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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to systematically review the literature on the use of customer value for the evaluation of inter-organizational
performance, with a wide perspective embracing different contexts and settings.

Design/methodology/approach — Searching within the Scopus and ISI Web of Science databases, a systematic literature review has been
conducted analyzing 41 papers published between 1991 and 2020.

Findings — Categorization of customer value and inter-organizational performance measures were developed and the main differences among
different settings were discussed.

Practical implications — The results presented in this study may be helpful for practitioners and managers who, in the completion of their activities,
have to maintain strong and frequent relationships with other organizations. In fact, practitioners and managers interested in enhancing customer
value and measuring inter-organizational performance may find an innovative perspective linking the two dimensions. They could find the
categorizations presented in this study as a starting point for developing a performance evaluation framework suitable for evaluating their present
business relationships. In fact, the categorizations provide a panorama of how scholars have measured until now inter-organizational performance
through customer value, and therefore, they could choose the measures more appropriate for their situation.

Originality/value — No systematic literature review of the use of customer value for assessing inter-organizational performance has previously been
undertaken, especially considering different settings.
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Introduction measure and evaluate the performance of such organizations.
. . L. . . Scholars have proposed various ways through which measuring

The evaluation of inter-organizational performance is a widely inter-organizational performance, using different concepts and
investigated and debated area of research, but it still poses units of analysis, and at the moment, there is no clear
several opf:n questions due to its Complexity: o identification of the contexts where certain measures of inter-
The importance of measuring inter-organizational organizational performance are more appropriate than others

performance must be found in the need to have a more (Provan and Sydow, 2008).

objective as a possible tool able to inform managers on the A wide area of research focused on the analysis of
convenience of maintaining the relationship (Provan and performance in inter-organizational contexts, trying to
Sydow, 2008). Moreover, measuring and evaluating inter- understand the relationship between a set of concepts, such as
organizational performance is of utmost importance for customer value, service and relationship quality, customer and
improving the performance itself and the value created for the supplier satisfaction, power, trust, loyalty and so on (among

end-user (Cepiku, 2017). In fact, the performance resulting
from the collaboration between two or more organizations,
both in the public and in the private context, is determinant for
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others Chumpitaz and Paparoidamis, 2004; Ranaweera and
Prabhu, 2003; Rauyruen and Miller, 2007; Selnes, 1998).

In particular, customer value may be considered a key
element when approaching the measurement of inter-
organizational performance. In fact, it can be used as a
parameter useful to assess performance (O’Flynn, 2007) in
contexts where performance evaluation results rather difficult
and complex, such as inter-organizational relationships
(Provan and Sydow, 2008). Moreover, customer perceptions
on the value of the inter-organizational relationship affect
relational aspects (Corsaro and Snehota, 2010), such as
intention to continue the relationship.

Scholars have widely analyzed the customer value concept
studying both its definitions and link with performance and
other dimensions of the inter-organizational relationship.

For example, Hald e al (2009) proposed a
conceptualization for attraction in dyadic business
relationships, arguing that three concepts have a key role in
developing such relationships, that are value, trust and
dependence. Often, the value perceived by the customer is
measured by customer satisfaction because it is recognized
among scholars as one of the main drivers for consumption
behaviors, such as rebuy intention, word-of-mouth or loyalty
(Cronin er al., 2000). Another study (Geigenmiller et al.,
2012) analyzed the effect of the adoption of customer
relationship management practices on customer satisfaction
and company performance in business relationships. The
findings showed how such practices have positive effects both
on customer satisfaction and on organizational performance.

Until now, scholars have deeply analyzed the final customer
value in relation to the service received. However, less attention
has been given to the understanding of how and to what extent
value has been used for performance evaluation in inter-
organizational contexts. This study aims at filling this gap, by
systematizing the scientific knowledge produced from 1991
and 2020. In particular, the literature review refers to the use of
the customer value construct for assessing inter-organizational
relationship performance, given the centrality of customer
value in the measurement of the effectiveness of inter-
organizational relationships (Cepiku, 2017; Emerson and
Nabatchi, 2015). Some literature reviews on customer value
and inter-organizational relationships have been conducted by
scholars (see among others Ellegaard er al., 2014; Hiittinger
et al., 2012; Lindgreen et al., 2012; Tangpong et al., 2015).
However, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, this study
represents the first systematic literature review that provides a
classification for customer value and inter-organizational
performance measures, also linking the two constructs and
discussing possible differences between different settings.

In fact, to make the literature review as more complete as
possible and to identify possible differences among different
contexts, both public and private literature was included in this
study and 1991 was chosen as a suitable starting point able to
capture both perspectives. Indeed, from this period, two main
events occurred.

