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Paper A 
 
Abstract 
 
Purpose:  

A widespread narrative is that consumers are empowered, a 

condition attained from technology. Empirical results have been 

mixed. Despite a growing interest in consumer power, service 

dominant logic only addresses agency, not power. The current paper 

reviews how SD-logic can accommodate power.  

 

Design/methodology/approach: 

 A conceptual paper  

 

Findings:  

Different conceptions of power are reviewed, amongst which 

discursive power is argued as the most compatible with SD-logic. The 

relationship between agency, power and the institutional context is 

discussed. Power is then argued as accessed at three levels: macro, 

meso and micro. 

 

Originality/value:  

The paper demonstrates how SD-logic can incorporate discursive 

notions of power. Three concepts of resourceness are developed: 

resource assets, resource deficits and resource compensation. Seven 

propositions are put forward.  

 

Key words: 

 Service dominant logic, power, agency, institutional arrangements, 

resources 
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Introduction 
 

A global audience in 2017 watched a 69 year old man, David Dao, being 

dragged, bloodied and battered off a plane so that United airlines could 

accommodate four of its own employees (Ohlin, 2017). The CEO, 

confronted with the social media outrage, described the physical assault 

of an old man as a “re-accommodation” and blamed the passenger for 

being “disruptive and belligerent” (Ohlin, 2017, p.1). Only when United’s 

share price dramatically declined did the CEO offer a blanket apology 

(Ohlin, 2017). A pertinent question, away from the headlines, is that there 

were four people who were removed from the plane. The other three 

never made it to the public consciousness; indeed their very lack of 

belligerence made for no spectacle; no reporter was interested in their 

fate. They were reduced to a footnote in the press, stating that they had 

“left without incident” (Victor and Stevens, 2017, p.1). They too were 

denied a service and were summarily removed in violation of the 

“contract of carriage”(Ohlin, 2017). Journalists ubiquitously report that 

airlines bump paying customers off flights “all the time” (Ohlin, 2017, p. 

1) trivialising similar events for all other passengers and suggesting that 

these three had little choice. David Dao was different in that he resisted 

and was beaten by an aviation officer. The scene was filmed by another 

passenger and the video went viral on social media. The incident can be 

explained in different ways. It could be a service failure, a conflict 

between standard company practice and the marketing value of consumer 

centricity in oligopolistic industries, or a display of consumer resistance 

and empowerment by social media. What made the airline compensate 

one passenger rather than the others, even though all were covered by the 

same law? In an age where consumers are said to be empowered, 

empirical results of digital consumer empowerment are mixed (Harrison 

and Waite, 2015). It cannot be categorically assert that technology has 

been found to be the dawn of consumer empowerment. Questions of how 

power manifests and is exercised are noted by various authors to warrant 

attention by service scholars (Edvardsson et al., 2011; Franzak and Pitta, 

2011; Vafeas, et al., 2016). 

Conceptualisations of consumer empowerment have varied greatly. 

The consumer sovereignty view prioritises individual agency and asserts 

that now is the time of true consumer empowerment (Pitt et al., 2002; 

Labrecque et al., 2013). The cause of this power is attributed to the 
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internet (Pitt et al., 2002), new media and increased access to 

information (Asmussen et al., 2013). Consumer empowerment is now 

“a cliché of modern consumer culture” (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006, p. 

950). In the service literature, consumers are “empowered” 

(Gummerus, 2013, p. 25). As beneficiaries, customers are the sole 

adjudicators of value in service dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 

2008, 2016). Customer dominant logic places customers, rather than 

service, as the focus of exchange (Heinonen and Strandvik, 2015). 

Service touchpoints should be designed from the point of view of the 

customer (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016) and a customer perspective is 

essential in customer experience management (McColl-Kennedy et al., 

2019). Indeed, marketing itself has been viewed as centring on the 

primacy of the customer (Kennedy and Laczniak, 2016). 

A competing set of theorists, following the cultural power model, 

focus on the institutional constraints on individual agency and 

emphasises producer display of power (Bachouche and Sabri, 2019). 

From the cultural power interpretation the power lies with the larger 

organisation (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). The consumer driven 

complaint website against United Airlines in 2000, for example, 

achieved little change in United’s behaviour (Pitt et al., 2002). When 

consumers encounter deviations from the much publicised marketing 

mantra “the customer is king”, marketing itself is questioned and 

consumers grow cynical (Kennedy and Laczniak, 2016). It was noted 

just after the technology revolution of 2000 that “[c]onsumers 

increasingly perceive the market as antagonistic networks of power 

designed to control and manipulate them.” (Denegri-Knott et al., 

2006). Recent work on privacy and personalisation through ICT data 

gathering identifies the “perceptual power holders” to be corporate or 

business policy and the legal stipulations of government (Krishen et 

al., 2017).  

In among these contestations of which party has power in service 

relationships, service dominant logic (SD-logic) eschews the notion of 

one party acting on another (Wieland et al., Vargo, 2016). SD-logic has 

been entreated to account for asymmetrical relationships, conflict and 

value diminution, all of which could be exercises of power (Peñaloza 

and Venkatesh, 2006; Vafeas et al., 2016). The question therefore 

arises: how does service dominant logic account for power? Why did 

the 69 year old obtain recompense from United when his fellow 

passengers did not, while the law was on their side too (Ohlin, 2017)? 
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This paper seeks to explore the concept of actor empowerment in service 

value exchanges. A seven propositions are developed to this end.  

The discussion first turns to how SD-logic explains the relationship 

between individual agency and contextual structure. The paper then turns 

to a discussion of power, followed by a reconciliation of SD-logic and 

power. Next is a section on the macro, meso and micro levels of resources 

and how individual actors can make use of these. The paper then 

concludes with suggestions for future research and implications for SD-

logic. 

 

Resource inequality, individual agency and 
structural constraints 
 

In order to develop propositions on service dominant logic and power 

between actors, the paper first turn to how service dominant logic has 

treated agency, since actor agency has received more attention than 

power in SD-logic. Agency is not equivalent to power, as agency refers to 

action while power refers to domination (Edvardsson, et al., 2011; 

Bachouche and Sabri, 2019; Cardinale, 2019). Service dominant logic has 

developed a view of the market framed by institutional theory (Vargo and 

Lusch, 2016). Action within institutions is a longstanding debate, with 

many theorists debating the role of individual action against the backdrop 

of an institutional environment (Cardinale, 2018, 2019; Harmon et al., 

2019; Lok and Willmott, 2019). Actors appear to be free to act, but their 

action is enabled or constrained by society, termed “the paradox of 

embedded agency” (Taillard et al., 2016; Cardinale, 2018). Structure 

denotes the environment of interaction, likened to the confines of a room 

wherein individual action is allowed but circumscribed (Lok and 

Willmott, 2019). There has been an ongoing deliberation in institutional 

theory over which has primacy: the individual actor or the structure 

(Cardinale, 2018). The role of individual agency and structure (or 

institutional environment) in SD-logic are reviewed in turn below.  

