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Abstract: The global economic crisis changed the competition game in any marketplace. Faced with 
increasing competition, declining margins or decreasing demand due to crisis, the firms are looking for 
new ways to compete at global level. Considering Peter Drucker’s argument that the reason the firms ex-
ist is to satisfy the customer, they are trying to differentiate themselves by moving their focus from simple 
stand-alone products and/or services and instead developing customer solutions. They are defined in the 
extant literature as a combination of goods and services designed to satisfy a customer’s business needs and 
therefore they are difficult to imitate and thus they have the potential to be used as a source of sustainable 
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1. Introduction

In different industries across vari-
ous geographies the firms are looking for 
new ways to differentiate from the compe-
tition in the markets they are operating in 
by offering customer solutions rather than 
stand-alone products or services (Nordin & 
Kowalkowski, 2010). They are defined in the 
extant literature as integrated combination of 
goods and services designed to meet a cus-
tomer’s specific business needs (Miller et al, 
2002). Much more, customers themselves are 
pushing them in that direction, as their needs 
become more extensive (Davies et al, 2006). 
This paper is an investigation into the poten-
tial of using customer solutions for creating 
sustainable competitive advantage within 
the boundaries defined below.

Customer solutions – as a complete sub-
ject for discussion – are beyond the scope of 
any single paper. The field of inquiry in this 
paper is thus narrowed to the discussion of 
customer solutions from a value creation pro-
cess perspective. The reason is that, as sev-
eral authors argue, providing solutions that 
address a customer’s needs means that firms 
have to understand how value is created 
“through the eyes of the customer” (Wise & 
Baumgartner, 1999, p. 135).  The firms evalu-
ating the option to switch towards customer 

solutions have to consider a comprehensive 
change in many areas of their business from 
strategies and positions in the value stream to 
their organizational capabilities, structures, 
cultures and even people mind-sets (Davies 
et al, 2003; Brady et al, 2005a). Therefore, 
even if the driving forces provide opportuni-
ties for firms to offer customer solutions, it 
is not always an easy task to design, develop 
and sell these new offerings, especially for 
firms that have traditionally focused on sell-
ing products or simple services (Bowen et al, 
1989; Brown, 2000). Not few are the questions 
a firm might have in finding the most effec-
tive way to grasp these market opportunities 
and many are the challenges this firm would 
face when making the decision to follow the 
road towards providing customer solutions. 
Therefore, the general focus research ques-
tion of this paper is “what are the major chal-
lenges firms are facing in creating effective 
integrated solutions to achieve sustainable 
competitive advantage?” 

The paper takes a managerial perspec-
tive for the discussion of the customer so-
lutions. The reason is the one Harreld et al 
(2007) suggest. They argue that managers 
need to be able to accomplish two tasks: “first, 
they must be able to accurately sense changes 
in their competitive environment, including 
potential shifts in technology, competition, 

competitive advantage. Much more, firms are facing a demand change from their customers as a response 
to address new business requirements imposed by the economic crisis. But the shift towards developing, 
selling and implementing customer solutions is not an easy journey. The firms have to transform many 
aspects of their business. The question that arises is what are the major challenges firms are facing in creat-
ing effective customer solutions to achieve sustainable competitive advantage and how they could address 
these challenges.
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customers, and regulation” (p. 24) and “sec-
ond, they must be able to act on these oppor-
tunities and threats; to be able to seize them 
by reconfiguring both tangible and intangi-
ble assets to meet new challenges” (p. 25).

As there is no single best way to become 
an integrated solutions provider (Davies et al, 
2006) and the approaches varies from indus-
try to industry, this paper narrows further 
the discussion to one single industry, specifi-
cally Romanian Information Technology (IT) 
sector. The main reason explaining the selec-
tion of this industry is that the Information 
Technology (IT) sector is one of the first sec-
tors that started the transition towards cus-
tomer solutions (Cerasale & Stone, 2004). The 
provision of customer solutions in the IT sec-
tor is a better option for a firm in terms of 
added value creation when compared to sim-
ple hardware or software products (Ceci & 
Prencipe, 2008). Much more, as these authors 
argue, the development of the related inter-
nal capabilities towards offering customer 
solutions provides the firm higher advantag-
es against competition. 

The rest of this paper is organized as 
follows. A review of the extant literature on 
the main concepts of this paper is performed 
in Section 2. The following section (Section 
3) covers an empirical study of the custom-
er solution in the particular context of the 
Romanian IT industry including the research 
objectives, the research design and the de-
mographic data analysis. The findings from 
literature review and research results are dis-
cussed together afterwards in this section. At 
the end of this section, the conclusions from 
these findings are provided and based on 
them a set of recommendations are proposed 
in Section 4. The research limitations and the 
opportunities for future research are covered 

in Section 5. The overall conclusion is provid-
ed in the last section of this paper (Section 6).

2.  Background

2.1. The concept of sustainable com-
petitive advantage

“What exactly constitutes sustainable 
competitive advantage is a question rarely 
asked. Most corporate strategists […] know 
a sustainable competitive advantage when 
they see it – or so they assume. […] A sus-
tainable competitive advantage is not always 
so easy to identify.  Perhaps it is because the 
meaning of sustainable competitive advan-
tage is superficially self-evident that virtually 
no effort has been made to define it explic-
itly” (Coyne, 1986, p. 2).   

