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Abstract
Social media technologies have given rise to influencers who shape the purchasing behaviors of their followers (peer con-
sumers), thus enabling consumer-initiated social commerce. However, few studies have explored how social media influ-
encers, and more broadly, consumers, actively integrate resources to engage in service innovation in social commerce. This 
qualitative study (involving two firms and their influencers) examines the emerging roles of social media influencers and 
their resource integration behaviors in service innovation. Drawing on the service-dominant logic and the technology affor-
dance theory, the study advances a framework that identifies the resource integration behaviors that underlie two primary 
roles of influencers—communicator and innovator—and explains how social media technology affordances facilitate these 
behaviors, and thereby, the ensuing innovation outcomes. By focusing on the technology-mediated processes of social media 
influencers’ engagement in service innovation, we contribute to research and practice in consumer-led service innovation 
in the emerging digital world.

Keywords Service innovation · Social commerce · Social media influencers · Social media technologies · Technology 
affordances

Introduction

Social media technologies (SMTs) have opened novel oppor-
tunities for consumers to leverage their personal resources 
to engage with firms and become “influencers”, thereby co-
creating value and shaping the purchasing behaviors of their 
followers (peer consumers). Such social media influencers—
also known as Instafamous, Key Opinion Leaders (KOL), and 

live streamer—combine their talent and likable personalities 
with their considerable social network following on various 
popular social media platforms (e.g., YouTube, TikTok, 
Twitch, Instagram, Twitter, and WeChat) to influence follow-
ers’ perceptions of products and brands. The power of such 
influencers is evident in markets across the world (Backaler, 
2018). For example, recently, China’s top live streamer, Viya, 
sold $30 million worth of products from New Zealand to her 
millions of Chinese followers in a matter of hours, which 
illustrates how such influencers have become an important 
medium to connect consumers with products and brands1.

The importance of these social media influencers is fur-
ther enhanced due to the fragmentation of the social media 
environment and the ensuing creation of a large number of 
customer communities with vastly different consumption 
needs and profiles (Shan et al., 2019).2 In such contexts, 
social media influencers become indispensable for firms to 
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reach out to and understand the needs of the consumers in 
these different market segments and to create new brands 
to satisfy those needs. Social media influencers leverage 
interpersonal influence drawing on their social networks to 
facilitate transactional interactions and to create business 
value (Liang & Turban, 2011; Stephen & Toubia, 2010). 
Such consumer-initiated social commerce (CSC), with social 
media influencers playing a central role, has emerged as an 
important business model. Firms are acutely aware of this 
change and are spending an increasing proportion of their 
budgets on influencer marketing (Hughes et al., 2019). The 
popularity of social media influencers, and their coopera-
tion with firms, stimulate resource combinations for value 
co-creation and service innovation in CSC.

Specifically, in the CSC context, social media influencers 
assume a lead role in marketing and service innovation by 
engaging in two-way interactions with firms and followers. 
They usually possess heterogeneous personal resources that 
are distinct from firm-owned resources (Harmeling et al., 
2017) and generate para-social interactions (Knoll et al., 
2015) making consumers more susceptible to their opin-
ions and behaviors (De Veirman et al., 2017). Some of them 
gain fame by successfully branding themselves as experts 
or mavericks on social media platforms (Schouten et al., 
2020). “Follower” consumers identify these influencers as 
like-minded peers (Daniel et al., 2018), trust them more than 
they trust traditional celebrities (e.g., actors, supermodels, 
and athletes; Schouten et al., 2020), and demonstrate greater 
appreciation for their product information sharing than for 
brand-promoted advertising (Lou et al., 2019).

Despite such evidence on the growing significance of 
social media influencers in service innovation and value crea-
tion, we have a limited understanding of how they actively 
integrate their resources to engage in and lead service innova-
tion in CSC. Such resource integration has been the central 
focus of the Service-Dominant Logic (SDL) (Vargo & Lusch, 
2004, 2008); SDL views all economic entities who apply 
specialized competences (operant resources) as resource 
integrators (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008) and service inno-
vation as the rebundling or integration of diverse resources 
that create novel beneficial resources (Lusch & Nambisan, 
2015). Such a perspective allows us to view social media 
influencers’ resource integration—which entails combin-
ing specific operant and/or operand resources (Lusch et al., 
2007) and which motivates and constitutes exchange with 
other individuals or organizations (Vargo & Lusch, 2008)—
as consumer-led resource integration. While prior studies in 
SDL have examined such consumer-led resource integration, 
the focus has been only on consumers’ efforts in creating 
value-in-use for themselves (Vargo & Lusch, 2008); limited 
attention has been paid to consumer-led resource integration, 
involving firms, to create value-in-use for peer consumers—
which forms the focus of the current study.

Further, given that social media forms the vehicle for 
influencers’ resource integration in CSC, the enabling role of 
SMTs also assumes equal importance (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010; Li et al., 2021). The technology affordance perspec-
tive (Markus & Silver, 2008; Majchrzak & Markus, 2012) 
has been advanced to understand how the properties of an 
object (e.g., technology features) relate to or intersect with 
the abilities and intentions of an actor (Cabiddu et al., 2014) 
and offer specific affordances or action possibilities (Volkoff 
& Strong, 2013). From such a perspective, social media 
influencers’ different goals lead to different action poten-
tials of SMTs, as perceived by influencers, in the context of 
resource integration for service innovation. While prior stud-
ies have examined SMT affordances associated with intra-
firm interactions, firm-led interactions with consumers, as 
well as community interactions in non-commercial settings 
(e.g. Lee et al., 2019; Cabiddu et al., 2014; Raja-Yusof et al., 
2016), there has been limited focus on SMT affordances 
that assume salience in the context of consumer-led resource 
integration for service innovation.

Given the above research gaps, in this study, we seek to 
address three questions: (a) in what ways (roles) do social 
media influencers engage in consumer-led resource integra-
tion to create value-in-use for peer consumers? (b) what are 
the resource integration behaviors that underlie these roles 
that social media influencers play in service innovation? and 
(c) how do social media technologies facilitate or enable 
these resource integration behaviors?

We conduct a comparative case study of two Chinese 
firms and their social media influencers. Drawing upon 
multiple data sources, including semi-structured interviews, 
documents, and direct observations, we examine the dif-
ferentiated roles and resource integration behaviors of the 
social media influencers at the two firms and examine how 
they lead to specific service innovation outcomes (individu-
alized product promotion and individualized brand build-
ing). Based on the case study analysis and prior literature, 
we develop a conceptual framework of resource integration 
by social media influencers in service innovation.

In so doing, we seek to make three key contributions to 
future research on service innovation. First, most studies 
have focused on service innovations that are led by firms, 
wherein consumers play an important but largely passive 
and supportive role in resource integration (e.g. Edvards-
son et al., 2012; Kristensson et al., 2004; Sudbury-Riley 
et al., 2020). We extend this work by identifying the ways by 
which consumers (here, influencers) initiate and assume lead 
roles in resource integration and service innovation. Second, 
by bringing a sharp focus on consumer-controlled resources 
and their resource integration behaviors, we show how cus-
tomers enact their lead roles (as communicator and as inno-
vator) in service innovation in the CSC context and create 
value-in-use for peer consumers. Third, by identifying SMT 
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affordances related to consumer-led resource integration 
and service innovation, we complement and extend existing 
research that have so far focused only on SMT affordances 
in the context of intra-firm, firm-led, and non-commercial 
innovation contexts. And, in doing so, we also seek to offer a 
more nuanced understanding of technology-mediated micro-
processes of consumer engagement in service innovation in 
the emerging digital world.

Theoretical background

Service innovation under service‑dominant logic

Service innovation, as one of the three strategic priorities 
for service research (Ostrom et al., 2015), has been studied 
across disciplines (Patrício et al., 2018), and service-domi-
nant logic has become a foundational theoretical perspective 
for this research (Barrett et al., 2015; Gustafsson et al., 2020; 
Skålén et al., 2015). Here, we adopt SDL as the theoretical 
lens for studying service innovation by considering its three 
core premises: a) service as fundamental to all economic 
exchange; b) service as based on the joint application of spe-
cialized competences (operant resources) by all economic 
entities who act as resource integrators; and c) value as 
co-created during interactions and subjectively determined 
by the consumers in context (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008). 
Building on these core premises, service innovation has 
been conceptualized as the integration (or rebundling) of 
diverse resources to generate novel resources that are valu-
able or beneficial to users in a given context (Lusch & Nam-
bisan, 2015). Two primary perspectives have been adopted 
by existing studies to explore service innovation: the firm-
dominant perspective and the service ecosystem perspective.

The firm-dominant perspective focuses on how service 
innovation is developed through organizational resource 
integration (Fang et al., 2011; Hughes et al., 2018; Ng et al., 
2016; Skålén et al., 2015). An implicit assumption under-
pinning this perspective is that firms are service providers 
and the resource integration is carried out largely within 
the boundaries of the firm; while consumers may provide 
certain resources (e.g. needs information), they are pas-
sive participants in the resource integration process (e.g. 
Edvardsson et al., 2012; Kristensson et al., 2004; Sudbury-
Riley et al., 2020). Such a perspective arose because most 
consumers are conventionally regarded as unable to innovate 
solely through resource integration, especially when they 
lack critical resources and/or technological support. In short, 
this perspective places limited attention on consumers who 
actively integrate resources for service innovation (Busser 
et al., 2019; Magnusson et al., 2003; Witell et al., 2016).

The ecosystem perspective, on the other hand, assumes 
that consumers play a more active role in service innovation 

(Aal et al., 2016; Baron et al., 2017; Lusch & Nambisan, 
2015; Vargo et al., 2015). Service ecosystems are emergent 
actor-to-actor structures in which both firms and consum-
ers play equally important roles in pursuing resource inte-
gration and value co-creation (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015). 
However, while this stream of research emphasizes the role 
of consumers as an active agent in service innovation (Lusch 
& Nambisan, 2015), it also tends to abstract all consumers 
by highlighting their common characteristics and, to vary-
ing degrees, ignoring the heterogeneity (e.g., different roles, 
resources, capabilities, and behaviors) among them that con-
tributes to different service innovation outcomes. Further, 
there has been limited focus on understanding the specific 
resource integration behaviors that consumers exhibit to 
engage in service innovation.

Another rich stream of research has focused on con-
sumers as ‘lead users’ and their role in product innovation 
(von Hippel, 1986, 2005). While studies in this area have 
examined how lead users identify emergent market needs 
and act upon them to develop new products and solutions, 
even becoming user entrepreneurs in some instances (Shah 
& Tripsas, 2007), they have not adopted the SDL perspec-
tive, and as such there has been no explicit focus on users’ 
resource integration behaviors or processes.

Thus, more broadly, our understanding of the ways by 
which consumers assume lead roles, and actively integrate 
resources, to engage in service innovation is far from ade-
quate in the extant literature, and SDL forms an appropriate 
theoretical perspective to address this critical research gap.