First, in 1991 the theorization of the New Public
Management (NPM) was proposed by Hood (1991). NPM
introduced the idea of the importance of the customer
perspective for the evaluation of public services. This was
reinforced by the public value paradigm, which considered
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public value as a multidimensional construct built not only
through the final service delivered but also through the
interactions occurring during the service delivering and that
might generate trust or fairness (O’Flynn, 2005).

Second, on the private side in the same years, service-
marketing researchers began acknowledging the increasing
importance of the user in the process of service designing and
provisioning (Groénroos, 2006; Reid and Plank, 2000; Vargo
and Lusch, 2014; Wieland ez al., 2016). They changed the
point of view, evolving from the provider perspective to the
customer one.

Therefore, scholars widely accepted the importance of
customer perspective for enhancing service quality and
managerial processes, and therefore, the overall performance of
the organization.

Given the huge heterogeneity in the definition of the value
dimension and the variety of studies linking customer value to
several and different elements of the inter-organizational
relationship, the main interest of this study is to understand
what kind of customer value has been used and analyzed in
relation to performance, and how scholars framed the inter-
organizational performance dimension.

The rationale for this study is to gather the existing knowledge
on inter-organizational performance measured through
organizational customer’s perspective. Through this study, a
bridge between performance measurement in inter-organizational
contexts, which pertains to the management field, and customer
value, that pertains more to the marketing field, is created. In other
words, this study proposes a new perspective of dealing with
customer value by linking this long-debated construct to
performance measurement in inter-organizational contexts.

It is necessary to clarify that inter-organizational
relationships may refer to relationships occurring either
between two organizational subjects (dyads) or to more than
two subjects (networks). Therefore, for completeness, in
addition to the inclusion of public and private literature as
previously said, this study also included dyadic and network
perspectives, thus comprehending business-to-business (B2B)
relationships (dyadic) as well as collaborative governance
practices, such as joined-up government, whole-of-government
and public networks (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Cepiku, 2017;
Provan and Milward, 2001). Starting from the 2000s, network
relationships were frequently investigated by scholars,
compared to dyadic ones, reflecting the change in the
managerial practice.

In fact, given the increasing complexity and inter-
dependency in the environment where the organizations had to
work (Ansell and Gash, 2008), collaborative governance
practices represented a solution adopted by the organizations
themselves to deal with such complexity.

Specifically, through this literature review, the following
research questions are addressed:

RQI. What are the main measures of customer value used
by scholars within the inter-organizational
relationships context?

RQ2. How did scholars measure performance of inter-
organizational relationships?

RQ3. Are there any differences in the measures used

between public and private contexts or dyadic and
service network ones?
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Before continuing with reading, it is necessary to clarify some
concepts that will be recurrent hereinafter. Customer value is
the central object of interest of this study, together with inter-
organizational performance, and it is generally defined as a
trade-off between benefits and sacrifices perceived by the
customer in a supplier’s offering (Zeithaml, 1988). Scholars
agree that customer value is a cognitive construct, based on a
pre-post perspective, which may refer to the present and to the
potential customers, and that represents a strategical
orientation of the supplier (Eggert and Ulaga, 2002). Whereas,
customer satisfaction is a construct often associated with
disconfirmation paradigm (Parasuraman ez al., 1988), stating
that customer satisfaction results from comparing the perceived
performance of the supplier and some comparison standards,
such as customer expectations. Specifically, the customer is
satisfied when he/she perceives the product’s performance as
equal to the expectations (confirming). Whereas, if the
customer perceives a higher or a lower than expected product’s
performance, he/she is satisfied (positively disconfirming) or
dissatisfied (negatively disconfirming). Moreover, differently
from customer value, customer satisfaction is an affective
construct, based on a post-purchase perspective, that may refer
to present customers only, and that represents a tactical
orientation of the supplier (Eggert and Ulaga, 2002).

In this study, the concept of inter-organizational
performance refers to the evaluation of a professional
relationship occurring between two or more subjects, except
the final customer.

Methodology

First, given the abundant concepts investigated in association
with customer value as presented in the Introduction, the
search strategy was defined also by including the constructs of
“user experience” and “satisfaction” as alternatives to the
concept of “perceived value.” Perceived value was chosen
because it is the term that scholars in the marketing field use
more frequently when dealing with customer value (Sanchez-
Fernandez and Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007). The term “satisfaction”
was included because even if it is a different concept with
respect to value, as discussed in the Introduction, scholars often
used it in close connection with customer value. In addition,
customer experience is a different construct with respect to
customer value, but scholars in the service-marketing field have
been using it increasingly in the past years as an evolution of
customer satisfaction. In fact, differently from the concept
of customer satisfaction that is outcome-oriented, the concept
of experience is process-oriented, comprehending all the
moments of interactions and emotions during the experience
(Schmitt, 1999). Furthermore, the term “collaborative
governance” was included because in service network contexts
it represents a new and widely diffused tool adopted to improve
network performance (Cepiku, 2017).