Regarding the history of concept of 
competitive advantage, Selznick (1957) can 
be attributed with linking advantage to 
competency. The next major development 
belongs to Hofer & Schendel (1978) who 
viewed competitive advantage as something 
that can be used within the firm’s strategy 
and thus competencies and competitive ad-
vantage are independent variables and per-
formance is dependant variable. Day (1984) 
and Porter (1985) provided the next genera-
tion of conceptualization. Rather than be-
ing something that is used within strategy, 
these authors saw competitive advantage as 
the objective as strategy, the dependant vari-
able. Only in 1991 Barney (1991) provided a 
formal definition: “A firm is said to have a 
competitive advantage when it is implement-
ing a value creating strategy not simultane-
ously being implemented by any current or 
potential competitors. A firm is said to have 
a sustained competitive advantage when it 
is implementing a value creating strategy 
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not simultaneously being implemented by 
any current or potential competitors and 
when these other firms are unable to dupli-
cate the benefits of this strategy” (p. 102). 
Based on both Barney’s work and the defi-
nitions of each term provided in the diction-
ary, Hoffmann (2000) offered the following 
formal conceptual definition: “A sustainable 
competitive advantage is the prolonged ben-
efit of implementing some unique value-
creating strategy not simultaneously being 
implemented by any current or potential 
competitors along with the inability to dupli-
cate the benefits of this strategy” (p. 1). 

2.2. The concept of customer solutions

A number of definitions could be found 
in the academic and practitioner literature 
related to the solution concept that requires 
some discussions in terms of commonalities 
and discrepancies among these definitions.

Extant literature views the solution as 
a customized and integrated combination of 
goods and services for meeting a customer’s 
business needs (Davies et al, 2006; Sawhney, 
2006). Regardless the terminology used, 
three aspects are common across. First, a so-
lution is a combination of goods and servic-
es. Second, solutions have both an integrative 
and a customization aspect. Third, the defini-
tions point out the importance of addressing 
customers’ needs in their definitions.

Beyond these commonalities, a number 
of differences could be observed. The first is 
the term of combination in the solution’s defi-
nition. For instance, Hax & Wilde (2001) refer 
to a wider offering of products and services 
that satisfies most if not all the customer’s 
needs. Second, several authors don’t use the 
term solution itself. Stremersch et al (2001) 

refers to the full service as a “comprehensive 
bundle of products and/or services, that fully 
satisfies the needs and wants of a customer 
related to a specific event or problem” (p. 1). 
Third, some definitions are more specific, 
including details about the constitutive ele-
ments. According to Sawhney et al (2006), 
“a solution is a customized, integrated com-
bination of products, services and informa-
tion that solves a customer’s problem” (2006, 
p. 78). “The companies following a solution 
strategy bundle their products together and 
add software and services” (Galbraith, 2002a, 
p. 194). Sheperd & Ahmed (2000) refers to in-
tegrated products (hardware and software) 
and services. Other particularities in the defi-
nition refer to the targeted customer set or the 
nature of customer’s needs. Miller et al (2002) 
view solutions as “integrated combinations 
of products and/or services that are unusu-
ally tailored to create outcomes desired by 
specific clients or types of clients. Or the so-
lution means bringing together products and 
services in order to address a customer’s par-
ticular business or operational requirements 
(Brady et al, 2005a). The outcome of the so-
lutions is included some definitions. For ex-
ample, Johansson et al (2003) argue that “a 
solution is a combination of products and 
services that creates value beyond the sum of 
its parts…, it is the level of customization and 
integration that sets solutions above prod-
ucts or services or bundles of products and 
services.” (p. 118). 

To summarize, scholars and practi-
tioners offer various definitions and inter-
pretations of the solution concept. These 
definitions are often context-dependent 
(Storbacka & Pennanen, 2014) meaning that 
they can vary according to, for example, the 
size and scope of the offering, the type of 
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elements integrated into the solution and the 
type of industry that a firm operates in.

For consistency, the term used in this 
paper is integrated solution (IS).

2.3. Main characteristics of customer 
solutions

Penttinen & Palmer (2007) point out 
two main characteristics of integrated solu-
tions (IS) which differentiates them from 
pure products, pure service offerings or pure 
(traditional) product-service bundles: the 
completeness of the offering and the nature 
of customer-provider relationship.

First, a central characteristic of integrat-
ed solutions is that they are more focused 
on specific customer problems than simple 
products (Stremersch et al, 2001). The higher 
the degree to which a customer problem is 
identified and addressed by providing the 
most effective solution to this problem and 
less the work required from the customer to 
solve that problem, the higher is the degree 
of completeness of the offering (Burianek, 
2011). Thus, customer solutions usually com-
prise in the IT field physical products, soft-
ware and services like basic installed services, 
maintenance services, professional services 
and operational services supporting and/or 
operating the hardware/software or a whole 
business processes of the customer (Oliva 
& Kallenberg, 2003).  Similarly, Shepherd & 
Ahmed (2000) argue that companies have to 
focus on the processes and operations of their 
customers instead of their own products and 
spare parts. 

Second, for meeting customer specific 
needs a more relational provider-custom-
er relationship is needed and such a higher 
degree of interaction between both parties 

(Burianek, 2011). This author argues that the 
better the relation between customer and pro-
vider is developed the better the specific cus-
tomer needs can be analyzed, discussed, and 
thus be met. The intensity of the relationship 
can be measured by using different concepts: 
information exchange, operational linkages, 
legal bonds, cooperative norms and relation-
ship specific adaptations by the seller or the 
buyer (Cannon & Perreault, 1999). As Doyle 
(2002) argues, the two-way communication 
between customer and provider allows an 
accurate definition of the customer’s specific 
needs and problems in such a way that the 
benefits of implementing the customer solu-
tion can be tailored to meet the customer’s 
requirements.