Resources and roles of social media influencers

Typically enabled by SMTs, social media influencers often 
assume a lead role in service innovation in the CSC context 
and are viewed as members of the consumer group with sim-
ilar identity by their followers or peer consumers (Djafarova 
& Rushworth, 2017; Erz & Christensen, 2018). Indeed, as 
noted previously, it is their very identity as a consumer that 
affords them with the trust and influence among their fol-
lowers (Schouten et al., 2020).

Social media influencers usually possess heterogeneous 
personal resources that are distinct from a firm’s organi-
zational resources. Harmeling et al. (2017) identified four 
types of such personal resources that customers typically 
possess and use in value creation: network assets that relates 
to customers’ extent of interpersonal ties within their social 
network; persuasion capital which relates to their degree of 
trust, goodwill, and influence vis-à-vis other people in the 
community; knowledge stores which relates to their accumu-
lation of knowledge about other customers, product/brand, 
and firm; and creativity which relates to their capability 
to deploy their knowledge and conceptualize or develop 
novel, useful ideas or solutions to problems. All of these 
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are regarded as fundamental resources owned by all social 
media influencers (De Veirman et al., 2017; Evans et al., 
2017; Shan et al., 2019).

These and other personal operant resources may lead to 
different behavioral manifestations of influencers, which 
distinguish the roles they play in consumer-led resource 
integration and service innovation. Existing studies have 
indicated some of these roles of social media influencers—
for example, persuasive opinion leaders who exercise strong 
influence on product purchasing and evaluation by followers 
(Shan et al., 2019) and creators who produce digital content 
and develop novel solutions to satisfy potential needs of 
niche consumer communities (Lanz et al., 2019). Yet there 
has been limited focus on identifying the dominant operant 
resources—i.e., personal operant resources that have a deci-
sive influence on influencer roles—that assume relevance in 
service innovation in CSC.

More broadly, there has been limited discussion on the 
nature or type of social media influencers’ dominant operant 
resources, the specific roles associated with these resources, 
and more importantly, how they affect service innovation 
outcomes. Drawing on the SDL perspective, here, we sug-
gest that each lead role played by influencers (consumers) 

in service innovation essentially represents a different set 
of inputs—inputs that are related to the dominant oper-
ant resources of the role—that shape service innovation 
outcomes.

Resource integration behaviors of actors in service 
innovation

As noted previously, resource integration, which entails the 
assimilation and combining of specific operant and/or oper-
and resources in particular interactions (Lusch et al., 2007), 
motivates and constitutes exchange (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). 
Lusch and Nambisan (2015) stress service innovation as a 
collaborative process involving diverse actors engaged in 
resource integration. As SDL implies, both firms and con-
sumers are resource integrators (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). 
Table 1 shows firm-centered and consumer-led resource 
integration behaviors proposed by the existing literature.

Firm-centered resource integration behaviors are tar-
geted at developing and offering novel value propositions 
(Vargo & Lusch, 2008, 2016) and include team-based 
processes for internal and external problem solving, pro-
cesses and platforms that promote collaborative ideation 

Table 1.  Firm-centered and consumer-led resource integration behaviors

Dimension Firm-centered Consumer-led

Purpose of 
Resource 
Integration

To develop/offer novel value propositions
(Vargo & Lusch, 2008, 2016)

To create value-in-use for themselves and/or for others (Vargo 
& Lusch, 2008)

Resource 
Integration 
Behaviors & 
Processes

Cross-functional team-based processes for value creation 
(Hughes et al., 2018); for example, automobile companies 
establishing after-sales service and consultation processes 
to resolve customer issues/complaints

Access to interactive platforms for collaborative ideation 
(Busser et al., 2019); for example, Starbucks utilizing 
crowdsourcing platforms to involve customers in new ser-
vice and product development

Educating participants to modify or enhance their capabilities 
(Ng et al., 2016);  for example, appliance brands providing 
customers with product manuals, installation videos, repair 
guides, and on-site demonstrations of their products

Establishing or reconfiguring institutional arrangements in the 
service ecosystem (Barrett et al., 2015);for example, Airbnb 
establishing the landlord(tenant) evaluation mechanism 
to support generation of cumulative knowledge on their 
performance

Value-in-use for themselves:
Seeking information from social ties to satisfy one’s needs 

(Shah & Tripsas, 2007); for example, consumer hobby-
ists gathering ideas from online communities and making 
improvements on their own hobby equipments

Sharing information about one's needs to find the right solution 
(Yi & Gong, 2013); for example, software developers going 
to the Stackoverflow platform and sharing details on specific 
problems they are facing to find solutions from peers

Self-initiated or self-directed learning (Hibbert et al., 2012); 
for example, consumers consulting instructions on a website, 
reading tips on online forums and watching online videos to 
repair appliances

Connecting with other consumers to obtain high-quality and 
low-cost products/services (Jing & Xie, 2011); for example, 
consumers sharing the product link with several friends in 
group buying to get more discounts for themselves

Value-in-use for others (peer consumers):
Selecting products that best meet the needs of peer consumers, 

interpreting those products in ways that enhance their value-
in-use for peer consumers, and persuading peer consumers to 
purchase those products (the current study)

Utilizing firm and consumer-owned resources to create new 
resource combinations, constructing new value propositions 
with such resource combinations, and uniting personal traits 
with such value propositions to create unique brand identities 
(the current study)

432 Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science (2022) 50:429–459



1 3

with customers and other external partners, and processes 
to educate and enhance the knowledge and capabilities of 
customers (Hughes et al., 2018; Busser et al., 2019; Ng et al., 
2016). Another such behavior, from an ecosystem perspec-
tive, relates to establishing or reconfiguring novel institu-
tional arrangements that leverage relational and knowledge 
resources in the service ecosystem (Barrett et al., 2015). 
These and other such actions enable firms to establish, lead 
and support efforts to integrate diverse types of resources—
from production materials and supply chain management 
technologies to relational ties with customers—and gener-
ate novel value propositions that meet unique market needs 
(Skålén et al., 2015).

Consumer-led resource integration behaviors involve 
efforts by individual consumers to create value-in-use for 
themselves and/or for others (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). As 
shown in Table 1, typical behaviors identified by existing 
studies include sharing information about one’s needs/prob-
lems to find right solutions, self-initiated or self-directed 
learning, and associating with other social ties (e.g., Shah 
& Tripsas, 2007; Yi & Gong, 2013). In most of these stud-
ies, the focus has been on consumers integrating resources 
to create value-in-use for themselves—either solving some 
problems in using products/services or modifying an exist-
ing product in ways that deliver more value-in-use, i.e., 
efforts that are largely limited to their current consumption 
experience.

Yet, as Hibbert et al. (2012) proposed, all consumers are 
not equal in unlocking value from their resource integration 
activities. Social media influencers imply the potential for 
consumers to integrate diverse resources (personal, inter-
personal, or organizational) in ways that go beyond their 
current consumption experience and create value-in-use for 
peer consumers. For instance, social media influencers may 
directly or indirectly challenge existing forms of service by 
either changing the connections between firms and the com-
munity of consumers (Riviere et al. 2009), or developing 
customized interpretations of existing products and brands. 
They may also combine diverse resources including new 
media technologies, their own knowledge about the brand 
and their relational ties with the community of consumers 
to influence the way consumers learn about new products 
or brands (Dahl et al., 2015). All of these indicate novel 
opportunities for influencers (consumers) to integrate their 
personal resources with organizational resources and to initi-
ate and lead service innovation initiatives that create value-
in-use for peer consumers (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015).

The role of technology affordances in service 
innovation

Existing research highlights digital technology as an impor-
tant factor supporting or driving service innovation (Antons 

& Breidbach, 2018; Barrett et al., 2015; Nambisan et al., 
2017). Within this context, social media assumes critical 
significance as the core technology of social commerce 
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Li et al., 2021). Social media 
technologies have been defined as the set of Internet and 
other communication technology-based applications that 
facilitate social interactions and allow for the creation and 
exchange of user-generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010). Typical SMTs include social networking tools (e.g., 
Facebook and WeChat), social publishing or sharing tools 
(e.g., TikTok and YouTube), social and content manage-
ment tools (e.g., Moodle), and virtual worlds and gaming 
platforms (e.g., Twitch, WeeWorld).

To examine how SMTs enable resource integration by 
social media influencers for service innovation, we draw 
upon the technology affordance perspective (Markus & 
Silver, 2008; Majchrzak & Markus, 2012). An affordance 
exists when the properties of an object intersect with the 
ability and intention of a social agent (Cabiddu et al., 2014), 
and represents the action possibilities—or opportunities for 
action—offered to an individual by an object (Volkoff & 
Strong, 2013). Technology affordances are relational and 
exist only in the context of the technology and the user’s 
goal.

Table 2 shows the dominant perspectives of SMT affor-
dance research. As is evident, much of the focus has been on 
studying the affordances associated with intra-firm interac-
tions, i.e., to facilitate knowledge sharing and integration 
within the firm boundaries (Lee et al., 2019; Song et al., 
2019; Treem & Leonardi, 2013). A second set of studies 
have focused on SMT affordances associated with knowl-
edge creation and sharing in firm-led interactions or engage-
ment with consumers (e.g. Cabiddu et al., 2014; Tim et al., 
2017). A third stream has focused on SMT affordances 
related to community interactions in non-commercial set-
tings (e.g. Raja-Yusof et al., 2016). As is evident, there has 
been limited focus on SMT affordances associated with 
consumer-led resource integration and service innovation, 
i.e., activities wherein consumers (here, influencers) assume 
a lead role, actively integrate resources, and drive innovation 
and commercialization.

As affordance is a relational concept, the diversity of 
user’s goals or technology application contexts will naturally 
lead to SMTs showing a variety of affordances. Here, we 
consider SMT affordances as the action potential of SMTs, 
as perceived by social media influencers, in the use context 
of resource integration for service innovation. Several SMT 
affordances may assume relevance in such a context. For 
example, social media promotes inter-group interactions and 
enhances interpersonal influence by enabling or facilitating 
the connections or relationships with consumer communi-
ties (association affordance; Treem & Leonardi, 2013; Song 
et al., 2019); it may also afford influencers with the ability 
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Table 2  Dominant perspectives of SMT affordance research

Dominant Perspective Key Topics Representative Studies SMT Affordances

Intra-firm interactions Internal corporate communication, 
team work

Treem and Leonardi (2013)
Leonardi (2013)
Song et al. (2019)
Vaast and Kaganer (2013) 

Leidner et al. (2018)
Chen et al. (2019)

• Affordances to facilitate team work 
and internal corporate communica-
tion

• Affordances to facilitate informal 
interactions within the organization 
(employee social networks)

• Sample affordances identified: 
Association; Visibility; Editability; 
Persistence

Knowledge creation and sharing 
inside the organization

McAfee (2009)
Gibbs et al. (2013)
Lee et al. (2019)
Pee (2018)

• Affordances to facilitate organi-
zational knowledge creation and 
sharing (for example in product 
development)

• Sample affordances identified: 
Searchability; Tagging; Links; 
Authoring

Firm-dominant or firm-led inter-
actions with consumers

Knowledge creation and sharing 
outside the organization

Faraj et al. (2011)
Majchrzak et al. (2013)
Shwartz-Asher et al. (2020)

• Affordances to facilitate knowledge 
sharing and collaboration in online 
communities

• Sample affordances identified: 
Reviewability, Recombinability, 
Experimentation

Consumer engagement Cabiddu et al. (2014)
Shao and Pan (2019)
Tim et al. (2018)

• Affordances to enable consumer 
engagement for two-way interac-
tions

• Sample affordances identified: 
Persistent engagement; Customized 
engagement; Triggered engagement

Community interactions in non-
commercial settings

Socializing and cyber-volunteering 
behavior

Brown and Michinov (2019)
Raja-Yusof et al. (2016)

• Affordances to enable the accumu-
lation of social capital

• Affordances to enable individual 
involvement in enacting a task to 
achieve a collective objective

• Sample affordances identified: 
Socializing; Individualized affor-
dance

Self-presentation and collaboration 
opportunities

Chan and Holosko (2017)
Karahanna et al. (2018)

• Affordances to enable self-presenta-
tion on the Internet

• Affordances to enable users to col-
laborate with each other to create 
content in a social media setting

• Sample affordances identified: Self-
presentation; Collaboration
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to digitally present their resources and capabilities (visibil-
ity affordance; Treem & Leonardi, 2013). Similarly, social 
media enables individuals (e.g., users) to collaborate with 
each other to create content in a social media setting (col-
laboration affordance; Davis et al., 2009; Karahanna et al., 
2018). Therefore, social media influencers’ perceptions 
regarding these and other action possibilities associated with 
SMTs will shape their affordance actualization behaviors 
(here, resource integration behaviors). Given this, it is criti-
cal to understand what specific types of SMT affordances 
assume salience in the consumer-led (here, influencer-led) 
resource integration context.