Given these premises, the research algorithm developed for
the systematic literature review was the following: (“perceived
value” OR “satisfaction” OR “user experience”) AND (“inter-
organizational” OR “inter-firm” OR “inter-institutional” OR
“collaborative governance” OR “business to business”
OR “network” OR “partnership”) AND ([“evaluation” OR
“assessment”] AND “performance”).
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The search was focused on papers published from 1991 to
2020 within the Scopus and ISI Web of Science databases; the
algorithm was applied to the title, abstract and keywords.

To guarantee transparency and replicability in the
methodology, the authors adhered to the “Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyzes” (PRISMA)
guidelines (Dekker and Bekkers, 2015; Moher et al., 1996), as
indicated in Figure 1.

The papers’ search started from 1991 because, as discussed
in the Introduction, since 1990s the customer perspective
started to be analyzed in connection with value and service and
relationship quality, both by the scholars active in the public
field and in the private one. In fact, in 1991 the NPM was first
theorized by Hood (1991) and during the same years, service-
marketing literature started considering the use of customer
experience as a positive factor in the cocreating process with
companies (Mustak er al., 2013). Therefore, 1991 was
considered the epochal break between a supplier/seller
perspective and a user perspective, and consequently, articles
published between 1991 and 2020 have been included.

The research has been restricted to papers written in English
and published in peer-reviewed journals. In addition, only articles
and articles in press were selected, excluding reviews and meta-
analyses. Both empirical and theoretical articles, which adopted
both a qualitative and quantitative method, are considered.
Then, no additional filter was introduced on these points.

After the removal of duplicates (101), the output consisted of
1,303 documents, of which 730 papers from Scopus and 594
papers from ISI Web of Science. The authors proceeded with
the 1,303 abstract skimming based on titles and abstracts, to
determine whether they should be included in the full text-
reading step. In the first step, the following were excluded:

- articles that did not focus on inter-organizational contexts
and did not discuss concepts of value, meant as a wide
concept (for example, comprehending also concepts such
as customer satisfaction and quality); and

- articles not belonging to the management or public policy
fields, thus papers that adopted an engineering approach
or method were excluded.

The selection process was double-checked by the authors, who
discussed divergent coding and reached a common decision.
This process reduced the sample to 145 articles that were read
in full text during the second step.

As in the previous step, the inclusion criteria concerned the
focus on inter-organizational contexts (either dyadic or network
cases) and the use of value for assessing the inter-organizational
performance. Papers dealing with final customer value were
included only if this was informative about the inter-
organizational performance. The main reasons for exclusions
were not dealing with inter-organizational relationships; not
dealing with user value; not dealing with inter-organizational
performance; not clear in terms of methodology or concepts
used; and not available in English or in full text. After this stage,
the full texts selected for the analysis were 41. Figure 1 reports
the PRISMA diagram describing the selection process.

For these papers, the authors coded articles considering, in
addition to citation information (e.g. year of publication,
journal, authors), the following issues: article type (empirical or
theoretical); sector (private, public or public—private
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Figure 1 PRISMA flow diagram
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partnership [PPP]); the method of analysis (e.g. case study,
survey); the country of the study; industry (e.g. health,
restaurant, etc.);the dimension of value analyzed; if the
performance evaluation was systematic or una tantum; and
research questions and main findings. Notes fields were used to
add additional relevant information. The full classification of
the articles included in this study is reported in Table Al of the
Appendix.

Results

First, a synthesis of the main features of the articles included in
the systematic review (n=41) is provided. The papers were
equally divided among the adoption of a dyadic perspective and
a service network perspective, although it is interestingly
noticing that a dyadic perspective was adopted mainly in the
first period of analysis, while since 2010, scholars started
adopting a network perspective. This is coherent with the
increasing academic and managerial interest in collaborative
governance arrangements that started since the 21st century.
Most papers focused on the private sector and the most
investigated fields were the health-care sector, the construction
and manufacturing industries.

In the following paragraphs, the three research questions
stated in the Introduction are addressed.

Conceptualization of value in the inter-organizational
contexts

As discussed in the Introduction, customer value is a concept
widely investigated by scholars and at the same time highly
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debated in terms of meaning and attributes. For this reason,
researchers have tried analyzing it in relation with other
concepts, such as quality, individual behaviors (e.g. willingness
to recommend or intention to repurchase), relational features
(e.g. trust, power, cooperation) and service features (e.g. lead
time, timely delivery, cost). For what concerns the inter-
organizational context, by answering the first research question,
the systematic literature review revealed that customer value
has been investigated through five main perspectives: value as a
net benefit (traditional perspective), value as a service-related
construct, value as a relationship-related construct, value as
customer satisfaction and value as knowledge sharing. Often,
scholars used more than one perspective to define customer
value, as shown in Figure 2, which summarizes the measures of
value found in the literature.