2.4. Customer solutions – a value cre-
ation process perspective

Considering the solutions’ characteris-
tics highlighted in the previous section, the 
move towards integrated solutions is not 
only about offering additional services, but 
also about shifting from a product-centric to 
a customer-centric organization to provide 
integrated combinations of products and ser-
vices focusing on a customer’s business need 
(Galbraith, 2002; Hax & Wilde, 1999; Tuli et 
al, 2007; Wise & Baumgartner, 1999). In con-
trast with the product-centric mind-set based 
on what a firm is successful in the market it 
operates by enhancing the features of exist-
ing products or by (Sawhney, 2006), in the so-
lution-centric mind-set, the provider’s focus 
lies not on the product itself but actually on 
the customer and his requirements and these 
are the basis of defining all the value creation 
activities (Galbraith, 2002; Sawhney, 2006). 

“A process perspective on a business 
is the customer’s perspective […] A process 
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perspective requires that we start with cus-
tomers and what they want from us and work 
backward from there” (Hammer, 1996, p. 12). 
In line with this view, Tuli et al (2007) argue 
that across different definitions of integrated 
solutions, there is little evidence in the extant 
literature to suggest that these definitions 
reflect provider’s or customer’s perspective 
or both. As such, Tuli et al (2007) argue that, 
given that the purpose of an integrated solu-
tion is to satisfy a customer’s business needs, 
it is useful to view integrated solutions from 
customer’s perspective and to focus on the 
customer’s value creation processes, defined 
as a series of activities performed by the cus-
tomer to achieve a particular goal (Payne et 
al, 2008). 

Most researchers proposed sequen-
tial processes to describe the development 
and implementation of an integrated solu-
tion. According to Sawhney (2006), the so-
lution development process begins with the 
analysis of a customer problem by defining 
customer outcomes and mapping customer 
activities and ends with the identification of 
products and services needed to solve the 
entire problem, before moving on the inte-
gration (implementation) stage. Similarly, 
Davies et al (2007) argue that an integrated 
solutions supplier should (a) provide an in-
depth analysis of a customer’s business; (b) 
identify and diagnose problems in a custom-
er’s organization; (c) offer solutions based on 
its experience of working with a number of 
customers facing similar situations; and (d) 
coordinate the integration of components 
into a solution. In more recent developments, 
Storbacka (2011) proposes a four-stage pro-
cess to create integrated solutions: develop 
solutions, create demand, sell solutions and 
deliver.

Based on an empirical research, Tuli et 
al (2007) demonstrated that an integrated so-
lution involves “a set of customer-supplier 
relational processes comprising (1) customer 
requirements definition, (2) customization 
and integration of goods and/or services and 
(3) their deployment, and (4) post-deploy-
ment customer support and all of which 
are aimed at meeting customers’ business 
needs” (p. 5). These authors observed that 
the difference resides in two relational pro-
cesses that many suppliers underemphasize, 
but considered crucial by the customers: re-
quirements definition and post-deployment 
support. They are in agreement with Brady et 
al, 2005b) who propose a four-stage process 
for developing and deploying an integrated 
solution throughout its lifecycle that include: 
strategic engagement phase (pre-bid activi-
ties); value proposition phase (bid or offer 
activities); systems integration phase (project 
execution activities); and operational service 
phase (post-project activities). Based on the 
work of Tuli et al (2007), Burianek et al (2011) 
derived a four-step iterative process of value 
creation comprising (a) analysis/consulting, 
(b) design/configuration, (c) implementation/
delivery, and (d) support/operation.

2.5. Integrated solutions and sustain-
able competitive advantage

Considering the shift of focus from the 
goods exchange towards a solutions-oriented 
view (Tuli et al, 2007; Vargo & Lusch, 2004), 
White & Ponder (2008) extends Hoffman’s 
(2000) work on sustainable competitive ad-
vantage – as highlighted in section 2.1 – by 
proposing a sustainable competitive advan-
tage model through the co-creation of value. 
The starting point for the value co-production 
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process is the participation of both provider 
and customer for sharing and combining the 
knowledge to create together the solution 
(Lusch et al, 2007).  In this approach, the de-
gree of the interaction between the provider 
and the customer influences how the solution 
is created as a result of the work performed 
together by both parties and this could lead to 
a competitive advantage for the firm (White 
& Ponder, 2008). Furthermore, these authors 
argue that the nature of integrated solution 
itself affects the solution’s sustainability. In 
particular, the solution’s inimitability and 
immunity to substitution likely influences 
its sustainability. Indeed, as outlined in sec-
tion 2.2, the integrated solution definition 
highlights two key dimensions, the degree 
of integration and the degree of customiza-
tion. As immunity to substitution refers to 
the absence of available alternatives, while 
inimitability consists of two components, 
customization and complexity, it could be 
argued that assuming the solution meets the 
customer’s needs, the provider will likely en-
joy the competitive advantage created from 
the relationship for a prolonged period of 
time (White & Ponder, 2008).