Our discussion of the theoretical background indicates 
that: (a) social media influencers possess heterogeneous 
personal resources that can be deployed to pursue service 
innovation; (b) service innovation in CSC is the outcome 
of resource integration by social media influencers, which 
goes beyond their immediate consumption experience and 
holds the potential for creating novel value-in-use for peer 
consumers; (c) social media influencers’ perceptions of the 
affordances of SMTs drive their resource integrating behav-
iors. The case study described below builds on these theo-
retical insights and delves deeper into the specific roles and 
associated resource integration behaviors of social media 
influencers in service innovation in CSC.

Research method

Case study design

We employed a case study methodology to explore how 
social media influencers integrate resources to engage in and 

enable service innovation in CSC, given the lack of exten-
sive empirical research on this topic. A case study method-
ology represents a suitable approach when the underlying 
concepts of a phenomenon (here social media influencers’ 
resource integrating behaviors in service innovation) and 
their relationships lack clarity or call for richer descriptions 
(Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2013).

We started with an initial investigation of six Chinese 
companies that engage with their social media influencers 
in different ways. Our review and analysis of the theoretical 
background provided the necessary grounding for the case 
study analysis. We approached these six companies with our 
research plan and got permission from two of them (Com-
pany A and Company B) to pursue extensive data collection, 
which included direct access to their interactions with social 
media influencers as well as to their internal documents per-
taining to brand management and innovation.

Company A is a leading fashion brand specializing in 
South Korean fast fashion; it possesses excellent product 
development capabilities and develops 30,000 new products 
every year, surpassing Zara by a huge margin3. Such prod-
uct development requires strong product marketing capabili-
ties. To improve product marketing, Company A chose to 
cooperate with social media influencers who had a certain 
number of followers in niche consumer communities, usu-
ally ranging from 100,000 to 500,0004. These social media 

Table 2  (continued)

Dominant Perspective Key Topics Representative Studies SMT Affordances

Consumer-led service innovation Influencer marketing The current study • Affordances to enable influencers’ 
connections or relationships with 
peer consumers (followers) and 
with cooperating firms

• Affordances to enable the digi-
tal presentation of influencers’ 
resources and capabilities

• Affordances to enable the finding, 
acquiring, absorbing, and/or recom-
bining of heterogeneous resources

• Affordances to enable coordination 
of complex, interdependent set of 
activities/tasks involving multiple 
actors (here, influencers and their 
cooperating firms)

• Existing affordances referred: Asso-
ciation; Visibility

• New affordances identified: Explo-
ration; Coordination

3 This data was confirmed by our interviewees as well as by second-
ary data from mainstream media (Sohu Finance). Detailed informa-
tion is available on the website (http:// busin ess. sohu. com/ 20151 016/ 
n4233 84349. shtml).
4 According to our anecdotal evidence and industry surveys (e.g., 
Data source: https:// baiji ahao. baidu. com/s? id= 16540 38702 16847 
6122& wfr= spide r& for= pc;http:// www. woshi pm. com/ it/ 31068 22. 
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influencers usually served various vertical markets with 
considerable market size, and they showed competence in 
turning their follower-based resources into commercial inter-
ests. They cooperated with Company A to jointly improve 
individualized product promotion, which co-created value 
for the key stakeholders. For Company A, the cooperation 
with these influencers enabled the company to maintain a 
high sell-through rate of new arrivals and to continuously 
disseminate its products through social marketing (and ulti-
mately to promote the sales). Influencers get considerable 
sales commissions (usually 20%-30% of the total sales) 
or advertising fees (that varies based on the social media 
platform) as well as the opportunity to maintain or increase 
the number of followers with the help of quality products. 
For ordinary consumers (followers), individualized product 
promotions offered new interactive marketing experiences.

Company B is an Internet brand incubator that is commit-
ted to working with creative influencers in social media to 
co-create new brands5. It is particularly interested in crea-
tive influencers who are talented at serving underexploited 
niche markets and generating innovative solutions to sat-
isfy their needs. They are influencers who can employ their 
personal creativity to initiate and contribute to new brand 
building efforts that also involve obtaining professional 
support from Company B for brand operations. Company 
B provides customized entrepreneurial support, including 
information technology, logistics and operational services, 
to their cooperating influencers. Since its establishment in 
2014, Company B has cooperated with several such crea-
tive influencers, and it has successfully launched over 20 
new brands in three years in various industries including 
clothing, accessories, luggage, cosmetics, and agricultural 
products. Many of these brands have now become highly 
distinctive and are beloved brands of niche communities in 
China. Through jointly owning this new brand, the influenc-
ers could share brand profits while also reaping a sense of 
personal accomplishment. Such influencer-led individual-
ized brand building efforts also represent a new approach to 
branding in which new value propositions that precisely fit 
the needs of niche communities are developed.

Company A and Company B teamed up with different 
types of social media influencers to achieve two types of 
service innovations, thus presenting a strong contrast for our 
study. At the same time, while separate or independent com-
panies, they belonged to the same corporate entity, which 
allowed for better control of the corporate background. 
To a certain extent, this reduced any external differences 
caused by the distinctive development background of each 
firm, thereby increasing the comparability of the two cases 
in terms of the processes and mechanisms of consumer 
resource integration.

After selecting the two case firms, we first asked the 
firms to list their social media influencers who worked well 
with them. Company A provided a list of 16 candidates. 
We screened them using two criteria. First, the selected 
influencers should be the main type that Company A coop-
erated with. According to a statement from Company A, 
social media influencers with 100,000 to 500,000 followers 
accounted for 95% of all cooperation between the company 
and influencers; the other 5% mainly were macro influencers 
with more than 500,000 followers, which are very costly for 
Company A. Second, the selected influencers should have a 
stable cooperative relationship with Company A, rather than 
just a one-time cooperation. Based on the above criteria, we 
selected five influencers for further investigation. Company 
B provided us with a list of seven influencers who had suc-
cessfully created new brands with the firm. We screened 
them using two criteria. First, the brands co-created by the 
selected influencers and Company B should belong to dif-
ferent industries, which allowed us to refine those common 
behaviors in brand building without considering industrial 
differences. Second, the selected influencers must have 
participated throughout the brand building process, which 
ensures that the influencers play an active role and have an 
important influence on brand building. Based on these two 
criteria, we selected five influencers as our interviewees.

We obtained detailed observations on influencers’ 
resource integration behaviors and their outcomes by inter-
viewing managers at the two firms and their cooperating 
social media influencers. Enterprise interviewees (i.e., 
managers) offered us organizational-level descriptions of 
consumer resource integration processes and identified 
objective outcomes of service innovation, while influencer 
interviewees offered us with detailed examples of their per-
sonal resources and behaviors. Collecting data from both 
sides of the CSC context provided us with a comprehensive 
description of consumer resource integrating behaviors, ena-
bling factors and the outcomes.

Data collection

The screening procedures described above left us with 
the two case study firms (Company A and Company B; 

5 According to our interviews, these new brands were jointly owned 
by Company B and its cooperating social media influencers (both 
parties bore a certain proportion of the investment and shared brand 
profits). However, Company B and its cooperating influencers have 
established a tacit understanding that community consumers should 
think that the new brands belong to the influencers, so as to fully dif-
ferentiate their brands from other brands established by competing 
companies in the market. They believed this was a beneficial way for 
the new brands to gain recognition from niche communities.

Footnote 4 (continued)
html), the influencers with such follower resources have become a 
major force, working with companies in most industries.
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see Table 3) and a total of 10 influencer interviewees (see 
Table 4). The research team adopted three methods—semi-
structured interviews, documents, and observations—to 
enable triangulation and complementarity of data. As high-
lighted by Yin (2009), no single method should completely 
overshadow the others; all have their own advantages and are 
complementary to one another. The different methods built 
a crucial foundation for recreating the processes and mecha-
nisms of resource integration by social media influencers 
and for conducting a rigorous analysis of such processes 
and mechanisms.

Semi‑structured Interviews The primary method of data 
collection was semi-structured interviews conducted with 
an incomplete script (Fontana & Frey, 2000) that helped 
us to explore the behaviors and processes involved in the 
engagement of social media influencers. The interviews were 
conducted in Chinese by the research team (consisting of 
three to six Chinese scholars capable of capturing the precise 
meanings in the native expressions of the interviewees). To 
ensure accuracy of the collected data, most interviews were 
recorded verbatim (four influencer interviewees were unwill-
ing to be recorded, as indicated in Table 3 with the sign 
♮) and then transcribed in Chinese. We provide additional 
details in the Data Analysis section on how we analyzed 
and coded the data.

The research team liaised with the participating firms 
to coordinate multiple interviews at regular intervals. This 
facilitated prompt analysis of the data and allowed for fol-
low-up on key questions in subsequent interviews. During 
the interviews, we established contact with the interviewees 
to verify and complement any incomplete or contradictory 
information in a timely manner.

The research team conducted 39 interviews between 
November 2016 and December 2019. For Case A, 22 inter-
views were conducted, of which 17 interviews were with 
executives of Company A and five were with social media 
influencers. For Case B, 17 interviews were conducted, of 
which 12 interviews were with company executives and five 
were with social media influencers. On average, the semi-
structured interviews lasted between 43 and 58 minutes. All 
interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed by a pro-
fessional transcription team, resulting in approximately 965 
minutes of digital recording for Case A and 978 minutes of 
digital recording for Case B.