Service dominant logic and individual agency 

Agency is defined in SD-logic as “the capacity of actors to appropriate, 

reproduce, or potentially innovate upon connections with respect to their 

personal and collective ideals, interests, and commitments”(Chandler and 

Lusch, 2015, p. 11). Institutional theory understands agency to be 

individual’s engagement with social structure and action refers to what 
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actors do (Cardinale, 2018). In SD-logic, actor agency is the primary 

driver of exchange and has the ability to shape markets (Wieland et al., 

2012; Taillard et al., 2016). Hence, SD-logic places individual action as 

central. Individual action is centred on resource integration (Storbacka 

et al., 2016). Individual actors are bundles of resources (Wieland et al., 

2016). The primacy of individual action and resources are reviewed 

below to appreciate individual agency in SD-logic.   

The primacy of individual actors is felt from the level of terminology 

onwards (Vargo and Lusch, 2011, 2016; Koskela-Huotari and Vargo, 

2016). Service dominant logic alternated between “producer”, “co-

producer”, “co-creator” and “actor” in an evolution to portray 

individual activity. Vargo and Lusch (2004) heralded consumers as 

“co-producers” and marketing as a process of “doing things in 

interaction with the customer[s]” who are “active participants.” (Vargo 

and Lusch, 2004, p. 7). Service dominant logic initially used the term 

“co-producer”, indicating a very active and indeed contributory role of 

customers in the creation of value (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). In the first 

revision of service dominant logic, the term co-production was altered 

to value co-creation, where customers are always beneficiaries but 

need not be active in the co-creation process itself (Vargo and Lusch, 

2008). The beneficiary was, however, the only actor to realise value 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008). Vargo and Lusch, in further 

recognition of agency, discarded the terminology of customers and 

producers in favour of the concept of “actors” because actors imply 

action and consumers denoted passivity (Vargo and Lusch, 2011, 

2016). All parties in an exchange were to be described as “actors” and 

not “producers” or “consumers” (Vargo and Lusch, 2011, 2016). 

Individual actors, have agency, or the capacity to act (Taillard et al., 

2016). Individual actions, along with share intentions at a group level, 

shape their ecosystem (Wieland et al., 2012; Peters, 2016; Taillard et 

al., 2016).  

The source of actor agency lies in resources, the fundamental heart 

of all exchange (Peters, 2016). In order for exchange to function, actors 

must have access to resources (Storbacka et al., 2016). Actors are 

resource integrators making use of operant resources (skills) to create 

value from operand resources (for example, manufacturing) (Pfisterer 

and Roth, 2015). Operant resources are defined as the specialised skills 

and knowledge needed to act on other resources to create value (Akaka 

and Vargo, 2014; Pfisterer and Roth, 2015; Vargo and Lusch, 2008). 
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Actors are “resource bundles” (Koskela-Huotari and Vargo, 2016). 

Resources enable agency as they enhance the capacity to act, and permit 

an individual to make free choices and exert control (Blocker and Barrios, 

2015). Actors were noted to be “unique” (Vargo and Lusch, 2016) and 

possess “an original combination of resources” (Taillard et al., 2016, p. 

2973). Uniqueness is said to arise from the core competencies of 

individual actors and their distinctive resource sets, which enables them 

to insert “themselves into the wider service ecosystem, and contribut[e] 

to its success and evolution by offering individual solutions” (Taillard et 

al., 2016, p. 2973). Conceptually, it is the very distinctiveness or 

difference in resources between parties in an exchange that is the source 

of their value creation potential. Where actors are deficient in resources, 

they engage in exchange to overcome these resource deficits (Storbacka et 

al., 2016).  

Service dominant does not review resource deficits in terms of how 

these frame an exchange. Namely, a resource deficit could shape an 

exchange in that negative or diminished value emerges due to, for 

example, actor asymmetry, opportunism, resource misuse or resource 

deficits (Peñaloza and Venkatesh, 2006; Johnsen and Ford, 2008; Vafeas 

et al., 2016). Work on actor asymmetry, where small firms deal with large 

firms (Johnsen and Ford, 2008) and service agencies have to follow client 

demands (Vafeas et al., 2016) has found that some actors have little 

option but to follow the demands of others and it is difficult to establish 

mutually compatible goals. A creative advertising agency, for example, is 

forced to follow client directives rather than their own creative objectives 

(Vafeas et al., 2016). Firms with narrow specialisations could become 

hostages to major clients (Johnsen and Ford, 2008). From a consumer 

perspective, marketers may practice deceit by packaging the same 

product into luxury and midrange offerings and charging two different 

prices, capitalising on the information asymmetry of the 

marketer/consumer relationship (Peñaloza and Venkatesh, 2006). Thus 

some actors in an exchange appropriate a greater surplus for themselves 

and diminish overall value by taking advantage of their superior resource 

base (Edvardsson et al., 2011; Lindgreen et al., 2012; Vafeas et al., 2016). 

Actors thus exercise power and authors have often noted that power 

warrants further analysis and inclusion by SD-Logic (Peñaloza and 

Venkatesh, 2006; Edvardsson et al., 2011; Storbacka et al., 2016; Vafeas 

et al., 2016).  
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The sources of resources: Service dominant 
logic and institutions 
 

There is no explicit discussion of resource inequality and power in 

service dominant logic. In SD-logic’s incorporation of institutional 

theory, however, there is recognition of actor agency and structural 

constraints. SD-logic was criticised for lacking a broader societal 

perspective and in response, it evolved to embrace the concept of 

value-in-context (Akaka et al., 2015). Value-in-context entails value as 

contingent “on the accessibility, evaluation, and integration of other 

resources and actors and thus contextually specific” (Vargo et al., 2015, 

p. 213). SD-logic acknowledges that resources are contextual and are 

determined by the “rules of the game” or institutional arrangements 

(Koskela-Huotari and Vargo, 2016; Vargo and Lusch, 2016; Wieland et 

al., 2016). Institutional theory views institutions as forms of social 

structure which enable and restrict action. Social structure is recurrent 

and provides regular patterns of interaction that give stability and 

meaning to life (Cardinale, 2019), which could include discourses of 

domination (Edvardsson et al., 2011). 

SD-logic emphasises institutions as places of norms that guide use of 

resources rather than sources of resources themselves or sites where 

power is accessed. Various definitions of institutions focus on 

“humanly devised rules, norms, and meanings that enable and 

constrain human action” (Vargo, et al., 2015, p. 64) and “institutional 

arrangements [which] serve as sets of value assumptions, cognitive 

frames, rules and routines” (Hartman et al 2018 p.3). Institutional 

arrangements connect institutions and are “interdependent 

assemblages of institutions” (Vargo and Lusch, 2016, p. 6). Therefore, 

institutions structure how resources are integrated (Akaka et al., 2015; 

Akaka and Vargo, 2014; Wieland et al., 2016) rather than where 

resources are accessed. Resources themselves were viewed as sourced 

from private sources (self, family, friends), market facing sources 

(through exchange) or from public sources (community and 

government) (Vargo and Lusch, 2011). All these sources (private, 

market facing and public) form part of a network in the service 

ecosystem (Vargo and Lusch, 2011, p. 183). Social networks have been 

considered as sources of resources (Laud et al., 2015). In the 2016 

revision of SD-logic there is little discussion of structurally defined 
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access to resources, namely, some actors have structurally determined 

access to better or worse resources than others. There is also little review 

of how structurally unequal resource sets could create the potential for 

the exercise of power in an exchange. 