2.6. Major challenges for integrated 
solutions providers

Even though a number of driving forces 
provide opportunities for firms to shift to-
wards integrated solutions, the challenges 
of moving into integrated solutions should 
not be underestimated (Davies et al, 2006). 
IS providers have to transform many aspects 
of their business such as their organizational 
structure and culture as well as operations 
and interdepartmental collaboration (Davies 
et al, 2007; Tuli et al, 2007). Therefore, the 

major challenge to firms wanting to move 
into integrated solutions is how to shape their 
organizations in order for them to design and 
implement effective solutions (Davies et al, 
2003).

According to Tuli et al (2007), solution 
effectiveness refers to the extent to which a 
solution meets customer’s needs. Because a 
solution comprises four relational processes, 
solution effectiveness is a function of the ex-
tent to which (1) a customer’s requirements 
are well defined, (2) goods and/or services 
are customized and integrated to address 
customer needs, (3) goods and/or services are 
deployed to address customer needs, and (4) 
post-deployment support is provided as the 
customer needs it. These authors argue that 
an IS provider must perform all four process-
es well to deliver a solution that a custom-
er will consider effective. Indeed, Grönroos 
(1984) points out that, in many cases, custom-
ers’ perceptions of service delivery processes 
may be more important determinants of their 
assessment of service quality that the out-
comes derived from the service delivery. 

Considering the four step value creation 
process – detailed in section 2.4 – Burianek 
et al (2011) argue that two central capabili-
ties are main determinants for the IS offering 
success. In line with this author, Storbacka 
& Pennanen (2014) argue that an IS provider 
should focus on the key elements of success, 
namely capabilities. They are so critical be-
cause it is a challenge to manage a profitable 
integrated solution business.

According to Burianek et al (2011) 
IS providers have to develop capabilities 
both outside and inside their organization. 
Considering the external perspective, the aim 
is to acquire deep customer understanding 
about broad current and future needs such as 
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its internal processes, its business model and 
the markets the customer is operating in. To 
achieve this goal, these authors argue that the 
IS provider must build a closer relationship 
with the customer and this interaction with 
the customer must span the entire lifecycle 
of the solution. In regards to the internal per-
spective, IS providers also have to build ca-
pabilities within the organization, especially 
in organizing the internal value creation pro-
cess in an efficient and effective manner, by 
establishing an internal project management. 
Adopting a customer’s perception of solu-
tions as relational processes requires for the 
IS providers to design the mechanism capa-
ble to foster a strong coordination of all the 
departments that are involved in the devel-
opment and the implementation of the inte-
grated solution

(Davies et al, 2007; Tuli et al 2007). These 
authors argue that a project in the IS business 
requires more than the traditional cycle of 
concept, definition, execution and close. An 
IS project involves also a pre-project phase 
and also a post-implementation phase to-
wards the operational stage. In addition, the 
effects of each stage on the subsequent pro-
cesses should be also considered and contin-
uously monitored. Both internal and external 
capabilities span the entire solution lifecycle 
and, for that reason, they could be seen as 
absolutely crucial for selling integrated solu-
tions to run a profitable business (Burianek, 
2011).

A number of authors (Davies, 2004; 
Davies et al, 2006; Brady et al, 2005a) ar-
gue that these critical capabilities have to be 
combined with other competencies within 
system integration (to design and integrate 
systems composed of hardware, software 
and services) and operational services (to 

maintain, operate and upgrade a solution 
throughout its operational life cycle), and 
sometimes business consulting as well as fi-
nancing services in order to deliver problem 
solving offerings.

3.  Customer solutions in the it 
industry

As highlighted in section 1, the focus in-
dustry of this paper to conduct the empiri-
cal study is the IT industry in general and 
Romania market in particular.

3.1. Research objectives

Following the literature review as well 
as based on the findings of other similar re-
search projects such as Tuli et al (2007) in the 
U.S.A. and Burianek et al (2011) in Germany, 
in order for firms to address the major chal-
lenges they are facing in creating effective 
integrated solutions, it was proposed that IS 
providers should focus on the value creation 
capabilities, namely customer interaction re-
lated capabilities and project management 
related capabilities. 

Green et al (2004) suggest that too often 
it is assumed that practices from one sector 
can be simply transferred to others and that 
the managerial practices are universally ap-
plicable irrespective of context. Therefore, 
the main research objective is to determine 
the value creation capabilities Romanian IT 
integrated solutions providers should focus 
to create sustainable competitive advantage. 
For this purpose, a descriptive research study 
was conducted to examine the validity of the 
findings outlined in the previous paragraph 
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by collecting and analysing the data from the 
integrated IT solutions providers operating 
in Romania. 

According to Remenyi et al (1998), the 
starting point in a research undertaking is to 
focus clearly on the fact that the ultimate pur-
pose is to add something of value to the body 
of accumulated knowledge. Starting with the 
empirical investigation of current practices 
in designing, developing and implement-
ing integrated IT solutions in Romania, this 
research aims to provide Romanian IS sup-
pliers a number of recommendations for 
creating effective integrated solutions. As a 
result, this research study includes also some 
exploratory elements as the authors of this 
paper is looking to find out “what is happen-
ing; to seek new insights; to ask questions 
and to assess phenomena in a new light” 
(Robson, 2002, p. 59).

