability for the change 
management of organizations under various condi-
tions of environmental uncertainty.
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