SD-Logic acknowledges disparities between actors by identifying actors 

as “unique” (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). The source of the uniqueness is 

distinct sets of resource bundles (Koskela-Huotari and Vargo, 2016). 

Service dominant logic, using institutional theory, explicitly 

acknowledges that actors may have disparate degrees of agency as actors 

are (1) limited in their own abilities and (2) constrained by social 

structures (Akaka et al., 2015; Hartmann et al., 2018; Koskela-Huotari 

and Vargo, 2016). “Resourceness” refers to the ability of the resource to 

enable the attainment of a desired goal is contingent on the availability of 

other complementary and inhibiting potential resources, including the 

actor’s ability (Koskela-Huotari and Vargo, 2016). Access to a car is 

useless unless the individual knows how to drive and has the requisite 

license.  

Institutional arrangements form the context of resources (Koskela-

Huotari and Vargo, 2016). Before the 2016 revision of SD-Logic, various 

authors highlighted that resources and their access are part of 

institutions. Giddens’ concept of social structures explicitly includes 

resources in the structure itself. A social structure is “empirically 

unobservable rules and resources that directly influence social 

activities” (Edvardsson et al., 2011, p. 330, emphasis added). Thus 

resources are indelibly tied to institutions and structures. Giddens 

outlined three dimensions of a social system: “signification” (meaning); 

“domination” (control); and (3) “legitimation” (morality) (Edvardsson et 

al., 2011). Signification concerns how actors devise schemas and norms to 

govern communication during interaction and legitimation refers to the 

social norms which evaluate whether a behaviour is legitimate 

(Edvardsson et al., 2011). One could argue that SD-logic has covered both 

signification and legitimation when discussing the “rules of the game”. In 

terms of domination, however, there is little discussion. Individuals 

reproduce the extant structure of control by “drawing upon the unequal 

distribution of resources (tangible and intangible)” (Edvardsson et al., 

2011, p. 330). A resource based view of societal reproduction implies that 

control over resources is transmitted from one generation to the next 

(Edvardsson et al., 2011). Institutions are more than the rules of the 

game; institutions shape access to resources; provide some actors with 
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better resource sets than others and this system is replicated across 

time (Cardinale, 2019). Thus institutional structures could give actors 

in an exchange more resources than their counterparts to drive the 

exchange to asymmetrical outcomes that favour themselves. 

Resource differences are acknowledged in the B2B literature from 

which Vargo and Lusch (2011) drew much inspiration for their 

terminology of “actors”. B2B literature has viewed exchanges in more 

contested ways than allowed for in SD-logic (Vafeas et al., 2016). 

Parties in an exchange have been viewed in terms of their resources 

and how such resources have provided them with heightened agency 

and hence bargaining power (Johnsen and Ford, 2008; Bowman and 

Ambrosini, 2010; Vafeas et al., 2016; Landis et al., 2018). Lindgreen et 

al., (2012) reflect that most business exchanges have power imbalances 

between the parties and the more powerful party seeks to capture 

surplus value as a result. Deficiencies in resources or misuse of 

resources lead to the diminution of value (Vafeas et al., 2016). Actor 

“uniqueness” could thus be understood to stem from their access to 

resources; access to resources is more often unequal than equal. The 

greater resources an actor has, the greater their potential power in any 

given exchange. Power is determined by social position (Storbacka et 

al., 2016). Individuals occupy a social position within a structure: a 

social position is a slot where an actor can be fitted (Cardinale, 2019). 

A social position, according to Bourdieu, can be defined in terms of 

“differential access to socially valued resources, such as economic or 

cultural capital” (Cardinale, 2019, p. 139). The following propositions 

are put forward: 

 
P1: Distribution of resources determines the ability of an actor to exercise power in an 

exchange  

 

P2: Actors in an exchange have unequal access to resources due to their social position 

within the institutional environment 
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What is power:  
 

A incorporation of power relations extends SD-logic beyond purely 

mutually beneficial outcomes (Peñaloza and Venkatesh, 2006; 

Edvardsson et al., 2011; Vafeas et al., 2016). Not all parties benefit 

equally from exchanges; some exchanges are conflictual and the potential 

for opportunism in exchange is rife (Johnsen and Ford, 2008; 

Edvardsson et al., 2011; Vafeas et al., 2016). Agency is the ability to make 

use of connections to achieve individual ends (Chandler and Lusch, 

2015), or simply the capacity to act (Taillard et al., 2016). Power is the 

ability of one actor to influence another, either by direct action or in 

terms of discourse (Bachouche and Sabri, 2019). Agency is more 

concerned with individual choice and acts, while power reviews the 

interrelation of actors in terms of influence. 

Power is both viewed as a process and as an outcome (Bachouche and 

Sabri, 2019). There are competing views of power, one from Hobbes 

where “power refers to the ability of one actor to alter the behaviour of 

another by direct action” and the Machiavellian view of power, which 

rejects the notion of an all-powerful ruler and sees power as being 

omnipresent and operating according to local strategies (Bachouche and 

Sabri, 2019, p.3). Power and empowerment have been studied from three 

theoretical traditions: first the neoclassical or neoliberal, which led to the 

consumer sovereignty model; second cultural power and critical theory 

and third discursive power, which drew heavily on the work of Foucault 

(Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). The neoliberal, cultural and critical theory 

views on power follow the Hobbesian tradition, where power is between 

two actors, one of whom has greater leverage. The view of discursive 

power follows the Machiavellian view, where power is omnipresent. 

Conceptually neoliberal view and critical theory follow the Hobbesian 

school, albeit from polar opposite perspectives. Consequently, the 

approaches of neoliberalism and critical theory and cultural power will be 

discussed together. A review of discursive power then follows.  
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Neoliberalism and consumer sovereignty / Critical 
Theory and cultural power 
 

Both neoclassical (neoliberal) approaches and critical theory 

(cultural power) view power to be a zero sum game; power is relative 

and a source of control over resources. One party gains power relative 

to another and actors have divergent goals leading them to dominate 

the other in order to achieve their own ends (Denegri-Knott et al., 

2006; Pires et al., 2006; Penz, 2007). Both approaches view individual 

power as being circumscribed by institutional arrangements. The key 

difference between the two perspectives is that historically neoclassical 

theories have given greater weight to individuals over institutions, 

while cultural and critical theorists emphasize the restrictive impact of 

institutional arrangements over actors (Tadajewski, 2010; 

Schwarzkopf, 2011; Jiménez-Anca, 2013). Neoliberals, manifest in the 

study of consumer sovereignty in marketing, often view individuals as 

unimpeded by institutional arrangements and power to hinge on 

individual self-efficacy (Harrison, et al., 2006; Füller et al., 2010). 

Consumers are seen as empowered to the degree they have control over 

elements of the marketing mix, such as price (Simintiras et al., 2015). 

The market is a democracy of collective consumer choices and the 

consumer is king (Schwarzkopf, 2011). Consumers know what is good 

for them, consumer free choice brings about efficient markets and 

optimal resource allocation (Schwarzkopf, 2011). “In this vision, the 

consumer appears not necessarily as a rational, but always as a 

sovereign actor to whom the market ultimately has to answer” 

(Schwarzkopf, 2011, p.109). At its extreme, the consumers are 

sovereign in totality, not the state or the law; consumers are equated 

with the general public and their collective will is the law 

(Schwarzkopf, 2011). 