3.2. Research design

The approach selected for the research 
study was mainly deductive, as existing the-
ory was used to conduct the empirical re-
search (Saunders et al, 2009). Some inductive 
elements were included to gain some insights 
from respondents about the current IS prac-
tices in Romanian IT sector. As proposed by 
these authors, considering the deductive ap-
proach for this research study, it has been ad-
opted a survey strategy, being a popular and 
common strategy in business and manage-
ment research. As previously outlined, the 
purpose of the research study is a descrip-
tive one with some exploratory elements 
and therefore the survey strategy was a good 
choice, considering that “it is most frequent-
ly used to answer who, what, where, how 
much and how many questions” (Saunders 

et al, 2009, p. 144). As the objectives of this 
research study are qualitative in nature, pri-
mary qualitative data were collected and 
“quantitized” afterwards, “converting it into 
to numerical codes so that it can be analysed 
statistically” (p. 153). 

In terms of time horizon, considering 
the defined research objectives, a cross-sec-
tional perspective was used. According to 
Saunders et al (2009), cross-sectional stud-
ies are “seeking to describe the incidence of 
a phenomenon” which is the case of this re-
search study. This type of studies often em-
ploys the survey strategy (Easterby-Smith et 
al, 2008; Robson, 2002).

As the research project takes the per-
spective of IS providers and because there 
was no extant IS providers database – due to 
the novelty of IS concept – a procedure was 
developed to estimate this population and 
to extract a sampling frame from that pop-
ulation. Considering that, in fact, integrated 
solutions are services led (Cerasale & Stone, 
2004) the population was set as the Romanian 
IT services companies. Due to the small size 
of Romanian IT services market, a purposive 
sampling was selected using author’s judge-
ment to select cases that will best enable to 
answer the defined research question and 
meet the research objectives (Neuman, 2005).

As outlined in section 2.2, an integrated 
solution is a combination of goods and ser-
vices designed to satisfy a customer’s needs 
and such they are included in the offering of 
small Romanian IT services providers only 
on exceptional basis. Ceci & Masini (2011) ob-
served that IS provision is significantly more 
common among large firms. These authors 
argue that there are at least two good reasons 
for this phenomenon. First, the resources and 
capabilities to offer integrated solutions may 
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not be available to small firms on a large ba-
sis. Second, small firms may even deliber-
ately decide to concentrate all their efforts on 
one specific offering based on the assumption 
that the specialization could provide them 
a clear advantage over larger firms (Ceci & 
Masini, 2011). Furthermore, the Romanian IT 
market is consolidated around few players 
(Top 10) controlling in total more than 50% of 
the market in terms of market share accord-
ing to the last available report at the prepara-
tion date of the research study published by 
Pierre Audain Consultants (2013). Based on 
these considerations, the sample was set as 
Top 10 leading IT services providers.

The selection of the participants was 
made based on a number of criteria to facili-
tate a useful output for data analysis. First, 
the research focus was on the integrated so-
lutions from a managerial perspective and 
therefore people on higher management 
positions (general and senior management) 
were selected for the sample. Second, the tar-
get participants at director level were careful-
ly chosen to ensure appropriate experience, 
background and familiarity to participate to 
the research study in a thoughtful manner 
proven through their direct and personal in-
volvement in selling, developing, deploying 
and/or supporting integrated IT solutions. 

For the primary data collection, a struc-
tured questionnaire was selected as the re-
search instrument. 

The questions included in the question-
naire were developed by the authors of this 
paper based on the findings from the litera-
ture review. As proposed by Saunders et al 
(2009), a data requirement table was prepared 
for the research objective containing (a) the 
specific investigating questions, (b) the vari-
ables to answer each investigative question, 

(c) the detail required from data for each vari-
able, and (d) the measurement questions in-
cluded in the questionnaire for each variable. 
Attribute variable were used to check that the 
demographic data collected are representa-
tive and opinion and behaviour variables to 
collect data about the current practices on in-
tegrated IT solution in Romania. 

As paper-based questionnaire was used 
for data collection, the data transfer from the 
completed questionnaires was done manu-
ally using Microsoft Excel. As data analysis 
was planned to be performed by computer, 
data coding was an important task for the 
research study. A coding scheme was estab-
lished prior to data collection and incorporat-
ed it into the questionnaire (Saunders et al, 
2009) by assigning a number to each response 
for a particular question. The data analysis 
was performed using descriptive statistics.

3.3. Research results and discussion of 
findings

The research results were grouped for 
discussion for each of the two value creation 
capabilities under analysis, namely customer 
interaction related capabilities and project 
management related capabilities.

Customer interaction related capability.
In regards to the first value creation ca-

pability, the empirical study revealed that 
Romanian IS providers started to move into 
the direction of the participation of both cus-
tomer and provider for the value co-creation 
when developing integrated solutions and 
this was based on learning from past imple-
mentations. Indeed, the respondents pro-
vided positive answers to 11 out of the total 
number of 14 questions related to this topic. 
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This is in line with the extant literature that 
customer interaction has to change from a 
transactional perspective to relational pro-
cesses (Johansson et al; 2003; Ballantyne & 
Varey, 2006; Cova & Sale, 2008a).

The study revealed that Romanian IS 
providers started to develop a closer “bond-
ing relationship” with the customer (Hax & 
Wilde, 1993, p. 13) in order for them to be able 
to identify customer’s current needs and also 
anticipate future needs (Davies, 2004) from 
the early stage of the engagement. There is 
room for improvement in this area, as a pro-
cess-oriented perspective has to be put on 
the relationship in order to cover the whole 
customer life-cycle (Sawhney, 2006). In the 
particular case of the Romanian integrated IT 
solution providers, only half of the respon-
dents confirmed that both IS provider and 
customer are involved in the requirements’ 
discovery process. 