Value as a net benefit

In this study, only two articles were found to adopt the
traditional perspective of value as a net benefit, i.e. as a “trade-
off between benefits and sacrifices” (Zeithaml, 1988). In
particular, Olaru ez al. (2008) focused on an R&D service and
framed the sacrifices in terms of monetary expenditure and
time, and the benefits in terms of relationship and service
quality. Luu ez al. (2016) investigated B2B relationships in a
transportation and logistics service, and defined value through
two different perspectives, process value and outcome value.
In the process value, benefits were measured as the positive
experience perceived by the customers during the service
process, while in the outcome value benefits related to the
positive experience the customers perceive when the service
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Figure 2 Conceptualization of customer value in inter-organizational contexts

Net benefit

It represents the sacrifice
measured as money, time, effort

Service-related

It represents the quality of the
service provided

Relationship-related

It represents the quality of the
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(e.g. strength of relationships,
trust, loyalty, commitment)
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Alidina & Jordan (2007); Bourdeau et al. (2007);
Garry et al. (2008); Garry et al. (2010); Jakhar &
Barua (2014); Kdrné et al. (2016); Kelly & Scott (2012);
Lapierre et al. (1999); Levin et al. (2016); Lai et al.
(2015); Ounnar et al. (2007); Straub (2010); Su et al.
(2016); Tai et al. (2018); Tyler et al. (2007); Wang &
Horsburgh (2007)

(" Alidina & Jordan (2007); Bourdeau et al. (2007);
Garry et al. (2008); Graga et al. (2016); Hooshangi et
al. (2016); Jakhar & Barua (2014); Jelodar et al.
(2016%); Jelodar et al. (2016%); Jonsson & Zineldin
(2003); Karna et al. (2016); Kihl et al. (2014); Lai et al.
(2015); Levin et al. (2016); Newbery et al. (2013);
Paulin et al. (1999); Ryals et al. (2007); Schmid et al
(2016); Su et al. (2016); Ulaga & Eggert (2006); Vinhas
& Gibbs (2012); Vize et al. (2013); Weiss et al. (2010)

Customer satisfaction

It measures the satisfaction with
the relationship

Knowledge sharing

e.g. Communication quality, |
information exchange, perceived @012y
learning effects

ends. Sacrifices were defined uniquely, ie. as a
multidimensional concept composed of money, time and
effort.

It is interesting that only two articles used the traditional
definition of customer value in relation to inter-organizational
relationships. This result suggests that other conceptualizations
of customer value were found more appropriate by scholars to
investigate the inter-organizational context, at least staring
from the 1990s.

Value as a service-related construct

Many scholars agree on the service-related nature of customer
value. For example, Tyler et al. (2007) focused on a B2B
service and analyzed the relationship between service quality,
customer satisfaction and retention of different customers’
typologies. In particular, they were interested in understanding
the potential negative asymmetries generated by the effect of
service quality on the other two dimensions. A negative
asymmetry occurs when a lower than average service quality
perception impacts more intensively on customer satisfaction
and retention than a higher than average perception. The
authors defined service quality as composed by service
outcome, technical quality and functional quality. They found
that for large companies, service outcome can be considered
the principal determinant for customer satisfaction, with a
significant negative asymmetric effect. However, for small
companies, reliability and functional quality show a strong
positive impact on continuance intentions, with a negative
asymmetry. Kelly and Scott (2012) aimed at understanding the
benefits valued by the customer in a B2B setting and they
concluded that among these benefits one can find service
benefits characterized as those designed to improve service
delivery. Another study by Tai er al. (2018) focused on the
health-care sector and discussed quality outcomes in
connection with patient satisfaction. In this case, the quality
outcome was categorized as a concept corresponding to the
service quality discussed in the private literature. This study is
particularly interesting because it is one of the few papers
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Graga et al. (2016); Hooshangi et al. (2016); Linnander
et al. (2017); Schmid et al. (2016); Vinhas & Gibbs

introducing the concept of the importance of final customers’
perceptions for the evaluation of inter-organizational
performance. In other words, it proposes that the good
functioning of the service network can be assessed also through
the final customer perspective, in addition to the satisfaction of
the actors operating within the network.