Conversely, critical theorists view marketers as manipulative and 

coercive, designing resource integrating exchanges in a manner to 

confine or remove consumer choice and compel consumers to act in 

ways favourable to marketers and counter to their own self-interest 

(Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). Critical theorists and cultural power 

scholars view the market as “politically oppressive and culturally 

authoritarian” which strives to make consumers passive (Denegri-

Knott et al., 2006, p. 938). Consumers are conceptualised more as 
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serfs than as sovereigns (Tadajewski, 2010). Institutional arrangements 

are given to overtly favour producers and accede more power to this class 

of actor since marketspaces are seen as controlled by corporations 

(Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). Critical theory has been criticised as 

denying individual agency, with a view of consumers fundamentally 

constrained “by the mechanics of the production and consumption 

process, as well as because of a lack of leisure time for critical reflection” 

(Tadajewski, 2010, p.783). 

The source of such power for both critical theory and consumer 

sovereignty comes from an “asymmetric ability to control people or 

valued resources in … social relations” (Labrecque et al., 2013, p. 258). 

The neo-classicists view parties within a market have relative bargaining 

power, exemplified within Porter’s five forces (Denegri-Knott et al., 

2006).  Power in this context which is consumer based is viewed as 

“demand based power” or the bargaining power of consumers (Labrecque 

et al., 2013). Consumer sovereignty sees consumers as rational beings 

who gain power through information, numbers and education, all of 

which enable the ability to choose (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006; Harrison 

et al., 2006; Pires et al., 2006; McShane and Sabadoz, 2015). New 

technology has been hailed as increasing consumer power through access 

to in information and the ability to mobilize strength in numbers 

(Labrecque et al., 2013). Empirical results have been mixed: research into 

consumer empowerment through co-creation in online environments had 

both increased and decreased perceptions of individual power, since 

individual capabilities (operant resources) were found to vary (Füller et 

al., 2010). Choice could, furthermore, be negated due to information 

overload and what has been termed “choice paralysis” (Harrison and 

Waite, 2015; McShane and Sabadoz, 2015).  

There is a rapprochement between the overly individualistic neo-

classicist and the structurally orientated cultural and critical theorists. 

Institutional arrangements have been incorporated into the study of 

consumer sovereignty, although these are generally viewed as enablers of 

consumer power through “the license and authority granted to [them] in 

the marketplace” (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). At a business-to-business 

level there is recognition of power differences between actors, which 

depends on access to resources; those with superior resources will make 

use of these to extract surplus (Lindgreen et al., 2012). Porter’s five forces 

is part of the neoliberal view and does look at industry structure 

(Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). Bargaining power depends on how 



PAPER A  ǀ 196  

 

industries are structured in terms of number of buyers, suppliers, 

threat of new entrants, threat of substitutes and current rivalry (Porter, 

2008). Porter has been criticised as lacking a true view of the 

institutional context with relegating institutional arrangements to, at 

best, background (Peng et al., 2008). Porter does explain the reduced 

power of buyers in markets of few suppliers, thus despite marketing 

injunctions of consumer centrality, consumer power as a buyer 

remains low in oligopolies (Porter, 2008; Kennedy and Laczniak, 

2016).  

Later work in cultural power gives greater agency to consumers, 

positing that consumption itself could be a place of resistance; 

consumers as “active, creative and agentic” often resorting to trickery 

to counteract marketer actions (Penz, 2007, p. 369; Paltrinieri and 

Esposti, 2013). Critical thought aims to assist individuals in becoming 

active; hence agency is grasped from society; individuals are urged to 

become subjects through tools provided by critical theory itself 

(Tadajewski, 2010; McShane and Sabadoz, 2015). While critical theory 

acknowledges individual capacity for agency, but this is more often 

than not dwarfed by the resources of producers (Tadajewski, 2010). 

Consumers must either work with the operant resources they have 

(cultural power) or create and seize their own action (critical theory) 

(Denegri-Knott et al., 2006; Tadajewski, 2010). The cultural power 

perspective differentiates between consumer resistance and consumer 

empowerment; a truly empowered consumer would be a maker rather 

than an adaptor of marketspaces and goods (Denegri-Knott et al., 

2006). The tension remains between the degree to which individuals 

have agency and the extent to which their power is circumscribed by 

institutional arrangements.  

 

Discursive power 
 

The discursive power view is more inclusive and less antagonistic 

than either the neoclassical and cultural/critical theory approaches. 

Power is not centred on one actor or group of actors but distributed 

through society; it is not owned or lost; not divided between those who 

have it and those who do not, or exchanged between producers and 

consumers; instead power creates both consumers and producers 

within knowledge discourses (Shankar et al., 2006). The discursive 
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perspective of power stems largely from Foucault and views power as 

constructed through a system of discourse where certain knowledge is 

possible while other knowledge is not (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). Power 

is the ability of the consumer to formulate discursive strategies to define 

what can be known and what actions and forms of engagement are 

possible (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). Actor interactions facilitate the 

creation of knowledge (Penz, 2007) where goals are overlapping, mutual 

and interdependent (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006).   

The notion of the sovereign consumer is rejected; there are no 

autonomous agents in a discourse. Rejected also is the idea that there 

exists any essential subjectivity or individuality; all selves are socially 

constructed, there are no enduring interests, fundamental rationality or 

inherent characteristics (Shankar et al., 2006). Actors within a market co-

create and reproduce the market itself, since behaviour is not moderated 

by internal standards but through an internalisation of external discourse 

on what is normal (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). Internalisation of societal 

roles takes place through iterative and co-evolving processes of 

“objectivisation” where truths are denoted to create normalising 

behavioural forces, and “subjectivisation” where appropriate self-

practices builds the idea of the self as a free, empowered agent and hence 

a subject (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006). There is a continual set of “truth 

games” between subject and object as they interact and modify one 

another as individuals are objectivised and disciplined by institutional 

discourses and subjectivised by practices of the self (Denegri-Knott et al., 

2006). Given the continual discussion between self and society, 

individuals are never passive or docile. Power operates through discursive 

strategies which define what is acceptable and deviant and thus 

permissible modes of interaction. The extent to which subjective status, 

knowledge, economic and cultural vary within a market would establish 

empowered or disempowered consumer subjectivities (Denegri-Knott et 

al., 2006). Like the neoliberal and cultural/critical perspectives, the 

discursive view attributes variance in actor agency due to social structures 

and refutes that all actors within a market are equal. 

Power relations are explored through the constructs of disciplinary 

power, governmentality and technologies of the self (Shankar et al., 

2006). Governmentality refers to the ability of free agents to control 

themselves and how this relates to various types of political power and 

economic exploitation (Cova and Cova, 2012). Consumers become 

“agents” of their own consumption according to marketing discourses 
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which characterise them as resourceful and autonomous “co-

producers” (Cova and Cova, 2012). In a Foucauldian analysis, our 

current discourse defines what is acceptable and what is deviant. In the 

case of United Airlines, the brutal response of the airline to overt 

passenger resistance could be interpreted as a breach of normative 

social practice. Airlines may summarily remove paying passengers but 

they should not physically harm them. The degree of norm violation 

was evident in anti-United memes that featured in social discourse 

thereafter: “Southwest airlines: we beat the competition, not you” 

(Bowerman, 2017). Porterian discourse delimits competition to 

between organizations, not between organisations and their paying 

customers. Hence only one passenger of the four received a monetary 

settlement; his strong refusal to go highlighted United’s violation of 

our discourse where paying customers are not physically abused. 

