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Purpose of this conceptual study is the identification and analysis of key success factors to increase value proposition based on 
design thinking of hotel executives and value co-creation with customers in the hospitality industry. Globalized dynamic 
markets and ever-changing customer needs and demands require ongoing experimentation and communication to steadily 
identify customer needs and wants in order to adjust products and services to ensure an increase of value proposition. In this 
research article, the two-fold role of customers and hotel executives in value co-creation processes leading to an identification 
of key success factors of value proposition increase is analyzed. The article emphasizes the essential role of customers as 
contributors to value co-creation processes and hotel executives as contributors to the creation and delivery of value 
proposition. Superior value proposition can be achieved by understanding actual needs and demands of customers based on 
design thinking and comparing them to value proposition elements that are perceived as being important by customers. 
Following this approach, key success factors for enhancing value proposition are analyzed.  
Design/methodology/approach – The authors applied several research methods such as a content analysis of distinctive 
streams in literature on value co-creation and underlying thinking logics, including design thinking for delivering increased 
value proposition.  In addition, a customer survey was conducted with a representative heterogeneous sample, consisting of 
1121 participants who stayed for at least one night in one of the hotels of the sample. Additionally, hotel executives such as 
hotel directors of 13 design hotels, which participated in the research, were interviewed. The responses of the hotel executives 
were compared to the responses of the customer cluster. Key success factors for value proposition increase were identified and 
analyzed based on the above-mentioned research methodology.  
Originality/value – This research methodology puts in clear evidence that there are statistically significant value gaps 
between the perception of value proposition elements of customers and hotel executives. The three key success factors driving 
the application of value co-creation as a management tool such as awareness of value co-creation among customers and 
providers, willingness to be involved in value co-creation processes and awareness of new thinking logics were identified, 
statistically tested and evaluated. 
Practical implications – The outcome of the research is that top management teams get the opportunity to reflect on newly 
identified and statistically analyzed key success factors of value co-creation. The key success factors of value co-creation to 
deliver an increased value proposition identifies the need of adjusting hospitality industry products and services to current and 
future needs and demands of customers. This will lead to an increased overall experience and satisfaction of customers. 
Paper submission category – Academic Research Paper 
 
Index Terms - Design thinking, Hospitality industry, Value co-creation, Value proposition 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The importance of value proposition increase in order 
to better meet customer value preferences is 
continuously rising for companies operating in 
turbulent, dynamic, complex and competitive business 
environments. Value co-creation as a management 
tool could be applied to improve value propositions in 
fast changing markets of the 21st century. Design 
thinking can be embedded in value creation and value 
co-creation processes aiming at serving customers 
needs and demands better by achieving an increased 
value proposition. Consequently, competitive and 
strategic advantages may arise. Today´s companies 
experience a strong need to develop new and 
innovative customer experience perspectives in order 
to gain competition advantage aiming to stay relevant 
in various fragmented markets in times of 
globalization, impermanency, hyper-competition and 
fluidity. Dynamic thinking modes such as Design 

thinking are required to create value for customers and 
companies by assuring an ongoing and continuous 
adaption of corporate value propositions to the value 
preferences of customers [1]. During the last decade, 
the application of Design as a strategic tool for 
business development has become an increasingly 
important topic among scientists and practitioners 
[2]-[6]. This academic research article aims at an 
identification and analysis of key success factors for 
value co-creation as a management tool to increase 
value proposition based on the Design thinking logic. 
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Reference [7] describes value propositions as the way 
how services and products differentiate from others 
while delivering increased customer value at the same 
time. Reference [8] points out the need of an ongoing 
re-adjustment and re-evaluation of value propositions 
in terms of novelty, feasibility and usefulness. Further, 
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it can be stated that an increased value proposition can 
be seen as a result of adjusting products and services to 
the dynamically changing needs and wants of 
customers. This perspective is also in line with 
reference [9] in which a great importance in solving 
customers´ problems (job-to-be-done logic) while 
simultaneously satisfying customer value preferences 
by continuously adjusting value propositions is 
described [9].  The authors´ perspective on value 
propositions is in line with [7]-[9] as in today´s fast 
changing and dynamic markets, they see a need of a 
steady customer-centric modification and adjustment 
of value propositions which are still valuable to 
customers in today´s business environments. 
Additionally, the authors argue that value 
propositions can also be interpreted as an outcome of 
customers´ involvement in value co-creation processes 
despite the fact that a successful involvement forms 
the basis of superior value propositions which are 
highly valued from the customers´ point of view. The 
authors of [10] interpret value propositions as the way 
how a company´s services and products differ from the 