The results also showed that an assigned 
team composed by people from different de-
partments inside IS provider organization is 
involved in specific activities to get to know 
the right people in the customer organization 
(Burianek et al, 2011). But only few survey 
participants (30%) validated through their 
positive responses that the assigned proj-
ect team makes use of customer knowledge 
when customizing and integrating products 
comprising an IT solution to suit the cus-
tomer’s operating environment. Defining 
a “solution space” for the integrated solu-
tion’s design and configuration was report-
ed by 91% of the respondents as crucial for 
an efficient internal coordination. But when 
asked about the current practices on internal 
coordination only a bit more than half of re-
spondents reported that an efficient coordi-
nation of different functions finds the needed 

support inside their organization. As expect-
ed, this support is higher inside Romanian 
companies (64%) compared to local subsid-
iaries of international companies (33%).

A high number of respondents pro-
vided additional comments at the end of the 
questionnaire about the customer interaction 
in the Romanian integrated IT solutions’ con-
text. In the opinion of the survey participants, 
not only the provider and its customers 
should be considered, but also a larger net-
work of other actors. These other actors may 
include the IS provider’s supplier network, 
the customer’s network, government agen-
cies and research institutes (Storbacka, 2011). 
These results are in alignment with Spencer 
& Cova (2012) who argue that “a solution 
situation is not a buyer-seller dyadic ‘island’. 
It is multi-partite and not isolated from the 
‘rest’ of the market” (p. 1582). A second set 
of comments on customer interaction capa-
bility being collected through the survey was 
related to past experiences of integrated so-
lution related projects that took much longer 
than initially planned, involved higher costs 
than expected and even raised some risks for 
project cancellation. Despite a high degree 
of interconnectedness and a long history of 
collaboration with some traditional custom-
ers, the responses from the survey revealed 
that Romanian IS providers were in the po-
sition to argue that a strong relationship re-
ally emerged, in contrast with Tuli et al (2007) 
and more recently Amit & Zott’s (2012) char-
acterizations of customer solutions.  

Project management related capability

The empirical research revealed that 
Romanian IS providers started to adopt a 
customer-centric thinking by acknowledging 
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the fact that gaining a detailed understand-
ing of the activities a customer performs to 
achieve a particular goal is crucial in the IS 
business, as it is highlighted in the extant lit-
erature (Wise and Baumgartner 1999; Foote 
et al 2001; Galbraith, 2002). The research 
showed good results regarding the shift to 
a customer-centric approach not only when 
designing and implementing an integrated 
IT solution, but also during post-implemen-
tation. Indeed, positive results were obtained 
regarding the need for Romanian IS provid-
ers to think in life-cycle processes instead 
of solving service incidents, as this was the 
opinion of 61% of the respondents. A similar 
positive output the respondents provided, 
but in a slightly lower number (57%), about 
staying engaged after implementation in 
an on-going relationship with the customer 
compared to a “one-off” project approach. 
There is still a room for improvement for the 
Romanian IS providers towards the move 
away from the traditional product-centric 
approach to value creation when – as Davies 
(2004) outlines – beyond the basic technical 
support and short-term warranties, after the 
product was “handed over the wall” to the 
customer, the provider turned back the cus-
tomer and left him to take care of the post-
warranty maintenance of the product.

Furthermore, based on the history of al-
ready implemented integrated IT solutions, 
Romanian IS providers understood how 
critical it is to provide customer a clear un-
derstanding on the scope of services during 
post-implementation. This result is explained 
by the fact that traditionally Romanian IS 
providers are IT services companies with a 
good history in the project management busi-
ness. This is in alignment with Ballantyne & 
Varey (2006) who argue that the dialogue 

and learning is needed also during the sup-
port stage for the value co-creation. The data 
collected through the questionnaires pro-
vided above average support for this need 
of two-way communication aiming to influ-
ence the customer and supplier practices in 
such a way to foster a better resource utiliza-
tion – both customer’s resources and those of 
Romanian IS provider. 

Modest results were provided in re-
gards to the use of multiple, flexible hierar-
chical structures inside the organization for 
implementing an integrated IT solution by 
the assigned project team from the provider 
organization, as only 39% of the participants 
provided positive responses in this regard. 

Related to degree of applying standard-
ized modules when for an IS implementation 
(Burianek et al, 2011), a bit more than half of 
the respondents validated it as being a cur-
rent practice in Romania, that is, IS providers 
started to acknowledge that the developing 
and even successfully implementing inte-
grated solutions does not guarantee custom-
ers’ loyalty (Biggemann et al, 2013). Instead, 
according to these authors, the customers 
prefer an integrated solution that might be 
standardized to lower their proportion of the 
development costs and avoid being locked 
into a relationship with a single supplier. 
Much more, Romanian IS providers started 
to recognize the importance of standardiza-
tion on long run which is in line with Davies 
& Brady’s (2000) view that succeeding solu-
tions should be possible to be delivered at 
significantly lower costs than the first solu-
tions. Related to this topic, mixed results 
were obtained through the data collected 
through questionnaires. The Service Delivery 
Directors from the selected companies to 
participate to the survey reported positive 
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results about the application of standardiza-
tion in an overwhelming proportion (88%). 
Quite opposite, less than half of the Sales 
Directors (44%) were positive about stan-
dardization when designing integrated so-
lutions. In between, the Managing Directors 
reported mainly being uncertain (67%), but 
more towards standardization (33%). As 
a result, the alignment between different 
stakeholders inside Romanian IS provider 
organization should be addressed in order 
for them to design and implement effective 
integrated solutions.  