Value as a relationship-related construct

Most articles attributed some relationship-related features to
value. This perspective includes all definitions of value that are
linked to what occurs before the service delivery. In other
words, the constructs belonging to this category can be
considered facilitators for the maintenance of a long-term inter-
organizational relationship. In fact, the main attributes of the
relationship-related constructs dealt with relationship strength,
trust, commitment and loyalty. Jonsson and Zineldin (2003)
investigated how to develop and maintain solid and
continuative business relationships between suppliers and
sellers, and defined value as determined by close and positive
relationships. Graga er al. (2016) analyzed relational benefits
considering three different dimensions, i.e. functional,
psychological and social one, to understand how the
institutional setting of an emerging market affects the
assessment procedure and governance system. The authors
framed value both as a multidimensional relational concept
comprising trust, social benefits and communication quality
and as a service-related concept (functional benefits). They
concluded that buyers of emerging markets consider relational-
based benefits as more valuable than functional benefits, while
for buyers of high-income countries, the opposite holds. Paulin
et al. (1999) postulated that strong relationships are
fundamental to foster inter-organizational performance. Ulaga
and Eggert (2006) defined relationship quality as composed by
different elements, i.e. trust, commitment and satisfaction; and
relationship value as an antecedent to relationship quality and
behavioral outcomes. Jelodar ez al. (2016a) identified three
principal attributes of relationship quality, that are trust,
commitment and teamwork, whose main components are
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communication and cooperation. Using the same
conceptualization of value, Jelodar ez al. (2016b) determined
how parties less experienced tend to use more the concept of
trust as a measure of relationship quality, whereas more
experienced parties tend to look at more tangible measures to
evaluate relationship quality. Finally, Parast (2019) analyzed
the relationship between some measures of quality for supply
chain management and supply chain performance. They
hypothesized and tested that trust has a positive effect on
information sharing, process improvement, supply chain
satisfaction and supply chain performance.

Value as customer satisfaction

A group of scholars conceptualized customer value as a
dimension gathered by satisfaction. In particular, some articles
dealt with the concept of satisfaction with the relationship
(Schalk ez al., 2009; Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; Vinhas and
Gibbs, 2012). In these cases, authors considered relationship
quality dimension only, rather than also service quality
dimension. Coherently, as stated by Nzekwe-Excel er al
(2010), understanding the values composing the broad concept
of customer satisfaction and enhancing the collaboration
among the parties can be a way to improve customer
satisfaction itself. Buchan et Yates (2019) analyzed a UK
regional coastal partnership looking at the members’
perceptions about the purpose of the partnership and their level
of satisfaction with the partnership performance.

Value as knowledge sharing

Another interesting conceptualization of value deals with the
idea of information or knowledge sharing. In fact, as also
evidenced in a study by Mahama (2006), information sharing is
positively associated with performance, even if only indirectly.
Vinhas and Gibbs (2012) considered information exchange as a
determinant of relationship outcome. Whereas, Linnander
et al. (2017) studied an association specifically established to
increase the supply of medical provision in Tanzania through
the knowledge transfer from Coca-Cola to Tanzania’s Medical
Stores Department. Then, they framed value based on
participants’ evaluation of the process of knowledge transfer.
Schmid ez al. (2016) focused on climate change and analyzed
16 innovative partnerships created based on some policy
reforms. They framed the success of network cooperation as a
three-dimensional measure, comprehending satisfaction with
cooperation, perceived learning effects and perceived
implementation capacity. They highlighted the importance of
an appropriate information management for a good network
performance. Discordant results for the manufacturing sector
were evidenced in a study by Hooshangi ez al. (2016), who did
not find significant positive effects of information sharing on
buyer satisfaction.

Conceptualization of inter-organizational performance
The understanding of how scholars framed inter-organizational
performance represents the aim of the second research question
of this study.

The review evidenced how inter-organizational performance
has been defined in two conceptually different ways. From one
side, some scholars defined inter-organizational performance as
perfectly corresponding to the customer value. In other words,
they used customer value as a proxy for the performance of the
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dyadic or network relationship. This conceptualization of
performance has been applied mostly to service network
contexts rather than dyadic ones (Table Al of the Appendix).
In addition, proportionally this conceptualization of
performance was found mainly in articles where value was
framed as a service-related construct or as customer
satisfaction. For instance, Schmid ez al. (2016) analyzed the
determinants of networks’ collaboration success relative to
policy-induced innovation on climate change adaptation. They
framed network performance as the network collaboration
success that was defined as a three-dimensional metric
comprehending satisfaction with cooperation, perceived
learning effects and perceived implementation capacity. They
highlighted the importance of repeated participation, i.e.
significant involvement in the network, adequate information
sharing and inclusive and accountable network activities.
Alidina and Jordan (2007) proposed an evaluation framework
for the Child Health Network and adopted a multidimensional
perspective of performance, which was the result of patient
satisfaction, effectiveness, integration, accessibility,
accountability, affordability and appropriate care. This
contribution represents another attempt to evaluate network
performance through the final customer perspective. Jakhar
and Barua (2014) developed an evaluation model for assessing
the sustainability performance in the textile sector and they
identified delivery and logistic performance (value as a service-
related construct) and customer service and satisfaction
performance (value as customer satisfaction) among the
dimensions constituting the multidimensional performance
framework. Finally, Leksono ez al. (2019) developed a health-
care supply chain performance-measurement system,
considering several perspectives and measures as performance
indicators, such as service quality, knowledge sharing and
customer satisfaction. They showed that the customer
perspective plays the main role in determining supply chain
performance.