Documents The research team accessed document files 
related to both firms, including both external documents 
(e.g., reports in mainstream and business media) and internal 
archives (e.g., promotional videos and PowerPoint presenta-
tions provided by the firms). We collected these data to sup-
port and complement our interviews. For example, 16 media 
reports, collected from CNKI. net (the most frequently used 

digital library by universities and colleges in China), pro-
vided sufficient information for understanding the market-
ing strategy of Company A, which helped the research team 
to better understand Company A’s purpose and criteria for 
selecting influencers. Moreover, these documents helped us 
identify the communicator role of the influencers and their 
value in promoting products, thereby enabling the research 
team to further explore the specific behaviors of the influenc-
ers. The document files collected from both companies are 
described in Table 3.

Observations For the investigation of companies, the 
research team conducted four field visits to the headquarters 
of both companies between 2016 and 2018 (including the 
live streaming room specially designed for influencers and 
the work sites of major departments). The research team also 
attended the annual meetings of both companies in 2018 and 
an internal discussion on new brand building organized by 
Company B in 2019. We recorded key statements on market-
ing or brand development strategies shared in these meetings, 
and these data helped us to verify the benefits or performance 
of the influencers’ cooperation with the case firm.

For the investigation of influencers, the research team 
observed the ten influencers through their short videos, public 
interview videos, and online live streaming shows, which were 
posted on popular social media platforms (like REDBOOK, 
TaoBaoLive, and Bilibili), and also attended the virtual com-
munities to observe interactions between the influencers and 
their followers. We acquired key insights based on these obser-
vations. For example, in observing the short video of Miss 
Jin, we recorded what she said, her physical expression, and 
other elements (such as the popularity of the video, comments, 
and the number of thumbs-up and forwards). This allowed us 
to identify core concepts (like the persuading behavior) by 
analyzing the observed actions of the influencers as recorded 
in field notes and the statements made in interviews. Table 3 
shows the observation data for the two cases.

Data analysis

To support the data analysis in the comparative case study 
design, we adopted the procedures recommended by Yin 
(2009) and Eisenhardt (1989)—that is, first conducting a sin-
gle case analysis and then performing a comparative analysis. 
The open and axial coding strategies were used throughout 
the analysis, and the outcomes are depicted in Table 5.

In the single case analysis, we considered Companies A 
and B as two separate sample cases for independent analysis. 
Qualified researchers with qualitative data analysis experi-
ence were divided into two groups to independently code 
data for the two cases. The researchers attached prelimi-
nary codes to the case data and searched for key constructs 
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Table 3  Data sources

Cases Original Data Source Quantity Data Specifics

CASE A Company A Semi-Structured Inter-
views

First round, 2016 1 interview 95 min. Group Vice President
Second round,
2017-2018

13 interviews 427 min. Director of Product 
Planning, Director of 
Production (2*), Direc-
tor of IT, Manager of 
IT, Manager of Product 
Team A, Manager of 
Marketing, Manager of 
CRM, Group Leader of 
Product Team B, Fash-
ion Buyer of Product 
Team B, Picture Maker 
of Product Team C, 
Staff of Fabric Planning, 
Staff of President’s 
Office

Third round,
2019

3 interviews 152 min. Group Vice President, 
Operation Manager, 
Director of Production

Documents Academic reports 16 docs. 224 pages Academic reports of 
Company A from 
CNKI. net (2011-2018)

Media news reports 23 docs. 90 pages Reports, speeches, and 
news from mainstream 
media platforms (2016-
2019)

Annual reports 2 docs. 206 pages Annual company reports 
(2016-2017)

Internal archives 10 docs. 97 pages 4 promotional videos
6 internal PPT files

Observations Field notes 1 meeting 7 pages 1 annual meeting on over-
all new product develop-
ment and marketing 
(2018)

4 visits to the work site 19 pictures 3 visits to the corporate 
headquarters (2017-
2018)

1 visit to the live stream-
ing room (2018)

Social Media 
Influencers 
(Partnering with 
Company A)

Semi-Structured Inter-
views

First round,
2017-2018

3 interviews 186 min. Miss Jin, Miss Han, Miss 
Liu♮

Second round,
2019

2 interviews 105 min. Miss Li, Miss He♮

Observations Field notes 4 short videos 43 pages 1 short video of Miss Jin 
(July 2018)

2 short videos of Miss 
Han (July 2018)

1 short video of Miss He 
(May 2019)

2 online live streaming 
shows

9 pages 1 online live streaming 
show of Miss Liu (July 
2018)

1 online live streaming 
show of Miss Li (May 
2019)
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and emerging relationships. The coding schemes and code 
assignments were based on the study’s core theoretical con-
cepts and issues revealed from the literature review.

After the open coding of the two cases, the two groups 
of researchers continued to perform axial coding indepen-
dently, incorporating the preliminary codes into organized 
sets, themes, or constructs to form first-order concepts 

Table 3  (continued)

Cases Original Data Source Quantity Data Specifics

CASE B Company B Semi-Structured Inter-
views

First round, 2016 2 interviews 120 min. Group Vice President, 
General Manager

Second round,
2017-2018

4 interviews 201 min. General Manager, Deputy 
General Manager, Gen-
eral Manager of Strategy 
Department, Director of 
Visual Group

Third round,
2019

6 interviews 294 min. General Manager, 
Director of  1st Strategy 
Department, Director of 
 3rd Strategy Department, 
Staff of  3rd Strategy 
Department, Director of 
Visual Group, Staff of 
Visual Group

Documents Media news reports 19 docs. 66 pages Reports, speeches, and 
news from mainstream 
media platforms (2016-
2019)

Internal archives 4 docs. 56 pages 1 promotional video
3 internal PPT files

Observations Field notes 2 meetings 18 pages 1 annual meeting on 
overall group strategy 
development (2018)

1 internal discussion on 
new brand building 
(2019)

4 visits 25 pictures 4 visits to the corporate 
headquarters (2017-
2019)

Social Media 
Influencers 
(Partnering with 
Company B)

Semi-Structured Inter-
views

First round,
2017-2018

2 interviews 98 min. Mr. Song♮, Mrs. Wang

Second round,
2019

3 interviews 265 min. Miss Li♮, Ms. Liu, Mr. 
Zhong

Observations Field notes 2 short videos 16 pages 1 short video of Miss 
Wang (July 2018)

1 music video of Miss Li 
(Jan 2019)

3 interview videos 15 pages 2 interview videos of Mr. 
Song (2017-2018)

1 interview videos of Ms. 
Liu (2018)

1 field observation 6 pages Invited into the virtual 
community organized 
by Mr. Zhong to observe 
his interactions with his 
followers.

*The number of interviews organized for one individual; ♮ Interviewees who were unwilling to be recorded in interviews.
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(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Subsequently, these two groups 
compared their coding results. Any inconsistency in the cod-
ing results was repeatedly discussed until consensus was 
reached. At this stage, we used new case data for comparison 
to further verify that the first-order concepts were complete. 
If these were not complete, the researchers revisited the 
data and replenished the open coding to form more rigorous 
first-order concepts. Based on the first-order concepts, the 
researchers generalized the second-order themes and drew 
on existing theories to form core concepts that describe the 
important phenomena and the research questions.

In the process of data analysis, we identified emergent 
concepts in our data and categorized them by juxtaposing 
them with those in the relevant literature (Suddaby, 2006). 
We first identified the relationships between the dominant 
operant resources owned by social media influencers and 
their perceptions regarding the action possibilities associ-
ated with SMTs. Then, as explained above, we used these 
relationships iteratively to code the data in more detail to 
identify the specific resources and technology affordances. 
In the same way, we identified the relationships between 
SMT affordances and their resource integrating behaviors 
as well as the relationships between resource integrating 
behaviors and service innovation outcomes. More labels 
were generated in detail based both on case evidence and 
previous research. As illustrated in Table 5, labels already 
in use in the scholarly literature on SDL-informed service 
innovation, social media influencer engagement, and tech-
nology affordances (such as “persuasion capital,” “associa-
tion,” “selecting,” and “persuading”) captured some of our 
second-order themes well, whereas others required creating 
new labels (such as “interpreting,” “constructing,” and “unit-
ing”). Detailed interpretations of all key labels are provided 
in our Research Findings section.

There was a language gap we had to cross in the data 
analysis. Considering that translating all data into English 
would be very expensive and time consuming, we chose to 
use Chinese in the open coding and English in the axial 
coding. To ensure the consistency of key concepts between 
our analysis and the published studies, we repeatedly went 
back to the existing studies to learn the typical language 
associated with social media, influencer marketing, resource 
integration, and service innovation. Therefore, all second-
order codes were labeled with both the Chinese terms and 
their corresponding English terms. This approach provided 
a good transition between the two languages and enabled us 
to further refine aggregate dimensions and build the con-
ceptual model.

Equally important, to ensure credibility of the data, we 
adopted several well-established techniques outlined by Sil-
verman and Marvasti (2008), Friend and Malshe (2016), 
and Johnson and Sohi (2016). Specifically, to ensure 
dependability, most of interviews were recorded digitally Ta
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and transcribed, allowing different researchers to code the 
transcripts of each case independently. NVivo qualitative 
software was used to store, organize, and analyze the inter-
view transcripts. The coding results of the researchers were 
compared; if disagreements occurred, discussions were 
organized to improve consistency. To ensure validity, we 
engaged in an iterative process of adding new data collected 
from additional interviews to the analysis until theoretical 
saturation was achieved. Findings were compared to the 
additional data and iteratively enriched until no new insights 
emerged. To further ensure interpretability, multiple relevant 
quotations from different respondents pertaining to the same 
category were compared. We introduced cases from other 
enterprises in the preliminary investigation to verify the core 
ideas and findings. The findings were consistent across the 
multiple contexts and cases assessed.

Research findings

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework of resource 
integration by social media influencers in service innovation 
that was derived from the data analysis. This framework 
indicates that the social media influencers’ roles (as reflected 
by their dominant operant resources) shape their perceptions 
regarding the action possibilities associated with SMTs (i.e., 
technology affordances), and that these perceptions, in turn, 
shape their resource integrating behaviors, which lead to 
specific innovation outcomes.

Our evidence led us to highlight two roles of social media 
influencers: the communicator role (the influencers in Case 
A) and the innovator role (the influencers in Case B). The 
communicators connect the products or brands of Company 
A with the community of consumers (i.e. their followers) to 
initiate individualized product promotion, while the inno-
vators develop and offer differentiated and individualized 
brand designs for specific niche consumer communities. 
Each role essentially represents a different set of inputs or 
resources, which signifies how the role contributes to service 
innovation. The following sub-sections provide detailed evi-
dence that supports this framework, and each element of the 
framework and their interrelationships (P1, P2, and P3) are 
explained. Table 6 provides interpretations of the commu-
nicator and the innovator roles as well representative labels 
for the key constructs and propositions in this framework.

Dominant operant resources of social media 
influencers influencing SMT affordances

Our evidence shows that the dominant operant resources 
owned by social media influencers, that reflect their roles 
and intentions to engage in service innovation, shape 
their perceptions regarding the uses of SMTs in resource 

integration. We comparatively analyzed Case A and Case B 
to identify two types of dominant operant resources, persua-
sion capital and professional creativity. In this section, we 
show how persuasion capital and professional creativity sep-
arately indicate the communicator and innovator roles, and 
how these resources impact actors’ perceptions regarding 
the uses of SMTs (i.e., affordances) in resource integration.