3.4. Conclusions from findings

Integrating the results from the empiri-
cal research study with the findings from 
the extant literature review, few managerial 
conclusions could be drawn. The integrated 
solutions are the outcomes of value creation 
processes between customer and provider 
(Brady et al, 2005b; Davies et al, 2007; Tuli et 
al, 2007; Storbacka, 2011). According to these 
authors, these processes consist in definition 
of customer requirements, integration and 
customization of the integrated solution ele-
ments, the deployment of these elements into 
the customer’s process, and the various forms 
of customer support after delivery of the in-
tegrated solution. The empirical evidence in 
the Romanian IT sector provided a good sup-
port for that relational and value creation na-
ture of the integrated solutions. This change 
from being product-oriented to becoming 
customer process-oriented involves a shift in 
the value proposition from offering physical 
products, spare parts and support services 
to the delivery of performance, optimiza-
tion and productivity (Oliva and Kallenberg, 
2003; Ng et all, 2009).

In line with prior studies (Tuli et al, 
2007; Burianek et al, 2011), this research proj-
ect strengthens the fact that a relational na-
ture of customer-provider relationship is a 
necessary prerequisite of creating effective 
integrated solutions, considering that a solu-
tion is developed, delivered and supported 
in the post-implementation stage through a 
long-term process with the customer, not just 
to the customer (Johansson et al; 2003; Tuli et 
al 2007; Ballantyne & Varey, 2006). According 
to these authors, both the provider and also 
customers have a significant role in this pro-
cess of value creation. Customers contribute 
by providing input to all phases of the pro-
cess and by integrating the components of the 
provider’s solution into their own processes. 
Thus, organization of value creation becomes 
a critical capability of the firm (Normann, 
2001; Ng et al, 2009) and this research project 
provided an empirical support in this regard. 

An integrated solution provider should 
be “client supporting” as opposed to “prod-
uct supporting” and the focus should be on 
“how the firm can support the customers’ 
business process” (Storbacka & Pennanen, 
2014, p. 6). This undertaking is not easy and 
the empirical evidence of this research in the 
Romanian IT sector reveals that IS provid-
ers started this journey, but there is room for 
improvement, mainly in the area of align-
ing different stakeholders inside provider 
organization. 

Prior research projects and as well as 
this research study suggest that those cus-
tomers who participate and cooperate in the 
process of developing and implementing an 
integrated solution will optimize the solu-
tion’s co-created value (Bettencourt, 1997). 
Similarly, the providers who fully cooperate 
and participate will enhance solution’s value 



20 Management and the economic crysis

No. 30 ~ 2019

as well. This has a positive impact on the in-
tegrated solution’s likelihood of leading to 
a sustainable competitive advantage for the 
firm (White & Ponder, 2008).

4.  Recommendations

Based on the conclusions drawn upon 
the literature review as well as the research 
results, this paper provides a set of practical 
recommendations at managerial level for the 
Romanian IT providers to follow as a response 
to address the main area of improvement. 
This was suggested through the empirical 
study, namely the flexibility to manage con-
flicting interests of multiple stakeholders 
within the provider organization.

One general recommendation across 
all Romanian IT suppliers is provided as an 
organizational design related proposition 
based on the works of Sawhney (2006) as well 
as Galbraith (2002): adopt a “front-back” hy-
brid organization to develop and deploy so-
lutions. This design consists of “front-end” 
solution units and “back-end” product units, 
the first responsible for intensively interact-
ing with the customers as well as develop-
ing and delivering integrated solutions and 
the second responsible for the support to be 
provided to the front-end units by develop-
ing product and service components for the 
solutions and to ensure repeatability of solu-
tions by productizing them (Davies, 2004). 
Additionally, a center of command at top 
management level has to be implemented 
to provide the coordination and the negotia-
tion between the front-end and the back-end 
units and to define a clear solution-focused 
strategy to ensure that the strategic direction 
is followed by both units. The implementa-
tion plan for this recommendation should 

be a specific one for each of the IS provid-
ers, as they largely differ in terms of current 
practice of internal IS value creation process, 
size of company and also type of company 
(Romanian company or local subsidiary of 
an international company). The plan should 
include activities to be performed, key roles 
definition, important milestones and contin-
gency plan to mitigate the associated risks 
during implementation. 

5.  Future research directions

As any empirical work, this empirical 
study is subject to certain limitations, based 
on what several opportunities for future re-
search on the topic of integrated solutions are 
provided.

A first limitation refers to the unit of 
analysis. This research project took the per-
spective of IT solutions providers, as the 
defined general research question was to 
identify “what are the major challenges firms 
are facing in creating effective integrated so-
lutions to achieve sustainable competitive 
advantage”. 

Some other limitations arise from the 
research design. First, as the research study 
is cross sectional it offers a static view of 
the IS phenomenon with limited informa-
tion about the impact of time perspective. 
Second, the survey strategy provided limita-
tions as well in regards to the collected data 
that are limited to the number of questions 
included in the questionnaire. Third, as out-
lined in this paper, the integrated solutions 
are a complex phenomenon and thus the re-
search narrowed the empirical study to one 
industry raising limitation issues in regards 
to the generalization of the results. It can be 
argued though that the contextual analysis 
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could enhance learning about integrated so-
lutions at more general level. Forth, the se-
lected research method was also a source of 
limitations. The chosen quantitative method 
could result in getting insights about only 
tangible and visible aspects of IS phenome-
non. Two open questions were though added 
at the end of the questionnaire to gain deeper 
insights about the current practices of inte-
grated solutions in Romania.

