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This study investigates value co-creation in subsistence markets. Specifically, the study seeks to discover how firms (service

providers) and micro-entrepreneur customers (customer-MEs) operating in subsistence markets engage in value co-creation and what

are the types of value they co-create. A subset research question is how do socio-cultural and environmental factors impact the value

co-creation process? The study is conducted using phenomenological interviews and observations in Ghana, West Africa.  Findings

from this study will extend theories of value co-creation. Additionally, they will contribute to current research streams on creativity

and learning and more specifically may be applied to theories of collateral learning (i.e. learning together to build the knowledge base

of each partner) and relational-based creativity.
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force (a disposition) that stimulates a person in a focused and persistent manner to attempt to master a skill or task that is at least moderately 
challenging for her (Morgan, Harmon, and Maslin-Cole 1990, 319). 

Bentham (1781) included mastery, in the form of pleasures of skill, i.e., the pleasures derived by being good at an activity, in its original 
broad theory of utility. Mastery generates pleasure because it entails a sense of control over the environment, of goal achievement, and often 
a state of flow (Rozin 1999; Frijda 2002; Kubovy 1999; Csikszentmihalyi 1991). However, partly because of the difficulties encountered in 
formalizing its contribution to utility in decision theoretic terms (Loewenstein 1999), mastery has been overlooked even in the most recent 
refinements of utility theory. Nevertheless, the empirical observation that it is pleasurable to engage in an activity one is good at, no matter 
how useless it might be, while it is typically aversive to do something one is incompetent at, no matter how instrumental the activity (Loew-
enstein 1999), seems to legitimate the inclusion of this non-consumption form of utility within economic models. 

In one experiment we manipulate mastery in mathematical problem solving (high vs. low) and assess its effects on persistence at (mea-
sured as the time spent and as the number of non-mandatory problems solved), and enjoyment (self-report measures) of the activity. In addi-
tion, we examine how the experience of high vs. low mastery affects the hypothetical choice between scenarios describing the two conditions 
(high-mastery with a low payoff and low-mastery with a high payoff). Subjects in the high-mastery condition (i.e., confronted with a set of 
mathematical problems that they can solve correctly almost in toto) spent more time, solved more problems and enjoyed more the activity 
than subjects in the low-mastery condition (i.e., confronted with a set mathematical problems of which they can solve correctly only a small 
fraction), despite in the latter condition they received a higher payoff per problem solved than in the former. However, results also show that 
these effects are not reflected in the hypothetical choice made by subjects between the two conditions: subjects that have experienced high 
mastery show a greater preference toward the low mastery condition (that gives a higher payoff) than subjects that have experienced low 
mastery, thus underestimating the impact of high mastery on their experienced utility compared to the pleasure of money. A reason could be 
that subjects in the high-mastery condition think of mastery as their natural state, and lack the ability to imagine how miserable low mastery 
would feel. 

The results of this study provide initial insights on how mastery influences subjective utility by making a task being perceived as more 
enjoyable and by inducing subjects to work longer. From a social standpoint, it would be beneficial that people do something they master, 
since they would be more productive and happier than people that do something they are not good at. However, results also suggest that often 
people may choose activities they do not master because they give more weight to the materialistic utility of alternative options, disregarding 
non-consumption aspects of utility such as the pleasure of mastery. 
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There is increasing interest in changing customers’ role from passive adopters of product-services to equal partners in the process of add-
ing value (Reichwald et al., 2003). One manifestation of this interest is value co-creation. Value co-creation has been defined as collaboration 
between a firm-provider and its customers to jointly create value (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008; Prahalad and Ramaswami, 2004; Payne et al., 
2007). Value is defined here as benefits eventually obtained by the customer through its involvement and assessment when using or consum-
ing product-services (Holbrook and Batra, 1987). Recently, firm-providers such as Lego, Skype and E-bay, are engaging in value co-creation 
with their customers in the design and marketing of their products. Value co-creation activities are identified as a) collaboration, which refers 
to the firm relating to its customer as an equal and joint partner in the co-creation process (Lusch et al., 2007), b) dialogical interaction, which 
refers to interactivity, deep engagement, and the ability and willingness to act on both sides (Prahalad and Ramaswami, 2004) c) learning 
processes for both the firm-provider and the customer (Payne et al, 2008) and d) creative processes (e.g. Potts et al., 2008). Taken together, 
this body of work reveals the complexity and dynamism inherent to value co-creation. 