 

 

SD-logic and power 
 

SD-logic positions exchange as relational and interactive, 

ontologically SD-logic focuses on inter-subjectivity (Peters et al., 2014; 

Wieland et al., 2016). SD-logic rejects the idea of one entity acting on 

another (Wieland et al., 2016). Therefore, both the consumer 

sovereignty and critical theory/cultural power models are 

incommensurate on two counts: first, ontologically, since both have 

subjective orientations, while SD-logic is intersubjective. Second, SD-

logic rejects the Hobbesian power view of one entity operating on 

another. It adopts institutional theory, which views individual action as 

not fully autonomous but enabled and constrained by structures; 

institutional theory seeks the mechanisms by which structure may be 

influenced (Lok and Willmott, 2019). In discursive power, individuals 

are never passive, but active in subjectivising themselves in the truth 

games with normalising objective discourse (Denegri-Knott et al., 

2006). The subjectivising/objectivising view holds similarities to the 

agency/structure debate. 

Institutional theory conceptualises power along lines similar to the 

discursive view of power with the concept of the paradox of embedded 

agency: institutions shape the room and individuals are free to move 

around the room (Lok and Willmott, 2019). The agency/structure 
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debate has been ongoing in institutional theory, with authors debating on 

whether individual agency trumps the institutional environment 

(Cardinale, 2019; Lok and Willmott, 2019). SD-logic comes down firmly 

on the primacy of individual agency as actors are viewed as creating, 

maintaining and disrupting institutions (Wieland et al., 2016). SD-logic 

theorists recognise the role of “downward force” of structure, that is 

structure restricts and allows agency, but underplay this in two ways. The 

first is the notion of the structure itself. Taillard et al. (2016) view the 

structure as the expression of the aggregated intentions of individuals and 

consequently a result of collective agency; structure is a bottom up 

creation (Peters, 2016; Taillard et al., 2016; Wieland et al., 2016). Second, 

old structures are constantly challenged with transformation, each act of 

resource integration changes the structure and enables new context and 

hence structures to emerge (Vargo et al., 2015; Wieland et al., 2016). SD-

logic’s emphasis on individual agency and bottom up processes of 

aggregation bears parallels with the consumer sovereignty approach 

whose markets are aggregations of consumer choice (Schwarzkopf, 2011).  

Not all SD-logic theorists are equivocal on actor agency as primary. 

Edvardsson et al. (2011) are more in line with discursive power as they 

emphasise the downward influence of existing structures. Individuals and 

collectives “cannot create social systems; rather, they can only re-create 

or transform systems that are already made” (Edvardsson et al., 2011, p. 

331). Power is the ability of the consumer to formulate discursive 

strategies to define what can be known and what actions and forms of 

engagement are possible when seeking dominance (Denegri-Knott et al., 

2006). In discourse analysis, empowered or disempowered consumer 

subjectivities (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006) would reflect actors who have 

greater access and mastery of resources. Pre-existing structures benefit 

some actors over others, enabling them to reproduce discourses of 

dominance by drawing down greater resources (Edvardsson et al., 2011).  

 
P3: Empowered actors have resource assets and disempowered actors are in resource 

deficit 

 

P4: The more powerful actor is the more resourced party who could seek to capture surplus 

value/ reproduce discourses of dominance 
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Table 1: Comparison of approaches to power (1) 

 

 
Neoliberal 

Consumer Sovereignty 

Critical Theory 

Cultural Power 
Discursive Power SD-Logic 

Ontology 
Individual consumer 

subjectivity 

Consumer as object but 

encouraged to become 

subjects 

Focus on the mechanisms 

that regulate  life, conduct 

and bodies (Jiménez-Anca, 

2013) 

Intersubjectivity 

Individual 

action 
Rational utility maximisers 

Consumers are passive; 

marketers are active 

“Consumers” and 

“producers” are terms 

created by knowledge 

discourses 

Individuals act according to 

shared norms and 

collective agency 

View of 

consumer 

agency 

Consumer as sovereign; 

maximum consumer 

agency (Schwarzkopf, 

2011) 

Consumer as serf; minimal 

consumer agency 

(Tadajewski, 2010) 

Power is ubiquitous; 

impossible for individual 

agents to step outside of it 

(Jiménez-Anca, 2013)  

Consumer terminology 

denotes passivity and is 

rejected 

Actors agency is enabled 

and constrained by 

institutional logics 

Inter-party 

relations 

Oppositional: Zero sum 

game: one actor dominates 

over another to achieve 

their goals 

Oppositional and 

oppressive: Zero sum 

game: one actor strives for 

dominance at the expense 

of another; larger 

organisations dwarf 

individuals 

Power is not centred on 

actors but distributed 

through society; there is no 

zero sum game of power 

exchange; Power creates 

both consumers and 

producers within 

knowledge discourses  

Parties seek mutually 

beneficial outcomes (Vargo 

and Lusch, 2016) 

Exchange is relational and 

interactive. Reject idea of 

one party acting on 

another (Wieland, Koskela-

Huotari and Vargo, 2016) 
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Table 1: Comparison of approaches to power (2) 

 

 
Neoliberal 

Consumer Sovereignty 

Critical Theory 

Cultural Power 
Discursive Power SD-Logic 

Source of 

power 

Power is relative and 

based on the asymmetric 

ability to control people 

and resources, namely 

greater bargaining power: 

e.g. Porter’s Five Forces 

and consumer demand 

based power (power from 

information, social 

networks / large numbers, 

education, choice / 

boycott) 

Power resident in resource 

access and use; 

consumers must work with 

the resources they have 

(cultural power) or create 

their own 

Resource access and use 

favours large corporations 

Restrictive institutional 

arrangements limit 

consumer power 

A network of devices, 

techniques, and social and 

cultural practices 

(Jiménez-Anca, 2013) 

Institutions provide a 

resource context 

Individual intent and 

collective agency (Taillard 

et al., 2016) 

Locus of 

power 

The individual; markets are 

an aggregate will of the 

individual 

Institutional arrangements 

and corporate actors 

No locus of power; it is 

filtered through society; 

constructed through a 

system of discourse where 

certain knowledge is 

possible while other 

knowledge is not 

Individuals, operating 

through social collectives, 

maintain, shape and create 

social structures or 

institutions 

Consumer 

empowerment 

Collective action where 

power is attained through 

boycotts or consumer 

strategies 

that counterbalance the 

producer power 

(Bachouche and Sabri, 

2019) 

An empowered consumer  

(1) creates marketspaces 

and goods 

(2) has capacity to 

manipulate marketer 

spaces (Denegri-Knott, 

Zwick and Schroeder, 

2006). 