Persuasion capital and its impact on the association 
and visibility affordances of SMTs

In Case A, the evidence showed that influencers cooperating 
with Company A possessed skills and capabilities that made 
peer consumers feel that they (influencers) are trustworthy 
and well-intentioned as well as influenced peer consumers’ 
product-related purchase decisions and behaviors. Draw-
ing on Harmeling et al. (2017), we refer to such operant 
resources, owned by these influencer communicators, as per-
suasion capital—the degree of trust, goodwill, and influence 
an individual has with other people within a community.

For example, Miss He mentioned that before working 
with Company A, she often shared fashion clothes suit-
able for young women, in the 20-25 age group, on social 
media platforms, and interacted with her followers by com-
menting on pictures of celebrities wearing clothes. This 
enabled her to gain many followers. She would honestly 
analyze the fabric characteristics and the advantages and 
disadvantages when recommending matching clothing. For 
instance, she once told her followers that some people regard 
pleats as a symbol of “elegance” or “style”, but some peo-
ple think that pleats on clothes are not beautiful. She then  
reminded her followers that if they didn't like wrinkles on 
their clothes, they should not consider buying that particu-
lar clothing product. For followers, her “honest” approach 
makes her seem more authentic and trustworthy, and thus, 
they are more willing to pay for her recommendations. As 
described by Miss He,

“My followers have told me that my recommendations 
are reassuring. They believed I would not always let 
them buy, buy and buy … but more from their point of 
view, I only told them whether the product was appro-
priate.”

Excellent persuasion capital can also be reflected in 
copywriting, oral expression, and physical attractiveness. 
For example, in our observations of the videos and live 
streams of the performances of the influencers cooperating 
with Company A, we found that they often were very good 
at expressing the important needs or concerns of followers 
in concise, kind and relatable ways. Specifically, in a live-
stream of Miss Liu, we saw her demonstrate a women’s skirt 
in person. To describe the effect of this skirt, she said, "I 
feel like the heroine from a TV series", thereby, conveying 
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to the viewer how this skirt can make the wearer more eye-
catching. She turned her body around to show the details of 
the skirt, including laces, folds and suitable shirt matching. 
Her oral expressions and body language in introducing this 
product projected her empathy towards her followers as well 
as her trustworthiness.

Our evidence shows that, in Case A, persuasion capital 
impacted the perceptions of the influencer communicators in 
their use of SMTs. Specifically, since influencer communica-
tors found themselves able to win the trust of followers and 
influence them (by exercising their persuasion capital), they 
tended to use SMTs (a) to maintain or facilitate their associa-
tion with followers (e.g., interact with existing followers, or 
attract more followers), and (b) to enable their association 
with Company A (e.g., obtain business resources), both of 
which reveal the relevance of association affordance.

For example, influencer communicators used prevail-
ing social commerce platforms (e.g., WeChat, Weibo, and 
TaoBaoLive) to post details about their personal daily life 
or to share their comments on specific products and those 
who were attracted by all this clicked on the ‘follow’ or 
‘like’ button of social media, or bookmarked the live stream-
ing link of the influencer to become their follower. Influ-
encer communicators also used SMTs to regularly organize 
online community activities on specific topics to interact 
and maintain or strengthen their association with existing 
followers. Further, SMT features enabled them to classify 

and communicate with specific sets of followers that in turn 
strengthened their association with niche consumer com-
munities. As Miss Jin noted,

“For example, many of them are office workers who 
don’t have time to iron their shirts and prefer non-iron 
styles that won’t wrinkle. From our interactions with 
them, we learned about their need to know whether the 
items of clothing are easy to care for. We pay particu-
lar attention to this point when choosing or promoting 
products.”

Influencer communicators also used prevailing SMTs 
(usually WeChat) to build or maintain their connections 
with cooperating firms. For instance, in social media live 
streams, a communicator usually introduced a dozen prod-
ucts from different companies. Therefore, he/she needed 
to communicate with these cooperating firms (includ-
ing Company A) in advance to confirm the copywriting 
(e.g., the selling point of a product) and specific show 
time of the selected products; through regular coopera-
tion between Company A and their selected influencers, 
the company also provided comments and suggestions to 
the communicators after analyzing the promotion data to 
improve influencers’ performance. As the cooperating 
firms were usually geographically dispersed, associations 
afforded by SMTs helped the communicators to effectively 
cooperate with different companies.

Fig. 1  A conceptual framework of resource integration by social media influencers in service innovation
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On the other hand, our case evidence shows that the influ-
encer communicators regarded and used SMTs as a key tool 
to clearly present people and products, which reveals the 
relevance of visibility affordance. In terms of the presenta-
tion of people, for example, influencer communicators used 
filters embedded in the video and live streaming technolo-
gies to beautify the communicator’s face such that consum-
ers were able to enjoy a more satisfying visual experience. 
Similarly, funny and comical expression tools were used for 
entertainment-based performances and video plug-ins sup-
ported voice modification, which enhanced the amusement 
content. Such SMT-based visibility affordances enabled the 
communicators to appear livelier and to offer more appeal-
ing visual experiences to their followers.

In terms of product presentation, influencer communi-
cators used new media technologies equipped with certain 
embedded and customizable technology modules to support 
individualized product presentation and interactions. For 
example, the influencer communicators cooperating with 
Company A inserted a custom information bar in the live 
streaming page. This information bar displayed the com-
municators’ basic information, height, and weight as well as 
a list of that day’s recommended products. It could be also 
used to highlight that day’s offers and discounts. The com-
municators believed these visual applications were helpful to 
their communication and made them vivid and trustworthy 
to their followers. As stated by Miss Liu,

“These platforms are constantly innovating the plug-
ins that help us better present products in the live 
streams. For example, several clothing offerings can 
be matched with each other in one live stream. When I 
recommend one of them, the corresponding or related 
outfits will be displayed at the bottom of the screen; 
followers can easily see these alternatives.”

Based on the above findings, we suggest that:

Proposition 1A Social media influencers’ (communica- 
tors’) persuasion capital positively impacts their perception 
of the action possibilities of SMTs related to (a) facilitating 
connections or relationships with followers and companies 
(association affordance), and (b) enabling the digital pres- 
entation of their resources and capabilities (visibility affor- 
dance), in the context of service innovation in CSC.

Professional creativity and its impact on the exploration 
and coordination affordances of SMTs

In Case B, the evidence showed that influencers cooperat-
ing with Company B had the skills and ability to gener-
ate, conceptualize and/or develop novel and useful ideas or 
solutions based on their deep functional and methodological 

expertise accumulated from their unique experiences. Draw-
ing on Petri and Jacob (2016) and Harmeling et al. (2017), 
we refer to such operant resources, owned by these influ-
encer innovators, as professional creativity – i.e., creativ-
ity that is based on their own professional experience and 
knowledge. Different from the market-related knowledge 
resources (knowledge about followers, products, or brands) 
possessed by influencer communicators in Case A, we found 
that professional creativity possessed by influencers in Case 
B tends to be mostly related to their functional and meth-
odological expertise.

Functional expertise can be understood as specialized 
knowledge within a function. For example, our interviewee, 
Mr. Song, was born in Shandong and has expertise in pear 
farming; Ms. Liu learned about sweet potato cultivation 
and its industry in detail through her volunteer teaching 
in Shandong; Mr. Zhong studied crop production and has 
been engaged in crop breeding and seed trade since his 
graduation; Both Mrs. Wang and Miss Li have been trained 
in apparel design and have mastered professional design 
abilities.

Methodological expertise relates to knowledge about spe-
cific techniques or methods to help structure a novel and 
useful solution. For example, Mr. Song’s previous work 
experience exposed him to Japanese standardized farming 
techniques and allowed him to taste the delicacy of pears 
without pesticides, fertilizers or growth hormones. Because 
of his personal interest and enthusiasm for his hometown, 
after resigning from his job, he stayed in Shandong pear 
orchard every day, studied new farming techniques, and 
finally developed an organic fertilizer formula suitable for 
growing pear in the Shandong Province of China. In another 
similar example, Ms. Liu discovered a special sweet potato 
variety that was very suited to the tastes of young people. 
As she described, she devoted her time and effort to explore 
how to grow this type of sweet potato:

“To grow this type of sweet potato, you must choose 
the seedlings carefully and control the area well. I 
know that the Jinan area is very suitable for the pre-
cipitation of sugars in sweet potatoes. The other place 
[they can be grown] is Zhanjiang in Guangdong. Only 
these two places can produce sweet potatoes that taste 
very different. We’ve tried them all [sweet potatoes 
produced in different places]!”

Such professional knowledge and the associated creativity 
may not be relevant to an existing product to start with, and 
instead may gradually evolve in significance or become sali-
ent as the influencer discovers a novel market opportunity. 
As our interview with the deputy general manager of Com-
pany B showed, such personal background or experience-
based professional creativity has become crucial to innovate 
and cater to niche market demands:
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“Market demand, today, I mean, has become more 
refined to a significant extent. One brand is not enough 
to precisely satisfy the differentiated needs of different 
communities. Therefore, there is a great need to con-
tinuously develop new brands oriented towards niche 
markets … We choose a feasible way to leverage the 
power of our influencers who have unique backgrounds 
to understand these niche markets. These innovators 
invest their resources to participate in the innovation 
of the entire brand ecology together with us.”

Our evidence shows that, in Case B, professional creativ-
ity shaped the perceptions of influencer innovators regarding 
their use of SMTs. Specifically, our data indicates that influ-
encer innovators made use of SMTs to acquire and process 
important information about unexplored consumer needs and 
to combine that with their professional creativity to develop 
novel ideas or innovative solutions that satisfied such needs. 
We refer to this as exploration affordance and define it as 
the action possibilities presented by SMTs related to finding 
or acquiring, absorbing, and/or recombining heterogeneous 
resources. Mrs. Wang, who had a flair for designing original 
Korean-style accessories, provided an example:

“Staying updated with the community and fashion 
trends is vital to our product design work. Although 
we specialize in original designs, we still hope that 
many will like our products and actually buy them. 
That is why we stay close to various (social) channels 
and draw inspiration from some of the trendy Korean-
style elements and matching ideas for accessories.”

Influencer innovators also used SMTs in their coopera-
tion with Company B to experiment with or market-test new 
products or brands. For example, newly developed brands 
co-created by the innovators and Company B were first 
tested in small-scale online communities, usually the fol-
lower communities of the innovators. Click-based data and 
associated metrics offered by SMTs were used to provide 
instant feedback on the attractiveness and appeal of the new 
ideas. Further, followers’ interactions and feedback were 
also analyzed to identify any unknown issues to design and 
to improve the brands.

Thus, exploration affordances offered by SMTs not only 
allowed influencer innovators to not only explore new mar-
ket needs but also test the extent of fit of their innovative 
solutions vis-à-vis these needs.