In contrast, the second stream of research treated inter-
organizational performance and customer value as two
different concepts. The main measures used for defining inter-
organizational performance were the following: customer
satisfaction, which was the measure most frequently used by
scholars, loyalty, relationship quality, operating performance
and rebuy/reuse intentions (Figure 3).

Wang and Horsburgh (2007) focused on large airline
alliances and analyzed the relationship between service network
coherence, customer satisfaction and market-based
performance indicators. In this analysis, customer value was
captured by service quality and the network performance was
assessed through customer satisfaction. As the other examples
aforementioned, this study represents an attempt to evaluate
the network performance through the final customer
perspective. Newbery er al. (2013) investigated the
performance of professional partnerships in rural agreements
and used partners’ satisfaction and willingness to pay as two
measures of performance. An interesting finding is that
partnerships were considered more valuable in centers with a
lower level of trust. Weiss er al. (2010) considered six public-
health associations dealing with breast cancer screening and
analyzed the role of leadership and management. They adopted
members’ satisfaction as a measure of inter-organizational
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Figure 3 Conceptualization of inter-organizational performance and associated measures of customer value
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performance, whereas customer value was captured by
partners’ involvement. The results showed a positive
correlation between partners’ involvement and their
satisfaction with the partnership, thus confirming the
association between relationship quality and customer
satisfaction. The use of customer satisfaction emerged from the
studies discussed earlier is recurrent in the literature, since the
satisfaction of a party with the performance of other parties can
be considered a proxy for the success of a relationship
(Lehtiranta ez al., 2012).

Other authors defined performance through other measures.
For example, Levin er al. (2016) analyzed the effect of creative
capabilities and project management on the long-term
relationship between a customer and an advertising agency.
They discovered that relationship quality (measured by trust) is
crucial for enhancing the relationship between the two parties
and the continuance of B2B relationships. Luu ez al. (2016)
compared the impacts of process value and outcome value on
relationship intensity, and they had evidence on how the impact
of process value on relationship intensity was higher than that
of outcome value. An example of performance measured
through rebuy intentions is the work by Patterson and Spreng
(1997). They investigated how value, satisfaction and rebuy
behaviors were related to a B2B professional service. They
determined that satisfaction mediates the relationship between
perceived value and rebuy behaviors that were considered a
measure of performance. To conclude, an interesting paper
(Laier al., 2015) focused on the relationship between a supplier
and an overseas distributor and proposed a system able to
measure the creation of value. The authors considered
performance as a more objective measure, i.e. operating
performance, assessing a positive relationship between six
factors pertaining to relationship value and operating
performance.

Figure 3 shows the measures used to define inter-
organizational performance and the measures of customer
value that scholars used in relation to them, in case these were
not coincident. For each measure of performance, it is specified
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the context where that measure has been used: service network
(SN), dyadic (D) or both. This specification will be discussed
in the next paragraph.

Differences among private and public contexts and
dyadic and network settings

The third research question was about understanding possible
differences in the conceptualization of customer value and
inter-organizational performance, depending on the context
(i.e. public vs private or dyadic vs network). The first result
emerging from the analysis and shown in Figure 3 and in
Table Al of the Appendix, is that scholars have treated
customer value and inter-organizational performance
differently for dyadic and network relationships. For example,
network studies defined more frequently than dyadic ones the
inter-organizational performance directly through the customer
value.

Then, relationship quality as a measure of performance is
used along with any construct of customer value, and
independently from the context considered (dyadic or
network). Whereas, operating performance as a measure of
performance has been used only in dyadic settings and has been
used only when customer value was framed either as a service or
as a relationship-related construct.

Moreover, the review evidenced a main distinction between
dyadic and network settings based on the purposes behind the
measurement of inter-organizational performance.

In fact, for what concerns the dyadic setting, scholars
primarily investigated the relationship between quality, value
and behavioral outcomes, such as rebuy intentions, loyalty or
willingness to pay. Those papers aimed at understanding the
antecedents of customer value and relating them to inter-
organizational performance, mainly measured by either
customer satisfaction or behavioral intentions. The final
purpose was to improve performance or to foster the continuity
of the long-term relationships by acting on customer value
improvement. For instance, Lapierre ez al. (1999) focused on
how organizational customers assess professional service,
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analyzing the effects of quality, value and satisfaction on users’
intents to purchase engineering services. Results showed that
value influence satisfaction, while purchase (or repurchase)
behaviors depend on satisfaction. Kelly and Scott (2012) were
interested in understanding what are the benefits valued by
customers in a B2B setting. Relationship benefits had positive
indirect effects on commitment, absence of conflict and
satisfaction and a negative association with switching
intentions.