Yet, existing research does not address a number of essential perspectives. First, value co-creation is a dyadic process, yet it has been 
studied primarily from the firm-provider’s perspective; that is, most studies have focused on the customer’s involvement in the firm’s value 
creation. But what about the customer’s perspective of the firm-provider’s involvement in the customer’s value creation?  This perspective is 
important since value co-creation is a dyadic process and as such both the firm-providers’ and the customers’ viewpoints should be consid-
ered. Second, studies on value co-creation have been limited to business-to-consumer markets. Only recently has this work been extended to 
business-to-business markets (e.g., Ng et al., 2010).  These studies, however, have mostly considered value co-creation between large firms. 
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How then is value co-created with micro-entrepreneurs (MEs), which form a large percentage of customers in many business markets? This 
consideration is important because value co-created with consumers or large firms may be different from value co-created with micro-entre-
preneurs. Third, value co-creation has mostly been based on markets characterized by strong business infrastructures. A question that arises is: 
How does value co-creation occur between firm-providers and customers operating in markets characterized by weak business infrastructure 
(e.g., subsistence markets)? Business infrastructure significant impacts not only on how value is co-created, but also the type(s) of value that 
is co-created. For example whilst value for a business customer in a Western market might be convenience, value for the micro-entrepreneur 
in African markets might be an enhanced ability to leverage social networks. 

In addition to these perspectives, studies on value co-creation have acknowledged the importance of socio-cultural factors (e.g. Penaloza 
and Venkatesh, 2006). Socio-cultural refers to traditional and social systems including values, norms and activities. With few exceptions 
(e.g. London, 2007; Simanas et al., 2008), however, theorizing has been limited to empirical studies based on Western markets, which have 
very different socio-cultural factors than most subsistence markets. Additionally, they have different environmental circumstances (i.e. en-
vironmental hostilities) from their Western counterparts. For example, subsistence markets, unlike more developed economies, have limited 
access to capital, technology, technical and managerial skills (Henriques and Herr, 2008). Arguably, it becomes obvious that incorporating 
non-Western markets is vital to gaining a global perspective and a more comprehensive understanding of value co-creation.

As such, the purpose of the dissertation is to address two critical research questions. First, how do firms (service providers) and micro-
entrepreneur customers (customer-MEs) operating in subsistence markets engage in value co-creation? And what are the types of value they 
co-create? A subset question is how do socio-cultural and environmental factors impact the value co-creation process? An outcome of this 
research will be a working model of value co-creation. The context for this investigation is financial services firms and customer-MEs in 
Ghana, West Africa. Given that Ghana is ranked among the top ten reformers on the ease of doing business in Africa (World Bank report on 
Doing Business, 2007), it seems an ideal platform in which to investigate theories of value co-creation. Furthermore, due to the liberalized 
economy of Ghana, relationships between financial services firms and micro-enterprises are improving (Aryeetey, 2003). To address the 
research objectives, a qualitative approach, in the form of phenomenological interviews and observations will be used for the study. Phenom-
enological interviews are well suited for the study because they produce extraordinary depth and richness of data and enable the researcher 
to “understand phenomena from the perspective of those who experience it” (Cope, 2005, p.17). They also unveil the essence of participant 
experiences and uncover the reasons behind these experiences (Sanders, 1982).

Findings from this study will extend theories of value co-creation. Additionally, they will contribute to current research streams on cre-
ativity and learning and more specifically may be applied to theories of collateral learning (i.e. learning together to build the knowledge base 
of each partner) and relational-based creativity.
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The studies about time, behavior and consumption are acquiring a growing importance on the scientific agenda, highlighting time pres-
sure as the main subject (Dhar and Nowlis, 1999; Ackerman and Gross, 2003; Suri and Monroe, 2003; Lin et al., 2008). The pressure felt is 
linked to the perception of being unable to devote sufficient time to the chosen activities. The lack of time could affect the well-being choices, 
since the individual may postpone activities linked to well-being and the improvement of life quality because of the time pressure and busy 
life in big cities. Based on this, we develop our study within well-being choice context, verifying when time pressure and choice overload 
could affect well-being decision deferral.

By relating time pressure to deferral, Dhar and Nowlis (1999) found that deferral is lower when the individual feels time pressure, since 
the customers may change the way they process information. Consumers under time pressure use an effortless non-compensatory decision 
strategy (Dhar and Nowlis, 1999). The use of decision non-compensatory rules facilitates the choice, and decreases the likelihood of choice 
deferral (Payne et al., 1988).