SMTs allowed Company B and its influencer innovators 
to jointly design the brand concept and image by facilitat-
ing multi-media dyadic interactions. We refer to this as 
coordination affordance and define it as action possibili-
ties presented by SMTs related to facilitating the coordina-
tion of complex, interdependent set of innovation activities/
tasks involving multiple actors or entities—in the current 

context, influencers and their partnering firms.6 For exam-
ple, a WeChat group was created to facilitate the interac-
tions among all relevant parties responsible for new brand 
building, where the innovators and Company B could share, 
exchange, and optimize ideas and design solutions. WeChat 
offered basic social functions, such as video chat and voice 
calls, and supported cloud meetings, which significantly 
facilitated multi-participant coordination of tasks.

Further, prevailing social media platforms (used by the 
influencers) were interfaced with Company B’s big data 
enterprise information system (a production system based 
on a decision-making algorithm) that enabled precise man-
agement of production and inventory using data obtained 
from social media platforms (such as item sales and users’ 
behaviors). This allowed influencer innovators and Com-
pany B to quickly come together and jointly evaluate their 
plans for new brands, including whether to offer discounts to 
slow-moving items. As Company B’s deputy general man-
ager indicated, using social media platforms integrated with 
internal big data systems was critical for efficient coordina-
tion of time-dependent tasks between the influencer innova-
tors and the company:

“We capture different kinds of transactional and inter-
actional data and purchase big data on the market from 
third-party platforms to obtain information that reflects 
market or product trends. This information tells us 
what the market needs, if we are doing the right thing, 
and what we should sell tomorrow and to coordinate 
all this decision making with our influencers.”

Based on the above discussion, we suggest the following,

Proposition 1B Social media influencers’ (innovators’) pro- 
fessional creativity positively impacts their perception of the 
action possibilities of SMTs related to (a) acquiring, absorb- 
ing, and/or recombining heterogeneous knowledge resources 
(exploration affordance), and (b) enabling their cooperative 
efforts with partner companies (coordination affordance), in 
the context of service innovation in CSC.

SMT affording resource integration by social media 
influencers

Based on the comparative analysis of Case A and Case B, 
we find that the ways influencers perceive and use SMTs had 
6 Note that in contrast to collaboration affordance which relates to 
support for reviewing each other’s inputs and creating new digital 
content in a collaborative manner in a social media setting (Kara-
hanna et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2009), coordination affordance brings 
a sharp focus on the support provided to manage the interdependen-
cies among different (online and offline) tasks undertaken by different 
entities in service innovation and the complex scheduling and execu-
tion of such tasks in a social media setting.
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a distinct influence on their resource integration behaviors. 
For the communicator role, we identified three SMT-enabled 
resource integration behaviors: selecting, interpreting, and 
persuading; and, for the innovator role, we identified three 
other resource integration behaviors: utilizing, construct-
ing, and uniting. Next, we discuss these behaviors and relate 
them to SMT affordances.

SMT‑enabled resource integration behaviors of influencer 
communicators

Selecting Influencer communicators serve as the medium 
between a firm’s product/brand and target consumers. Our 
evidence shows that influencers are very focused on select-
ing products that best meet the unique needs of their follow-
ers from the many options offered by cooperating firms. We 
summarized such action—identifying the right set products 
for their followers—as the selecting behavior.

Our case evidence shows that both association affor-
dance and visibility affordance of SMTs enable the selecting 
behaviors of the communicators. For instance, SMT affor-
dances to renew/strengthen their association with diverse 
sets of followers become key to keeping track of the chang-
ing consumer preferences and needs and helping them to 
direct their attention to those products that have a close fit. 
As stated by Miss Liu, she was meticulous when it came 
to the selection of products. She would put great effort in 
screening the alternative clothing by learning about the 
materials, quality, and after-sales services before deciding 
to recommend a clothing item to her followers at a given 
time. She mentioned that,

“…product/service quality and the fitness to the seg-
mented needs are very important for maintaining a 
significant following.”

The director of production at Company A provided his 
interpretation of such influencer behaviors:

“Some cooperating communicators will only promote 
our clothing after trying them on for a period of time. 
They will select products that are most suitable for 
their followers before recommending the products to 
them. This ensures that the connections they make are 
most suitable or optimal for our products”

Moreover, as described previously, SMT visibility affor-
dances facilitate clear and authentic presentation of people 
and products, which enables influencer communicators to 
select products efficiently. Visibility affordances also ena-
ble their interactions with partner companies, specifically 
in evaluating the alternative products. For example, Miss 
Li (in Case A) noted that she usually browsed a number of 
product options in advance through video chat and commu-
nicated the functions or selling points of products efficiently 

through the real-time display of alternatives, so as to narrow 
down the scope of alternatives that she could experience 
herself before recommending to her followers. All of these 
illustrate the positive impact that visibility affordances have 
on influencers’ selecting behavior.

Interpreting refers to the behavior of conveying custom-
ized interpretations of existing products by considering the 
segmented needs of followers. Our case evidence shows that 
the communicators utilized their deep knowledge of follow-
ers’ needs to endow the products or brands with new use 
value, thereby increasing their followers’ willingness to buy. 
An interviewee from Company A gave the following exam-
ple. For the same long-down coat, Company A’s branding 
emphasized that it was “warm,” “lightweight,” and “trendy,” 
whereas an influencer communicator placed greater empha-
sis on the fact that the coat could “cover one’s body shape 
very well,” and “hide bow legs”. The fashion buyer of a 
product team from Company A noted:

“As a consumer, she [the influencer] knows that this 
piece of clothing can provide additional value to 
women with imperfect body types. These are aspects 
that we may not think of or may be inappropriate for 
us to emphasize in corporate publicity.”

Moreover, to better display a piece of clothing, the com-
municators often had to provide explanations and demon-
strations from multiple dimensions, such as body shape, 
dress code, personal experiences, product material, market-
ing offers, and brand history. Both association and visibility 
afforded by SMTs enable communicators to convey such 
customized interpretations of existing products effectively 
to their followers. For example, by using live streaming tech-
nologies, communicators could vividly show their followers 
how to match clothes. To illustrate the interpreting behav-
ior of the communicators, Company A’s marketing manager 
provided an example:

“For example, sometimes we only cooperate with them 
to promote a down coat and will only send them one 
down coat. These communicators will then design 
certain matching sets that look good to them, such as 
with a pair of jeans or matched with other brands…
When we communicate with them, we will only inform 
them of the core selling points, but the communica-
tors themselves will judge whether to use these selling 
points for publicity. They will give greater considera-
tion from the perspective of their followers. We are, of 
course, very happy to support them in having their own 
space for expression and creation. This is very good 
for boosting sales.”

Besides, clothing products have short iteration cycles, 
rapid product launches, and countless styles, making it 
expensive for firms to carry out a precise presentation of 
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complex and diverse products for various consumer seg-
ments. Therefore, the use value of a clothing product as 
perceived by consumers will be highly limited if a firm 
relies only on corporate or brand advertising. Influencer 
communicators can employ SMT association and visibility 
affordances to interpret the use value in varied ways (e.g., 
with different matching schemes) to connect the product 
with different segmented needs.

Persuading refers to the behavior of promoting, present-
ing, or recommending products in a manner that is pre-
ferred by certain niche consumers (followers) with the goal 
of enhancing their purchase intentions. Our case evidence 
shows that influencers pay considerable attention to the 
use of entertainment-based performance and personalized 
interactions—that rely on SMT association and visibility 
affordances—when displaying or recommending products, 
so as to encourage followers to participate and to stimulate 
their purchase intention.

First consider entertainment-based performance. Our 
interviews and observational results indicate that the com-
municators’ unique performance capabilities are very useful 
in helping them to promote products. From our observation 
of a live streaming show of Miss Li, who cooperated with 
Company A, we found that she was good at highlighting 
product features using humorous but slightly exaggerated 
expressions. For example, after putting on Company A’s 
branded clothing, she said in an extremely fast, playful, and 
infectious tone, while clutching her chest, “This is so pretty, 
this is so pretty! Sisters. This! Is! So! Pretty! You must 
surely lack such a dress!” Furthermore, some communica-
tors also communicated with specific set of followers using 
language that reflected the culture of that group. The man-
ager of marketing for Company A provided a vivid example 
to illustrate this. A communicator with whom Company 
A partnered was adept at using language from anime and 
manga to express her evaluation of certain products, such 
as by using the expression “Dedicate Your Heart” (from the 
manga Attack on Titan) to call on followers to take voluntary 
and concerted action.

The second aspect is presenting products with highly 
personalized interactions. Influencer communicators were 
equally adept at using new media technologies to create a 
sense of presence and participation to present and match 
clothing and to answer questions from individual followers. 
Followers could clearly see the expressions and actions of 
the communicators, who describe their journey of using or 
buying the product as if they were chatting with friends. 
In addition, live streams afforded a real-time and interac-
tive venue and gathered hundreds of consumers to watch, 
raise questions, and interact, often creating an atmosphere of 
lively participation. Communicators made real-time adjust-
ments based on the questions raised by their followers. 
For example, when asked by a follower, “What outerwear 

should this hoodie be matched with?” Miss He immediately 
repeated this question and replied,

“I suggest that if you want to look more chic, and not 
be old-fashioned, you can match it with a trench coat 
(at which point, she put on a light-colored trench coat 
and twirled once). This is a very trendy match. You can 
wear the hood on the outside (she pulled the hood of 
the hoodie from inside the trench coat, placed it on the 
outside and explained further). How does that look? 
Doesn’t it have a slight college look? It looks very nice 
when matched like this.”

When communicators stimulate followers' purchase inten-
tion through entertainment-based performance and personal-
ized interaction, often some followers would purchase the 
product through the product purchase links embedded in 
social media. This can be used to persuade other followers. 
For example, after Miss Li displayed products in the Tao-
bao live streaming platform, her followers could enter the 
product sales page and buy the product by clicking the pur-
chase link. At this time, Miss Li interacted with her follow-
ers in real time by saying, “They have already bought [the 
product], there are not many left, you’d better hurry up!”. 
Besides, for creating a lively purchase atmosphere, the com-
municators would negotiate with Company A whether they 
could provide limited-time discounts, offers, or giveaways, 
thus causing consumers to truly feel that “a lost opportunity 
never returns.”

Based on the above discussion, we suggest that:

Proposition 2A Association affordance and visibility affor- 
dance of social media technologies positively impact influ- 
encer communicators’ (a) selecting, (b) interpreting, and (c) 
persuading behaviors of resource integration, in the context 
of service innovation in CSC.

SMT‑enabled resource integration behaviors of influencer 
innovators

Utilizing behavior relates to incorporating resources from 
partnering firms to develop new combinations of resources 
and capabilities to fuel innovation, and was found to be asso-
ciated with both exploration and coordination affordances. 
Our case evidence shows that influencer innovators cooper-
ating with Company B overcame their resource (e.g., knowl-
edge) limitations by drawing on the company’s resources 
and exploring new resource and capability combinations that 
contributed to the co-creation of new brands. For example, 
innovators could join and participate in the internal com-
munication platform set up by Company B to entertain ques-
tions and answers about brand building. These SMT-based 
interactions became the venue for influencers to explore and 
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do hands-on learning about new concepts related to brand-
ing. For example, as Ms. Liu stated:

“My doubt at that time was whether this product could 
be successfully incubated into a new brand. Through 
this platform [of Company B], online and offline 
communication with the experienced managers of the 
company, I learned that the market space of the prod-
uct, value propositions, and corresponding promotion 
resources are critical for incubating a brand.”