Empowered and 

disempowered individual 

subjectivities 

Empowerment entails 

collective agency and 

individual operant 

resources 
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Towards a multilevel conception of power 
 

There are three issues: institutional logics, agency and power. 

Institutional theory has a longstanding debate over the primary of 

individual action or institutional structure in what has been termed the 

“paradox of embedded agency” (Taillard et al., 2016; Cardinale, 2018; 

Harmon et al.,  2019). While agency focuses on the individual ability to 

act and how this is constrained, directed and enabled by institutions 

(Cardinale, 2018), power refers to how one actor can influence another, 

either by direct action or discourse (Bachouche and Sabri, 2019). 

Central to the power to influence is the actor’s social position in the 

social structure (Peñaloza and Venkatesh, 2006; Edvardsson et al., 

2011; Storbacka et al., 2016). Actors can “draw down” resources in a 

particular exchange in order to influence the outcome to maximise 

their surplus (Edvardsson et al., 2011).  

The four propositions underline the proposed framework: resources 

are central in the determination of power in an exchange. Actors have 

unequal access to resources which can either benefit or disadvantage 

them when entering into a resource integration activity. Actors with 

greater resource assets have the ability to maximise their value 

outcomes in an exchange. Actors who are in resource deficit may 

experience diminished value outcomes due to a structural 

disadvantage.  

A means of resolving the question between the different perspectives 

on power could be the level or unit of analysis. Some institutional 

theorists have offered unit of analysis as a means of understanding the 

agency/structure debate (Cardinale, 2019; Harmon et al., 2019). There 

are three potential levels of resource access: individual, communal and 

macro. Discursive power has strong parallels with the institutional 

environment, the discourses that actors engage, create and replicate. 

The institutional environment enables domination discourses 

(Edvardsson et al., 2011). Actors interact with the structure and the 

discourses it enables (Koskela-Huotari and Vargo, 2016; Cardinale, 

2018). At an inter-actor level, actors can interact with each other at 

meso and micro levels making use of institutional discourses and 

resources. One party can enact domination discourses over another, 

depending on opportunism, divergent goals, resource deficits, resource 

misuse or the ability to extract a greater surplus (Johnsen and Ford, 
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2008; Lindgreen et al., 2012; Vafeas et al., 2016). Industry structures can 

facilitate such domination at a meso level (Porter, 2008) and individual 

social position at a micro level (Storbacka et al., 2016). Each level will be 

discussed in turn below and are represented in figure 1.  

 
Figure 1: Levels of analysis 

 

 

Macro level 

At a macro level, institutions shape discourse by enabling certain 

alternatives to action while preventing or sanctioning other choices 

through formal rules, sanctions, values and cultural practice (Edvardsson 

et al., 2014). SD-logic makes use of the macro-level institutions or “rules 

of the game”: cognitive, normative and regulative pillars (Edvardsson et 

al., 2014). The regulative pillar refers to the formal rules which regulate 

actor behaviour, which includes sanctions. The normative pillar 

comprises of norms (how things should be done) and values (the desired 

standards for behavioural evaluation and social standards for behaviour). 

The cognitive pillar is related to actor perceptions of reality and is related 

to the cultural context (Edvardsson et al., 2014). Institutions themselves 

are legal, social, commercial and religious (Edvardsson et al., 2014). SD-

logic theorists have argued for the inclusion of technology as an 

institution as it has structural properties (Akaka and Vargo, 2014). The 

fifth proposition therefore frames these five institutions as the key factors 

which shape the resource environment. Cultural is substituted for 

Micro level: actor to actor engagements

Demand based power (power 
from information, social 
networks / large numbers, 
education, choice / boycott)

Meso level: actors embedded in industries

Macro level: institutional arrangements

Porter industry analysis
(competitive structure)
Resource based view
Collective agency

Institutions and 
institutional logics: 
social, legal, 
commercial, cultural
and technological

Discourses 

Narratives on 
organisational dominance
over individuals
Buyer valued over seller

Narratives on 
individual sovereignty, 
”consumer centricity”
Consumer profiles

Political systems
Normative systems
Regulative systems
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religious and technology is added. Table 2 presents reviews how the 

macro-institutions were “drawn down” as resources to work in the case 

of David Dao and United Airlines.  

 
P5: Five prominent institutions shape the resource environment for actors 

 

The first pillar is social institutions. By far the most mentioned in 

SD-logic, as collective agency is viewed as paramount to making and 

shaping service ecosystems (Taillard et al., 2016; Wieland et al.,  2016). 

Excessive social capital has been linked to opportunistic behaviour as 

clients seek to extract greater surplus from agencies (Vafeas et al., 

2016). In digital environments, social capital is manifest through 

greater social networks (Labrecque et al., 2013). From a power 

perspective, centrality of position within networks is important as it 

demonstrates relative power position (Storbacka et al., 2016). Actor 

power position has the potential to impact the engagement properties 

of an exchange through the relational and the informational properties 

(Storbacka et al., 2016). Relational properties refer to the connections 

of the actor to other actors, the type of relationships and centrality of 

the actor in the social system and their relative power (Storbacka et al., 

2016). Informational properties concern whether the actor is trying to 

influence others, is open to influence or seeking support (Storbacka et 

al., 2016). Technology has enabled actors who have access to central 

nodes in social media to have greater network power; strength of 

network ties and number of connections are resource assets 

(Labrecque et al., 2013). David Dao may not have had a large digital 

social network, but this was compensated in other intersecting 

institutions, namely the social networks of the person who made the 

viral video which documented his abuse. Consumer resistance is 

evidence of resource compensation and draws from the same 

institutional environment. 

Commercial institutions include the norms of economic exchange 

and the Poterian expectation that the power of buyers is resident 

within an industry structure (Porter, 2008). A commercial asset for 

consumers is the marketing norm of customer centricity, where being a 

customer is a powerful role in itself (Gummerus, 2013; Kennedy and 

Laczniak, 2016). The neoliberal view of customer sovereignty lives 

within our knowledge discourses and can be accessed by customers 

seeking power over marketers. An old man being beaten even though 
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he was a paying customer violates our marketing discourse of customer 

centricity (Kennedy and Laczniak, 2016). In terms of legal institutions, 

Dao had the “right of carriage” on his side (Ohlin, 2017). Since the other 

three passengers who were removed from the plane also had the law on 

their side, it was not the legal avenue which served as a resource asset, 

but the conflict between the position of a consumer in the marketing 

discourse and the company’s actions. Commercial logics sanctioned 

United because the share price plummeted subsequent to the viral video 

and press coverage. Service staff may have been the ones to enforce the 

removal of Dao from the plane, but they were not the source of the 

conflict. Service staff often have to prioritise company protocols over 

paying customers (Vafeas et al., 2016). 

Culturally, there is a narrative of support for the underdog, often 

depicted as consumers in the face of large corporations, as laid out in 

critical theory (Jiménez-Anca, 2013). There is also a culture of sharing 

online content, especially if it is emotional in nature (Berger and 

Milkman, 2012). Most research on online content sharing is from a 

marketer perspective with the aim to distribute marketer viral campaigns; 

consumers equally share content through their networks often to sanction 

marketer behaviour (Labrecque et al., 2013). The David Dao video was 

traumatic and emotional. It would not have accessed a larger network or 

gained the attention of the press if it was less fraught. The combination of 

institutional logics of social, technological, commercial and cultural 

provided the resources for Dao to obtain redress from a conflictual 

situation.  

