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Actors, actor engagement and value creation  
As Mele, Russo Spena and Peschiera (2018) argue, academia has been lagging behind when 
it comes to understanding how smart technologies influence value creation. In our research 
we have encountered this in two ways: (1) previously static actor roles are increasingly 
pointless, indicating a need to reconsider what an actor is, and (2) limited understanding 
exists about how actors engage in resource contributions that, through resource integration, 
create value. 

 First, as digitalization drives universal connectivity (Storbacka, 2018), actors can be 
present in other actors’ processes continuously, which blurs the previously strict actor roles. 
Based on the idea of generic actors that have ownership of, or access to resources and 
participate in resource integration with other actors in a market system (Vargo & Lusch, 
2011), Storbacka et al. (2016) argued that the previously strict roles of producer vs. consumer 
or seller vs. buyer are fleeting, as actors can have different roles. An actor-to-actor 
perspective effectively renders useless clearly specified and static actor roles (Kjellberg, 
Nenonen & Thomé).  

Furthermore, a focus on human actors alone ignores the impact of technologies. 
Building on a sociomateriality discourse, which views the human and social dimension 
interwoven with materiality and technologies (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2014; Orlikowski & 
Scott, 2008), Storbacka et al. (2016) argue that advances in autonomous technologies provide 
increasing opportunity for re-shaping actor-to-actor interaction. Hence, they argue that 
“actors need to be viewed not only as humans, but also as machines/technologies, or 
collections of humans and machines/technologies, including organizations” (Storbacka et al., 
2016, p. 3010). Machine learning enables smart machines to act without being explicitly 
programmed (Cearley, Burke, & Walker, 2016). These machines offer opportunities to 
deliver autonomous (or semi-autonomous) “actants” (autonomous actors as agents for human 
beings), including robots, autonomous vehicles, smart vision systems, virtual customer 
assistants, and smart agents. 

Second, more efforts are need in understanding both how actors contribute resources 
and what resource integration means. Importantly, and as noted by Bingham and Eisenhardt 
(2008), it is not the attributes of resources that make them valuable, but the linkages between 
them. Hence, the value of resources is determined only when they are integrated with other 
resources, Key to this is the idea of actor engagement: to improve value creation, focal actors 
need to focus on inter-actor resource linkages and encourage actors (humans and/or 
machines) to contribute resources. Intelligent algorithms influence connectedness between 
people, things, processes, building foundations for seamless multi-channel actor engagement. 

Normann (2001) argues that greater density of resources corresponds to more value. 
Digitalization liquifies resources (Lusch, Vargo, & Tanniru, 2010), allowing them to be 
easily moved about in time and space, and creating an abundance of opportunities for linking 
resources between actors in new ways. As Amit and Han (2017, p. 232) argue: “digitization 
enables firms to expand […] the scope of resources they could access and utilize”. Density 
relates not only to ‘physical’ resources but also to the density of various forms of socio-
cultural resources such as meanings, designs and/or symbols (Storbacka et al., 2012). 
Consequently, resource density can be improved both by exchange-based and non-exchange-
based resource contributions, which underscores the importance of actor engagement as a 
driver of resource density and, thus, value creation. 

Interestingly, actor engagement may lead to both homeopathic (summative) and 
heteropathic (emergent) resource integration patterns (Peters, 2016). Heteropathic resource 
integration generates new properties in the market systems, e.g., entities, structures, concepts, 
qualities, capacities. Thus, heteropathic resource integration can be viewed as a mechanism 
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for emergence, implying that actor engagement is a microfoundation for emergence 
(Storbacka et al., 2016), and thus innovation. 
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