Similarly, SMT platforms also afforded conducting rapid 
testing with followers, thereby allowing influencers to 
explore the feasibility of new brand concepts.

Moreover, some influencer innovators would establish 
a new brand design and operations team with the help of 
Company B. When the innovators came up with a new 
idea, they communicated with professional designers in 
Company B. After being evaluated as a great idea, influ-
encers could access more supportive resources from within 
the firm, including getting product designers and manag-
ers with brand promotion experience to join in. In this new 
brand team, innovators were the primary decision makers. 
In short, the coordination afforded by SMTs was crucial for 
influencers to act on their ideas. Company B also provided 
supportive resources, such as product packaging design and 
third-party logistics, to enable the design and launch of the 
new brand. As described by the innovator Mrs. Wang,

“We have some new ideas, but we are not professionals 
in specific design. They [Company B] are willing to 
provide some design power and support us in mak-
ing these ideas come true… together we do these new 
things from the very beginning.”

Constructing behavior refers to integrating personal 
qualities with other heterogeneous resources to develop new 
value propositions, and was found to be associated with both 
exploration and coordination affordances. Our case evidence 
shows that, in constructing new value propositions, match-
ing the needs of niche markets was an important objective 
shared between Company B and its influencer innovators. 
Each innovator had a distinctive personality and professional 
creativity; such differences represented consumer communi-
ties with different niche requirements. Innovators could lev-
erage SMTs to explore the needs of such niche communities 
from the consumer viewpoint and develop novel and useful 
ideas to match.

Nevertheless, as pointed out by the interviewees, these 
novel and useful ideas were not enough to form new value 
propositions; they also require in-depth description and 
a suitable expression of such needs through professional 
design. Thus, new value propositions regarding the needs 
of their followers must be co-created by the innovators and 

Company B. And, this in turn, requires synergy between the 
innovators and Company B in terms of personal judgment of 
value propositions and organizational experience in brand 
building. In this process of cooperation, the innovators lever-
aged WeChat to share their unique experiences with the firm, 
such as their knowledge of followers’ needs and expertise of 
product design. Meanwhile, Company B assigned employees 
with brand building experience to discuss with these innova-
tors in WeChat virtual groups; and together they condensed 
such niche requirements, thus forming specific solutions 
for each value proposition. All of these indicate how the 
coordination afforded by SMT was crucial for influencers 
to work together with company B in constructing new value 
propositions. A vivid example cited by the general manager 
of the strategy department of Company B illustrates the sig-
nificance of the coordination affordance of SMTs:

“The influencer who made long dresses knew why 
some shorter women prefer maxi dresses despite their 
height. According to her, some followers told her that 
they had a wider crotch and crooked legs and that long 
dresses could cover these features better. Not a lot of 
consumers would tell companies things like that… 
Through her continuous interactions over WeChat 
with our managers in different functions, we were 
not only able to explore alternative brand positioning 
and value propositions but also coordinate the actions 
needed to settle on the final brand slogan ‘a long dress 
can change a girl’s destiny.’ Judging from the follower 
conversion rate, the outcomes were quite successful.”

Uniting behavior refers to joining together the personal 
traits of a social media influencer and the value proposition 
of a new brand to form a unified brand identity. Our data 
shows that both exploration and coordination affordances 
enable such behavior. For example, one of our influencer 
informants (Ms. Liu) mentioned how she used SMT to 
acquire followers’ impressions of her by initiating a tag-
ging campaign in her virtual follower community. This 
event made her realize that many of her followers trust her 
mainly because of her past experiences of volunteer teach-
ing in rural areas in Shandong and her ability to discern 
the quality of local agricultural products. “Because I have 
these related experiences, it is easier for my followers to 
understand the value of the new brand that I want to deliver 
to them.” Therefore, she communicated to the professional 
brand design team of Company B about the idea of incorpo-
rating her own personal characteristics into the brand design. 
After much discussion, Ms. Liu and Company B decided 
to name the new brand “Yi Mu Di Gua” (Chinese, it means 
“One Acre-feet Sweet Potato”), and to position the brand as 
a sweet potato brand serving health-conscious young con-
sumers and families. As Ms. Liu stated,
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“I remember we were very pleasantly surprised at that 
time [in 2017]. Many of my followers left messages to 
say they liked our ideas, loved the new brand and our 
sweet potatoes. They told me that our sweet potatoes 
tasted so good that this product had changed their ste-
reotype about sweet potatoes, which had been recog-
nized as a food that the older generation had to eat in 
famine years.”

This improved consumers’ understanding of the new 
brand and its value proposition by drawing on their famili-
arity with the influencer innovator’s personal traits/image 
or unique personal history. Further, the case evidence also 
shows that the coordination afforded by SMTs supported 
such uniting behavior. For example, in the above case, the 
influencer innovator and Company B coordinated and organ-
ized a series of market promotion activities using the pre-
vailing social media platforms to emphasize the connection 
between the brand identity and the influencer profile.

Thus, based on the above discussion, we suggest that:

Proposition 2B Exploration affordance and coordination  
affordance of social media technologies positively impact 
influencer innovators’ (a) utilizing, (b) constructing, and (c) 
uniting behaviors of resource integration, in the context of 
service innovation in CSC.

From resource integration to service innovation

Our study data also reveal that the resource integration 
behaviors of social media influencers afforded by SMT con-
tributed to different service innovation outcomes.

Individualized Product Promotion

In Case A, the data indicates that influencer communica-
tors offered a new interactive approach to marketing in 
which their followers (peer consumers) could connect with 
products/brands through highly customized or contextual-
ized interactions that not only interpreted the product/brand 
(in ways that consumers could easily relate to) but also 
enhanced their product purchase intentions. For example, 
in social media live streams, influencers engaged with and 
entertained their followers, and in the process, connected 
them with new products in ways that made sense in con-
sumers’ own use context. Recall Miss Liu’s effort to show 
alternate matching outfits while promoting a clothing prod-
uct in a live stream; such efforts help individualize product 
promotion in ways that most companies cannot do. As the 
group vice president of Company A noted:

“Regardless of whether a firm is an online store [like 
Taobao] or a mobile store, its marketing approach is 

highly limited by corporate identity. Many companies 
are trying to cooperate with social media influencers 
to break this restriction. Take live streams as a typical 
illustration of this kind of real-time interactive store, 
performed or operated by social media influencers 
… it allows products to be presented in more diverse 
ways.”

Moreover, conventionally, it is expensive for firms to 
provide such diverse and individualized marketing ser-
vices to cater to numerous niche consumer communities. 
The resource integration behaviors of influencer commu-
nicators—specifically, their selecting, interpreting, and 
persuading behaviors—not only enabled bringing the right 
consumer in contact with the right product but also ensured 
that the product-related information was conveyed in a way 
that was aligned with their immediate use context and would 
persuade them to purchase the product. Based on this discus-
sion, we suggest:

Proposition 3A Influencer communicators’ selecting, inter- 
preting, and persuading behaviors will positively impact 
their efforts at service innovation, in terms of individualized 
product promotion, in the CSC context.

Individualized brand building

In Case B, the resource integration behaviors of influencer 
innovators—specifically, their utilizing, constructing, and 
uniting behaviors—led to the development or co-creation 
of original brands that precisely matched with the needs 
of niche consumer communities. As Company B’s general 
manager noted, a key task is for the influencer to comple-
ment his/her personal (knowledge) resources with the right 
set of resources from the company.

“We cooperated with an influencer to build a success-
ful original brand specializing in selling Hosui pears. 
These pears sold well because he [the influencer, Mr. 
Song] used natural resources specific to his hometown 
in Shandong and a farming technique researched, 
developed, and modified by himself. This improved the 
texture substantially, and the pears taste silky-smooth, 
like milk. He spent three years hand-picking the seed 
variety and plantation location and invented the ‘milk 
plus brown sugar plus white sugar’ golden-ratio fer-
mentation method. Importantly, he also combined his 
unique product-related knowledge with resources that 
we offered related to packaging, logistics, and promo-
tion in turning his idea into a new brand that fit well 
with his follower base.”
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Indeed, bringing to life such new original brands also 
requires coming up with novel value propositions that reflect 
the influencers’ deep understanding of their followers’ needs 
and desires, and importantly, uniting that with the influenc-
ers’ own personal traits to ensure that the brand identity 
aligns well with followers’ perception of the influencer. In 
the above case, the brand identity was built on Mr. Song’s 
authenticity and quality consciousness that attracted his fol-
lowers in the first place. As Company B’s deputy general 
manager noted:

“The creation of the Yi Mu Di Gua brand is not an 
individual case. This shows that the personal traits of 
the innovators are extremely important to the success 
of the brand. I think that it is easier for followers to 
establish a sense of identification with the personal 
traits of these innovators.”

Thus, we suggest:

Proposition 3B Influencer innovators’ utilizing, construct- 
ing, and uniting behaviors will positively impact their efforts 
at service innovation, in terms of individualized brand build- 
ing, in the CSC context.

Discussion

Theoretical contributions and implications

This study focused on how social media influencers inte-
grate resources to engage in and enable service innovation in 
CSC. Our case study findings and the conceptual framework 
contribute towards deepening the theoretical understanding 
of consumer-led resource integration and value creation via 
social media and hold several important implications for 
future research in the broad area of service innovation. We 
discuss these in detail below.

Lead roles of consumers in service innovation

As noted previously, existing studies connecting consumers 
with service innovation from a resource integration SDL-
perspective have largely focused on their role as passive 
participants in the innovation process (Hollebeek et al., 
2019), wherein the firm assumes the lead role and consum-
ers assume a supportive role (Grönroos, 2012). Even the few 
studies that have considered consumer-led resource integra-
tion have focused on only those contexts where consumers 
create value-in-use primarily for themselves. Our findings 
suggest that service innovation may also be initiated and 
led by consumers, particularly, those who own (or control) 
relevant heterogeneous resources and can integrate diverse 

resources, to conceptualize, develop and deliver new value-
in-use to peer consumers (i.e., new services that meet the 
needs of specific set of consumers in CSC). More broadly, 
our study contributes towards addressing two related 
issues—in what specific ways do consumers assume lead 
roles and engage in resource integration and service innova-
tion targeted at peer consumers, and further, when (or, under 
what conditions) do they assume these lead roles—that help 
extend research on consumer-led service innovation.

First, our study findings and conceptual framework sug-
gest that consumers (here, influencers with medium-sized 
followings) select or enact at least two lead roles—as com-
municator and as innovator— in service innovation. As 
communicator, they reinterpret the value-in-use of products/
brands and persuade peer consumers to purchase those prod-
ucts, and more broadly innovate in terms of individual prod-
uct promotions. As innovator, they envision and construct 
new value propositions targeted at the unique needs of niche 
consumer communities, thereby building or developing indi-
vidualized brands. In both roles, consumers (influencers) 
initiate and lead service innovation and go beyond their own 
immediate consumption experience to create value-in-use 
for peer consumers. As such, these findings complement and 
extend prior studies on consumer roles in service innovation.