In contrast, studies with a SN perspective were more focused
on the use of value for the evaluation of the success or
effectiveness of a certain program, project or partnership. For
instance, Doloi (2012) proposed an evaluation framework
suitable for assessing how public infrastructure initiatives
performed from a social perspective and the amount of value
generated, also combined the degree of stakeholders’
involvement with the social perceived value. Kérnid and
Junnonen (2016) focused on projects of construction and
developed a benchmarking mechanism, consisting of an
evaluation system able to assess the performance of a project
where several companies participated. Some performance
measures concerned goal achievement and stakeholders’
participation. Moreover, the authors highlighted the need to
select subcontractors who distinguish their know-how and
capability to deliver service quality. In fact, subcontractors are
selected mainly considering the price, while expertise is not
taken enough into consideration. Buchan and Yates (2019)
analyzed the stakeholders’ perception about the purposes of a
UK regional coastal partnership, showing that its purpose was
well understood and highly shared among the stakeholders.
Finally, a PPP example is represented by Sutherland’s work
(2017) that developed a multidimensional tool to assess the
effective management of drinking-water supply.

Finally, no significant difference was found between public
and private contexts in terms of conceptualization of customer
value or inter-organizational performance.

Table Al of the Appendix reports the complete classification
of the articles included and discussed in this study.

Discussion

The first observation is related to the high number of papers
that were excluded in the abstract skimming phase (Figure 1).
Papers were excluded because they did not focus on inter-
organizational contexts and/or on value and did not belong to
the management or public policy fields. This result means that
there is not much attention on this specific topic.

The first evidence emerged from the systematic analysis of
the articles confirms what discussed in the Introduction, i.e.
that the construct of value has been framed in several ways. In
the service-marketing literature, value has traditionally been
conceptualized as a “trade-off between benefits and sacrifices”
(Zeithaml, 1988),i.¢c. as:

[...] the perceived worth in monetary units of the set of economic, technical,
service, and social benefits received by a customer firm in exchange for the
price paid for a product offering, taking into consideration the available
alternative suppliers offerings and prices’ (Anderson, 1995).
In the study, only two papers were found to adopt this
traditional definition of value, while most scholars overcame
this definition and adopted a perspective comprehending
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service and relationship features, customer satisfaction and
knowledge sharing. This finding suggests that in inter-
organizational contexts, scholars found more appropriate to use
different measures of customer value with respect to its
traditional definition.

Then, some overlaps between the concept of value and one
of inter-organizational performances were also found. For
example, customer satisfaction is sometimes used as a proxy for
value (among others Dzini¢, 2017; Patterson and Spreng,
1997; Schalk ez al., 2009) and other times as a proxy for inter-
organizational performance (among others Garry et al., 2010;
Newbery et al., 2013; Tyler ez al., 2007). In some studies,
satisfaction is also framed as a constituent of relationship
outcome or otherwise as related to relationship quality (Ulaga
and Eggert, 2006; Vinhas and Gibbs, 2012).

Another finding is that inter-organizational performance
was framed mainly through two different approaches. Some
authors measured inter-organizational performance directly
through the measure of customer value (among others Jakhar
and Barua, 2014; Kérnd and Junnonen, 2016; Linnander
et al., 2017; Ounnar et al., 2007), while other scholars
distinguished between the two concepts (among others
Bourdeau er al., 2007; Hooshangi er al., 2016; Levin et al.,
2016; Paulin ez al., 1999). The first approach was frequently
used in SN settings rather than in dyadic ones. The main
measures of inter-organizational performance, when not
coinciding with customer value, were relationship quality,
customer satisfaction, loyalty, operating performance and
rebuy/reuse intentions.

An interesting result found in a paper by Luu ez al. (2016)
evidenced how the impact of process value on relationship
intensity was higher than that of outcome value. This finding is
coherent with Gronroos (2001) who framed service quality as a
two-dimensional construct, composed of technical and
functional quality. Technical quality is the result of the service
delivery procedure, and it corresponds to what the user owns at
the end of this procedure. Whereas, functional quality refers to
the process through which the technical quality is transmitted
to the customer, and this is strictly related to the customer
experience.

Results also showed that some measures of performance
were used independently from the setting and concept of
value adopted, such as the case of customer satisfaction,
which is also one of the main preferred measures of inter-
organizational performance. In other cases, the choice of a
certain measure of performance is more dependent on the
setting and is associated with the specific concept of value.
For example, operating performance was used especially
along with service or relationship-related constructs and was
used only in dyadic contexts. Another difference between
dyadic and network relationships concerned the purpose of
measuring the inter-organizational performance. In fact, in
dyadic settings, the goal of this evaluation seemed to be the
enhancement of partners’ value, with a positive consequence
on their mutual satisfaction with the other party’s
performance, and finally on behavioral intentions, such as
repurchasing and continuance of the B2B relationship. In
contrast, in SN settings, scholars were more interested in
developing an evaluation framework able to assess the inter-
organizational performance, meant as a broad concept also
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comprehending social and environmental sustainability.
Other purposes regarded the effectiveness of the
implementation of projects, programs, partnerships or the
success of the collaboration. Whereas, no significant
difference was found between public and private contexts.