These research limitations and the re-
spondents’ comments collected through the 
open questions included in the questionnaire 
were the sources for future research on IS 
agenda.

The research took the perspective of 
IS provider. As recent conceptualizations of 
integrated solutions recognize the need to 
consider the broader business network and 
other parties that potentially influence or are 
influenced by integrated solution (Spencer & 
Cova, 2012; Gebauer et al, 2013), a future re-
search avenue could take a network perspec-
tive on IS agenda to empirically investigate 
the extent to which network companies could 
have more potential for becoming value co-
creators than when acting alone. In addition, 
the questionnaire offered the respondents 
the opportunity to highlight the main issues 
they are facing in the current practices of in-
tegrated solutions business. The comments 
of respondents provided an interesting av-
enue for future research. Romanian IT sec-
tor is a small market with few players having 
a short history in IS business and as a result 
having limited generic/specialized capabili-
ties. Thus, the competitors get together quite 
often in a form of contractual partnership to 
respond to complex integrated IT solutions. 
In this case, the competitors become actors 
in the value-creation process. According to 

Bengtsson & Kock (2000), coopetition is the 
simultaneous appearing of competitive and 
cooperative relations between competitors. 
This practical situation suggests as potential 
future research the coopetition phenomenon 
in the context of integrated solutions.

6.  Conclusion

The extant literature on business strat-
egy argues that firms should concentrate less 
on making stand-alone physical products or 
services and more on delivering customer-fo-
cused solutions (Wise & Baumgartner 1999; 
Galbraith, 2002; Tuli et al, 2007). These au-
thors argue that competitive advantage is not 
simply about providing goods or services, 
but how products and services are combined 
to provide integrated solutions that address 
a customer’s business or operational needs. 
In designing and deploying integrated solu-
tions, through knowledge combination, the 
provider and the customer become partners 
in the co-production of a solution for the 
customer, which will result in a competi-
tive advantage for the firm (Prahalad, 2004). 
Integrated solutions are bundles of benefits 
(Day, 2004) that represent potential sources 
of competitive advantage because they are 
difficult to create and even harder to imitate 
due to their unique combinations of both tan-
gible and intangible resources (Hunt, 2000; 
Day, 2004).

The major challenge firms are facing in 
their attempt to move into the IS business is 
how to organize themselves to design and 
provide effective and efficient solutions to 
meet growing customer demand (Brady et al, 
2005a). As a way to address this major chal-
lenge, one proposed approach is to focus on 
the value creation process. Penrose (1959) 
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emphasizes that the value creation results 
not from the possession of the resources but 
from their use and how much value is cre-
ated would depend on how these resources 
are deployed and more precisely how they 
are combined within the firm.

The customers are not being con-
sumers anymore, but co-creators of value 
(Gummesson, 1998; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). In 
this customer value co-creation process, the 
customer-provider relationship has shifted 
from the firm creating value for the customer 
to the firm creating value with the custom-
er (Slater, 1997). As a result, the provision of 
integrated solutions requires a four-step re-
lational value creation process between pro-
vider and customer (Tuli et al, 2007, Burianek 
et al, 2011). Within this process two main ca-
pabilities – customer interaction capabilities 
as well as project management capabilities 
– are required in order for the firms to de-
velop superior customer value propositions 
for their customers and build competitive ad-
vantage in the market they operate (Cova & 
Sale, 2008a; Vargo & Lusch, 2004).

Finally, the review of the extant litera-
ture outlines that the IS complexity experi-
enced within specific industries and contexts 
seems to be easily overlooked in empirical 
studies that focus on a variety of different in-
dustries. The market opportunities, the struc-
ture of the competition and the main drivers 
towards IS provisioning could differ consid-
erably among industries, countries and par-
ticular contexts. This paper highlights that 
the contextual dimension has to be consid-
ered in order to capture the complexity of 
integrated solutions phenomenon. This is in 
line with the contingency theory, where “the 
effectiveness of an organization is dependent 
on the congruence between its structure and 

its context, including the characteristics of 
the internal organization and the character-
istics of the organization’s external environ-
ment” (Lakemond, 2001, p. 5).

This paper provides an empirical evi-
dence that the Romanian IT sector shares in 
a considerable extent the characteristics of 
other capital goods sectors from more devel-
oped countries where the provision of inte-
grated solution has emerged. As highlighted 
in this paper, the IT sector was one of the 
first industries where integrated solutions 
emerged. The literature review suggests that 
after years of implementation, procedures 
and routines are now becoming standard-
ized, and therefore it is possible to identify 
common paths in the capabilities managed 
by integrated solution providers (Ceci & 
Prencipe, 2008). Considering the short his-
tory of both Romanian market economy and 
the firms operating in this marketplace in 
the integrated solution business, few areas 
of improvements have been identified in or-
der for these Romanian companies to become 
successful IS providers. Therefore, based on 
the findings from the extant literature re-
view and the results of the empirical study 
conducted in the Romanian IT industry, this 
paper provides few practical recommenda-
tions at managerial level for the firms operat-
ing in this industry in order for them to grasp 
the market opportunities towards integrated 
solutions and address the major challenge 
they are facing to create effective integrated 
solutions, that is configuration of their or-
ganization around customers. The reason is 
the one Tuli et al (2007) suggest: the custom-
ers consider the fulfilment of their business 
needs a key metric for evaluating a solution’s 
effectiveness.
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