Our study findings also indicate that influencers assume 
these lead roles based on the type of dominant operant 
resource they possess. Specifically, the study indicated the 
salience of two types of consumer-owned operant resources, 
persuasion capital and professional creativity. It is the pres-
ence of such operant resources (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015) 
that spark innovation activities on the part of consumers. 
Our findings imply that when influencers possess at least 
one of these two operant resources, they are likely to ini-
tiate service innovation in the CSC context. On the other 
hand, when consumers possess only operand resources (for 
example, information on their own needs), they are more 
likely to assume a supportive or participant role in firm-led 
innovation.

Prior studies have noted that because of the dynamic and 
contextualized features of value (Barrett et al., 2015), it is 
important to identify critical operant resources in a specific 
context (Hughes et al., 2018). In other words, it is the sali-
ence of an operant resource vis-à-vis a service innovation 
context that determines in what way an influencer will add 
value (Hibbert et al., 2012). For example, although influ-
encer communicators may also have possessed professional 
creativity, such an operant resource was not salient for indi-
vidualized product promotion. Similarly, not every influ-
encer who owns professional creativity can influence the 
purchasing decisions of others, which requires persuasion 
capital. It should also be noted that the presence of operant 
resources forms only a necessary and not a sufficient con-
dition for consumer-led service innovation. As our study 
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indicates, influencers must get access to additional resources 
and support infrastructure (e.g., social media technologies) 
to effectively employ their operant resources for innovation.

Further, while our focus here was limited to social media 
influencers, the findings imply the need for future research to 
identify other such operant resources that consumers might 
possess in different industry/market contexts that, in turn, 
may trigger new forms of consumer-led service innovation. 
By identifying additional types of operant resources pos-
sessed by influencers, future research may help develop a 
more comprehensive understanding of the entire landscape 
of innovation opportunities that can be exercised by social 
media influencers.

Finally, our study revealed that these two lead roles in ser-
vice innovation are closely related to the uniqueness of the 
CSC context—one in which there are many niche consumer 
communities and social media influencers form critical 
hubs to connect with these communities. Further, the type 
of influencers we focused on here (those with medium-sized 
followings) and the nature of their partnership or coopera-
tion with firms may also have shaped the roles we identified. 
All of these, in turn, imply the need for future research to 
adopt a more grounded approach—one that takes into con-
sideration the specific marketing context as well as the char-
acteristics of the consumer—to identify potential consumer 
lead roles in service innovation.

Consumer resource integration behaviors in service 
innovation

While prior studies have adopted the SDL perspective to 
examine resource integration behaviors in service innova-
tion, the primary focus has been on either firm-centered 
resource integration or consumer-led resource integration 
within the limited context of creating value-in-use for them-
selves. Our study departs from such foci and highlights six 
resource integration behaviors that social media influencers 
exhibit in the pursuit of innovation and commercialization in 
the context of CSC. These six behaviors contribute towards 
developing an understanding of the micro-foundations of 
consumer-led service innovation, i.e., consumer-led resource 
integration primarily focused on creating value-in-use for 
others. This also responds to recent calls to generate more 
fine-grained knowledge of the process of creating service 
innovation (Gustafsson et al., 2020).

From a partnering firm’s perspective, such an understand-
ing of resource integration behaviors—whether it be on the 
part of consumers or other external actors in the service 
ecosystem—is critical to ensure that it adopts measures to 
support those behaviors. For example, in the case study, 
we found how companies can help craft product discount 
plans that influencers could use during live streaming to per-
suade hesitant consumers to purchase the product. Similarly, 

companies can offer their data analytics infrastructure to 
support influencers’ efforts at testing new brand concepts 
among their followers. Future research that focuses on these 
and other micro-processes that underlie resource integration 
by consumers may offer critical insights on how a company’s 
strategies and practices may facilitate its service innovation. 
More broadly, our findings on consumer resource integration 
behaviors imply how companies can make the shift from 
‘how to involve consumers in the process of service innova-
tion’ to ‘how to cooperate with consumers to achieve service 
innovation’ (Carlborg et al., 2014).

Further, by emphasizing a focus on influencers’ resource 
integration behaviors, our study also implies the potential to 
inform on the evolution of influencer roles in service innova-
tion. Specifically, by engaging in resource integration behav-
iors associated with one role (connected to one dominant 
operant resource), influencers may also get the opportunity 
to acquire or build new operant resources, thereby enabling 
them to assume additional roles in service innovation. For 
example, by continuously engaging in selecting, interpret-
ing, and persuading behaviors within a niche consumer com-
munity, influencer communicators may be able to enhance 
their stock of professional expertise and creativity in a ver-
tical market, allowing them to play the role of an innova-
tor in the future. Similarly, by developing new brands with 
novel value propositions, influencer innovators may be able 
to attract new sets of followers and enhance their persuasion 
capital, enabling them to assume the communicator role in 
the future. While such evolution in influencer roles was not a 
focus of the current study, the operant resource and behavior 
(process) -based framework proposed here could provide the 
theoretical foundation for future research on the evolution 
of social media influencer roles in marketing and service 
innovation.

SMT affordances in service innovation

As discussed previously (Table 2), existing studies have paid 
limited attention to the powerful enabling role of SMTs in 
consumer-led service innovation. As our study of influencers 
indicates, the subversive impact of SMTs on individual con-
sumer’s innovation resources and capabilities has changed 
the power asymmetry between consumers and enterprises in 
the CSC context. By drawing on the notion of SMTs affor-
dances, this study contributes to developing a more nuanced 
understanding of how individual consumers (here, influenc-
ers) can leverage new technologies to employ their unique 
personal resources and capabilities in service innovation.

Importantly, we found that the differentiated goals and 
resources of influencers (i.e., different roles) determine 
the way SMTs will be used by them in service innovation. 
For example, communicators are qualified with persuasion 
capital, so they tend to use SMTs to create and maintain/
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strengthen interpersonal relationships with followers. Simi-
larly, innovators, who are qualified with professional creativ-
ity, tend to use SMTs to coordinate the development of new 
ideas and solutions with their followers and organizations. 
The affordance perspective implies that an understanding 
of consumers’ unique resources and goals is required to 
know how they would likely employ the power of SMT to 
engage in innovation. More broadly, the complex interplay 
between consumer resources/goals and SMT features could 
lead to more diverse innovation outcomes from the service 
ecosystem.

Our study also contributes to technology affordance 
research by identifying SMT affordances that assume rel-
evance in the service innovation context. Prior studies have 
identified several SMT affordances, albeit only in the con-
text of intrafirm interactions and firm-led interactions with 
consumers. The current study found that some of these 
affordances (e.g., association, visibility) assume relevance 
in consumer-led service innovation context too. At the same 
time, the study also identified two new SMT affordances—
exploration and coordination—that, to our knowledge, have 
not been considered before. In turn, these findings imply 
two things. First, it implies the promise of extending the 
study of technology affordances to newer innovation con-
texts (e.g., innovation ecosystems) and identifying new types 
of SMT affordances. Second, our framework also indicates 
the opportunity to connect other types of SMT affordances 
mentioned in the literature (e.g., experimentation, trig-
gered engagement) with new roles in consumer-led service 
innovation.

Finally, prior research on SMT affordances have not 
adopted a resource-integration perspective as the focus has 
been only how they enable different types of interactions. By 
linking SMT affordances with specific consumer resource 
integration behaviors, our framework also implies the need 
to focus on the varied behavioral consequences of specific 
types of technology affordances, particularly in the context 
of consumer-led service innovation.

Managerial implications

In today’s world, the combination of the fragmentation of 
social media and the emergence of social referral as the pri-
mary way for consumers to reach products/brands has made 
it difficult for enterprises to serve a large number of niche 
markets simply by relying on internal resources and capa-
bilities. According to the Digital Marketing Trends Report7, 
72% of brand owners said they would increase influencer 
marketing investment, and 63% of them said that the focus 
will be on influencer-based promotion. Similarly, nearly 

78% of large firms are inclined to innovate their products 
or brands by harnessing consumers’ creative ideas and 
resources (Wang et al., 2019). Yet, there is limited under-
standing of how exactly firms can engage with social media 
influencers to drive service innovation.

Our study findings provide practical suggestions for these 
companies. Specifically, when attempting to create prod-
uct promotions targeted at niche consumer communities, 
managers should consider using social media influencers 
with relevant persuasion capital. Firms should also deploy 
or provide access to social media platforms that offer fea-
tures related to association and visibility affordances, given 
their role in enabling the resource integrating behaviors that 
underlie the communicator role. When managers attempt to 
build original brands targeted at niche consumer commu-
nities for long-term competitiveness, they should employ 
social media influencers with relevant creativity resources, 
allowing them to engage deeply in brand building and put 
their personal resources into play. They should also empha-
size SMT features that are intimately tied with exploration 
and coordination affordances given their role in enabling the 
appropriate resource integrating behaviors.

More broadly, our study findings and framework imply 
that companies should carefully consider their desired inno-
vation outcomes in developing strategies to partner with 
social media influencers and incorporate specific measures 
to facilitate their resource integration behaviors.

Limitations and future research directions

Our study has a few limitations that need to be pointed out. 
First, we focused here on two firms that achieved individual-
ized product promotions and brand building as their respec-
tive service innovation outcomes. Given the high context-
specificity feature of consumer engagement (Brodie et al., 
2011; Hollebeek et al., 2019), differences in such outcome 
dimensions affect the roles of influencers in engaging in ser-
vice innovation. Further, our focus here was limited to social 
media influencers with medium-sized followings who were 
actively cooperating with focal firms. Future research may 
validate our framework outside these two boundary con-
ditions as well as identify additional influencer roles and 
their corresponding service innovation outcomes in other 
market and influencer contexts (for example, micro influ-
encers, influencer entrepreneurs). Second, there may be dif-
ferences (not captured here) between our two sample firms 
that shaped influencers’ resource integration behaviors. For 
example, the nature of the institutional arrangements and/
or the enterprise information systems could impact actors’ 
resource integration in service ecosystems (Barrett et al., 
2015). Future studies may incorporate such contextual fac-
tors and adopt an ecosystem-centric view rather than the 
influencer-centric view employed here. Third, our focus 

7 Data source: https:// www. winch inama rket. com/g/ 97. html. (Accessed 
July. 2020).
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here was on SMTs frequently used by both firms and their 
influencers. However, other emerging technologies, such as 
big data analytics, artificial intelligence, and augmented/
virtual reality may also play a crucial role in value co-crea-
tion. Future research should incorporate a broader focus on 
such digital technologies, which may help reveal additional 
technology affordances relevant in influencer-led service 
innovation. Finally, this study adopted qualitative data from 
China. Since China’s Internet censorship is more extensive 
and advanced, it may impact influencer resource integra-
tion behaviors, such as their access to and use of globally 
available digital knowledge resources. Future research that 
examines influencers’ resource integration behaviors in other 
geographical regions/countries or cultural backgrounds may 
help in generalizing the findings from the current study.
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