Another interesting result is that some scholars not only
investigated inter-organizational relationships, but they also
considered the final customer perspective as a precious source
of information able to assess inter-organizational performance.
Some examples were found in the public sector, such as the
health-care sector, where the patients were called to evaluate
the effectiveness or the outcomes of a particular health program
(Alidina and Jordan, 2007; Sutherland, 2017; Tai et al., 2018)
and the education sector (Schalk ez al., 2009). However, some
examples were also found in the private sector, especially
concerning transportation services (Bourdeau er al, 2007;
Wang and Horsburgh, 2007). The idea of using the final
customer point of view for the evaluation of inter-
organizational performance is a new and interesting perspective
in service and relationship marketing research since it
recognizes that what happens between two or more
organizations will be spilled over the final user. Therefore, the
final user can be able not only to evaluate the inter-
organizational performance, but she/he can also represent a
fundamental source of information for improving that
performance.

Another finding is that some scholars conceptualized value in
business relationships as the knowledge shared between the
parties. This conceptualization of value was found in studies
focused on relationship marketing and quality, with the idea
that inter-organizational relationships reduce potential
opportunistic behaviors by one of the parties, also improving
the flow of information between them (Corsaro and Snehota,
2010).

The last observation is that, coherently with what is found by
Dekker (2016), several articles included in this review
investigated inter-organizational performance considering the
perspective of only one side of the relationship. Whereas, it
would be desirable to build a multifaceted framework for the
evaluation of a certain inter-organizational relationship through
the different values of all parties involved in the relationship. In
fact, there may be relevant differences in how different parties
perceive the value of their reciprocal relationship (Corsaro and
Snehota, 2010).

Conclusions and future research

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this review represents
the first attempt to systematize the literature about the use of
customer value for performance evaluation in inter-
organizational contexts. The aim of this study, and one of its
main contributions, is to propose a new perspective when
dealing with customer value, by linking this concept to inter-
organizational performance measurement. By doing so, the
construct of customer value is investigated in a managerial
manner, allowing for practical and managerial conclusions.
The main contributions of this study are providing a
categorization for the concepts of customer value used in inter-
organizational contexts, for the measures of inter-
organizational performance, and a discussion on the main
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differences between different settings, namely, dyadic and
network relationships.

Nowadays, in contexts characterized by high intensity of
relationships, high inter-dependency and high fragmentation
(features especially relevant in networks), scholars and
practitioners must face difficulties in measuring inter-
organizational performance. This occurs both in the public and
in the private context, both in a dyadic and in SN setting. One
possibility to deal with this difficulty is measuring inter-
organizational performance through the value perceived by
customers.

This systematic literature represents a starting point for both
scholars and practitioners, who are dealing with complex inter-
organizational contexts and are interested in acquiring
comprehensive knowledge on how previous scholars have
defined and evaluated inter-organizational performance using
different concepts of value, depending on the setting (D vs SN).

Also, considering the recent calls on the importance of using
measures of customer value for assessing and analyzing inter-
organizational performance (Bititci ez al., 2012; Cepiku, 2017),
from this study some room for future research emerged.

First, future research could focus on the design of
frameworks suitable for a continuative and systematic
evaluation of inter-organizational performance. In fact, most
studies did not describe nor develop a systematic framework on
the use of customer value to assess inter-organizational
performance; rather they conducted some empirical analyses
on a specific and circumscribed case study.

The second suggestion is to further develop the approach
followed by some scholars who considered the final customer
value as informative on the performance of the inter-
organizational performance. This represents an interesting and
innovative avenue of research, which may investigate how and
to what extent organizational value is correlated with final
customers’ one, and how both forms of value are related to
objective measures of performance.

A third recommendation, as also suggested by Dekker
(2016) and confirmed by the findings of this review, concerns
the need for developing performance evaluation frameworks
able to consider and combine different values of different
subjects involved in the relationship. Clearly, this goal is less
complex for dyadic relationships and becomes more and more
challenging for network relationships.

Finally, as emerged from this study, some scholars used
knowledge sharing as a measure for customer value. This a
recent and new way to define customer value compared to
other traditional and deeply investigated concepts, such as
relationship and service quality or customer satisfaction.
Therefore, it would be interesting to extend the research on
the role of knowledge sharing as a proxy for evaluating the
inter-organizational performance, to understand whether it
may apply to any context or to certain settings only.

A limitation related to this study relates to the choice of the
keyword on the performance evaluation. In particular, given
the fact that performance is a multidimensional concept that
may be measured through several indicators, some articles that
used other terminology or specific indicators instead of the
broader term “performance” may have been missed in the
review.
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