The confluence of technology, culture, commerce and social 

institutions in viral videos could be explored further in the notion of 

spectacle. Many consumers post content about their brand attitudes and 

experiences on social media. Those that garner viral attention are 

instrumental or emotionally laden (Berger and Milkman, 2012). There is 

a dramatic element, the degree that a scene is witnessed. Hence 

consumers are seen burning their possessions in protest, whether these 

be Nike trainers or Harry Potter books (Jones, 2019). Technology, like all 

other institutional logics, functions as a resource, but it is dependent on 

the actor’s ability, the actor’s centrality within a social network structure 

and the nature  of the event itself.
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Table 2: The case of David Dao and power 

 

 Social Commercial Legal Cultural Technological 

Resource 

assets 

Social 

capital 

Position 

within social 

network 

Collective 

agency 

Accepted 

commercial 

practice 

favours one 

party over 

another 

Marketer 

norm of 

customer 

centrality 

 

Favourable 

legal 

environmen

t for 

consumers / 

marketers 

(e.g. privacy 

law GDPR) 

Knowledge 

of law 

Funds for 

legal council 

Narrative

s of 

collective 

group 

action 

and 

solidarity 

Norms on 

support 

for fellow 

citizens 

Viral 

video 

sharing 

Social networks 

online 

Social media 

Influencers  

Big data, 

ubiquitous 

tracking 

Resource 

deficits 

Individual 

position 

within 

network low 

Individual 

has lower 

resources 

than large 

corporate 

Smaller 

parties at a 

disadvantag

e to larger 

ones 

Laws which 

do not 

provide 

protection 

or are not 

enforced 

Issue not 

sizable 

enough to 

warrant 

attention 

Culture of 

no 

collective 

action 

Lack of access 

to technology 

(data / devices) 

Resource 

compensatio

n 

Marginalise

d groups 

receive 

social 

support 

Need to 

preserve 

corporate 

share price 

Party 

compelled 

to do what is 

morally right 

rather than 

what is 

strictly 

legally 

necessary 

Cultural 

support 

for the 

underdog 

Access to 

information 

Access to social 

networks 

      

Case of David 

Dao and 

United 

Airlines  

Large media 

and press 

coverage 

Social 

media 

access and 

network 

power 

Oligopolistic 

industry, 

power of 

buyers low 

Removing 

paying 

customers as 

routine 

Company 

desire to 

protect brand 

and share 

price 

Law of right 

of carriage 

Culture of 

recording 

and 

sharing 

events 

Sanction 

for 

physical 

assault  

Viral videos 

Democratisatio

n of power of 

the spectacle 
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Meso level 

While actors can “draw down” resources in order to replicate regimes 

of dominance (Edvardsson  et al., 2011), actors can also function as a 

collective with collective agency (Taillard et al., 2016) manifesting in 

meso-level instances of agency, such as social movements, network power 

(namely viral videos on social media) or crowdsourcing (Labrecque et al., 

2013; Harmon et al., 2019). SD-logic views collective agency to be 

comprised of shared intentions and a negotiation between the individual 

and the group (Taillard et al., 2016). From a structural perspective, 

groups of actors form social positions within an industry structure, as 

explained by Porter (Porter, 2008). Their relative position enables actors 

to drawn down resources in order to effect better outcomes for 

themselves. SD-logic currently emphasises the former (collective agency) 

which is a more bottom up approach to power (Koskela-Huotari and 

Vargo, 2016; Taillard et al., 2016). It is argued here that power can be 

enacted through collective agency (bottom up) or actor social position 

(top down) within a meso-level industry structure. 

 
P6: At a meso-level, power can be realised through industry positions or through collective 

agency 

 

Micro level 

At an individual level, social positions have been viewed as the 

positions actors occupy in organisations and in broader society 

(Cardinale, 2018). Social positions expose individuals to different 

institutional logics and over time and therefore build up individual 

structurers of cognition and action in what Bourdieu termed habitus 

(Cardinale, 2018). Social positions orientate an individual actor towards 

particular sets of actions (Cardinale, 2018) and give them access to 

particular resource sets (Edvardsson et al., 2011). The closest 

approximation to social position in the marketing literature on consumer 

power is the concept of consumer profiles (Bachouche and Sabri, 2019). 

Consumer profiles are the personal variables which reflect the workings 

of larger structural institutions, such as status and hierarchical position 

(Bachouche and Sabri, 2019). Since both economic and cultural resource 

sets are important (Cardinale, 2018), both must be considered in an 

understanding of power. Cultural constraints include potential action 

enablers such as personally held cultural values such as power distance, 

community concern (that is, the propensity to assist others) and long 
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term versus short term perspective. In terms of social network 

position, Laud et al., (2015) used social network theory to illustrate 

how cultural, relational and structural properties of actor 

embeddedness in a social structure could aid resource integration. In 

consumer profiles, only socio-economic status has received much 

attention (Bachouche and Sabri, 2019). Even so, most research is done 

in resource abundant environments where consumers have 

considerable power (Anderson et al., 2015). Work on low-income 

consumers, particularly those from emerging markets, has brought the 

poor into focus (Karnani, 2012). Due to large resource deficits, the poor 

have a low margin of error and high degree of vulnerability (Blocker et 

al., 2013). Historically, the poor have been found to be at a commercial 

disadvantage and are frequently exploited (Hamilton and Catterall, 

2005; Hamilton et al., 2014). Researchers who work with 

transformative services and the poor assert that these need to be even 

more carefully designed to ensure consumer welfare (Blocker and 

Barrios, 2015). Such services are aimed at active resource 

compensation and empowerment in order to address structural 

imbalances. Services are developed with a wider social lens (Blocker et 

al., 2013). 

All institutional logics enable and constrain, thus technology is not 

am ubiquitous empowering force: it can be empowering and 

disempowering. Knowledge of and access to technology has been found 

to play a role in whether consumers feel empowered online (Harrison 

and Waite, 2015). Technology has given greater consumer access to 

demand, information, network and crowd forms of power (Labrecque 

et al., 2013). Individual access to information and knowledge is thus 

important, which reflects SD-logic’s emphasis on operant resources 

(Wieland et al., 2016). Technology has presented opportunities for 

consumers to legitimate marketer actions (Lillqvist et al., 2018). 

Marketer legitimacy, that is, the perceived appropriateness of marketer 

actions in terms of the social norms, values and rules is increasingly 

challenged by active citizens online (Lillqvist et al., 2018). 

Technology has also presented greater information opportunities to 

organisations, in the form of big data, which has been used for better 

advertising targeting, dynamic pricing, product customisation and 

consumer insights (Broderick, 2015; Ostrom et al., 2015; Zuboff, 2015; 

McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019). Consumer ability to navigate such 

environments becomes tantamount (Rayna et al., 2015; Roeber et al., 
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2015). Technology is thus rejected here as an agent of consumer power or 

organisational power. Technology is an institutional arrangement, and, 

like other institutional arrangements, it both enables and constrains. The 

position within the social network remains paramount. 

 
P7: individual actors gain power through their position within a social structure as well as 

their own operant resources 

 

Conclusion 
 

This work builds on SD-logic by proposing how power can be 

incorporated into exchange. SD-logic has been criticised for lacking a 

review of conflict and how value in an exchange can be diminished 

through misuse of resources (Vafeas et al., 2016). The current work 

argues that discursive power has the greatest synergy with SD-logic and 

institutional theory. In doing so, power flows through structures, 

institutions and knowledge. Discourses of domination are therefore 

formally incorporated in SD-logic. Individual actors can access 

dominating roles through pulling down resources in any given exchange. 

The current conceptualisation reconciles SD-logic’s emphasis on mutual 

value creation to situations where there are actor asymmetries that give 

rise to overt use of power. The seven propositions are outlined in table 3, 

below. 

 
Table 3: Summary of propositions 

 

Proposition  

P1 
Distribution of resources determines the ability of an actor to 

exercise power in an exchange  

P2 
Actors in an exchange have unequal access to resources due to 

their social position within the institutional environment 

P3 
Empowered actors have resource assets and disempowered 

actors are in resource deficit 

P4 

The more powerful is actor is the more resourced party who 

could seek to capture surplus value/ reproduce discourses of 

dominance 

P5 
Five prominent institutions shape the resource environment for 

actors 

P6 
At a meso level, power can be realised through industry 

positions or through collective agency 

P7 
Individual actors gain power through their position within a 

social structure as well as their own operant resources 
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There are several possibilities for future research. First, the 

conceptualisation of power dynamics, through discourses of 

dominance, can alter how interactions are conducted. Second, power 

dynamics and resource access shape exchange, so asymmetrical 

exchanges, instances where value is destroyed or diminished, can be 

explored with power relations and resource access in mind. Third, 

access to resources is proposed here as structural and this impacts all 

exchanges through the social position of an individual actor, their meso 

industry structure and the governing macro level institutions. Each of 

these is discussed below through using technology as an example. 

At a macro level, how and which institutional logics create 

opportunities or resourceness for actor asymmetry in an exchange. 

Technology remains an institution, so it still both enables and 

constrains action, such as in ubiquitous data collection (power through 

information) (Krishen et al., 2017) and collective agency through 

crowdsourcing (power through networks) (Labrecque et al., 2013). 

Greater access to information has empowered consumers; big data has 

altered the ability of companies to extract maximum profits. Amazon, 

for example, changes its prices in response to the market over one 

million times an hour (Broderick, 2015). Instead of attempting to test 

the proposition of consumer sovereignty online (Füller et al., 2010; 

Harrison and Waite, 2015), technology can be explored in how it 

increases information based and network based power for any actor in 

an exchange. Technology enables actors to drawn down resources and 

engage in discourses of dominance. Technology could be explored in 

several ways: how it enlarges resource deficits, amplifies resource 

assets and provides opportunities for resource compensation.  

The institutional arrangements within technology, namely the rules 

of the game, reflect the rules, norms and meanings of broader society. 

Rapid change in technology has altered the rules of the game (Akaka 

and Vargo, 2014). At a meso level, Porter, could be used to understand 

an actor’s social position and hence ability to extract greater surplus 

than others from an exchange, such as the power available to large 

technological companies. Increasingly the overt rules and behavioural 

sanctions of the large technological companies (Google, YouTube, 

Twitter and Facebook) are shaping resource integration. Within a 

service ecosystem not only are these central players, these are 

institutional rule makers. Companies such as Facebook and Twitter 
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make regulative arrangements (or fail to uphold existing arrangements) 

which subverts national laws on both what is sanctioned behaviour and 

what behaviour is illegal, such as their refusal to enforce privacy rules 

(Lecher, 2019). Their centrality of social positon frames large 

technological companies as market rule makers and key to discussions of 

power in modern resource integration. The technology companies are 

part of a digital ecosystem which often operates outside of formal 

institutions, such as legal arrangements. Institutional theory has been 

used to study markets which rely more on informal institutions than 

formal ones, that is emerging markets (Meyer and Peng, 2016). Emerging 

markets are characterised as developing rapidly and being in a state of 

flux; they do not have clearly defined “rules of the game” and informal 

institutions substituting for the lack of formal institutions (Meyer and 

Peng, 2016). Relationships within the market, particularly social 

networks and relative position within social networks, are important 

(Meyer and Peng, 2016). A key relationship with the central player in 

many emerging markets is a relationship with government (Peng, Wang 

and Jiang, 2008). In digital environments, relationships with technology 

giants could form a parallel. SD-logic could explore how learnings from 

the institutional view of emerging markets could provide explanations for 

the digital marketplace as an emerging market. 

Technology has also highlighted the position of actors within a society. 

Various groups form online to participate in the online “culture wars” 

which often spill over to brands (Edgecliffe-Johnson and Nicolaou, 2018; 

Jones, 2019). Social media hosts debates between the role of structure 

(for example, membership of a marginalised group) and individual 

agency. Structural norms are built into perceptions of exploitation by 

large firms and the need for compensation, as evidenced by the viral 

video of David Dao. As service ecosystems are enlarged to encompass 

many different actors in an exchange, SD-logic needs to account for how 

unequal exchanges occur, such as consumer-to-consumer conflicts in 

retail settings or service conflicts such as the case of David Dao. A 

possible avenue for research is the daily expression of discourses of 

dominance that are often seen in viral videos, such as incidences of 

racism by Starbucks or the burning of Nike trainers (Edgecliffe-Johnson 

and Nicolaou, 2018; Jones, 2019). Emotional and informative content is 

shared (Berger and Milkman, 2012); the extent to which context is 

emotional because it contains the drama of conflict and power disputes 

could be explored further. 
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At a micro level, individual social position, social network power and 

consumer profiles could be explored in terms of access to power 

through resources. It is posited that individuals have the ability to 

drawn down resources based on their social position. Through the 

incorporation of consumer or actor resource profiles, SD-logic could 

investigate the foundations of relationship asymmetry and the 

potential for one party to extract a surplus. In all instances agency is 

either generated in a bottom up or top down fashion; thus the tension 

between the two could be reviewed in terms of resource assets or 

deficits which one party in an exchange seeks to exploit or compensate. 

The development of transformative services which focus on welfare 

rather than profit are examples of compensatory resource exchanges; 

actors seeking profit maximisation are illustrations of individuals who 

have leveraged resource assets. 

An incorporation of power enhances SD-logic’s ability to explain 

domination, value destruction, value diminution and inter-actor 

conflict in exchanges. Discursive power is in line with SD-logic’s 

adoption of institutional theory and thereby fits well with many 

existing SD-logic principles. The recent work from Cardinale on how 

the structure/agency debate could be viewed in terms of macro, meso 

and micro levels of analysis also fits well with SD-Logic. While 

domination discourses emanate from the intuitional structure, these 

are then enacted by organisations and individuals at meso and micro 

levels. Access to resources is key in this process; these are structurally 

enabled and constrained.  The structural influence of resources is felt 

between actors at meso and micro levels. Resource access, industry 

power and consumer profiles are areas where mid-level theory can 

serve to make SD-logic’s institutional arrangements more accessible. 
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