competitors´ offers. Product or service differentiation 
can be created and enhanced by a variation of various 
elements such as e.g. timing, customer support, 
image, design, location, features and reputation or 
product mix possibilities [11]-[13]. However, 
according to [14] and [15], products that comprise 
more features or a higher quality do not inevitably lead 
to an increase of value proposition. Moreover, they 
argue that businesses often tend to think of value 
propositions in terms of what firms offer instead of 
focusing on elements and attributes which are of value 
to their customers. Business executives may perceive 
specific elements and features as valuable while 
customers do not see any benefits and advantages of 
them [16]-[18].  According to reference [16], value 
propositions are aiming to provide distinct benefits 
and advantages that solve the target customers´ 
problems. Hence it can be stated that value 
propositions are not concerning a company´s 
attributes, offerings or features, they are about the 
needs and demands of the end-customers and their 
experiences [19]. 

 
Table 1: Value Proposition Perspectives 

 
Source: developed by author (2018) 

 
Table 1 shows an overview of value proposition 
perspectives of previously mentioned researchers. The 
authors share Barnes et al.´s perspective as products 
and services delivered to the market, at first hand have 
to meet and satisfy the recognized or not yet 
recognized demands and needs of customers. 
However, in earlier studies of [20], it is argued that the 
concept of value proposition is too vague for its usage 

for innovational purposes. In contrast, research 
conducted by [10] indicates that following a 
systematic structure can be of great importance for 
innovational purposes. According to [10], it can be 
argued that added value is defined as benefits minus 
costs from the customer´s point of view (while costs 
also incorporate e.g. time, risks, etc.).  
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The authors interpret an increase of value proposition 
as an increase of the level of already existing value 
proposition quality elements or as an increase of the 
quantity level of value proposition attributes. Hence, it 
can be stated that an increase of value propositions 
describes both, a qualitative but also a quantitative 
shift of value proposition. From the authors´ point of 
view, the concept of achieving an increase of value 
proposition, which is mentioned throughout the 
academic journal article, needs to be delimited from 
related concepts such as value proposition 
development or value proposition design [21]-[22], as 
they rather aim at developing or designing entirely 
new value propositions, which differ from the already 
existing ones. As this research aims at an 
identification and analysis of key success factors of 
value co-creation by realizing a shift of value 
propositions through enhancing the quality level of 
existing value propositions and through achieving an 
increase of the quantity level of value proposition 
attributes, it can be stated that during this research, the 
authors´ focus is on value proposition increase. In 
order to achieve improved and adjusted value 
proposition, it can be said that the awareness and 
willingness of customers and business executives to 
get involved in value co-creation processes is 
essential. As a consequence, the awareness and 
willingness can be seen as key success factors of value 
co-creation as a management tool to increase value 
proposition. As it was previously identified in 
literature studies by [8]-[9] and [23]-[27], there are a 
number of key success factors for value co-creation 
approaches, leading to value proposition increase. 
Thus, key success factors can be described as follow: 
Key success factors (KSF) one and two elaborate on 
the willingness of involvement of customers and 
managers of previously identified hotels of a 
representative sample (see explanation in chapter 
Methodology) in value co-creation processes to 
increase value proposition.  
 
In addition, the awareness of value co-creation as a 
management tool for increasing value proposition and 
customer satisfaction among customers and managers 
can be interpreted as KSF three and four of this 
research.  At last, KSF five and six describe the 
awareness of design thinking as a thinking logic for 
adjusting hospitality products and services to the value 
preferences of customers among managers and 
customers. As already described above, the Design 
thinking logic, when applied in value co-creation 
processes, can help and support the modification and 
adjusting of hospitality products and services and 
therefore can be seen as an essential element for 
achieving value proposition increase. Further, it can 
be interpreted as a contemporary thinking logic to 
ensure the offering of increased value propositions. In 

turbulent and rapidly changing business 
environments, the importance of value proposition of 
national and international corporations is 
continuously increasing. Hence, there is a rising 
demand for new thinking modes and methods for the 
creation of innovative value propositions. Design 
thinking represents a by nature user-centric thinking 
mode to foster the development of value propositions 
based on the way how designers work and think.  The 
origin of design thinking comes from IDEO, a design 
company which was founded in Palo Alto, California 
in 1991. The concept rapidly popularized in academia 
and practice and gained significant public attention 
after the Stanford Design Center was founded in 2006 
[6]. Reference [5] describes design thinking as a 
multidisciplinary range of tools and frameworks 
which reflects its driving concerns with human 
experiences. According to [4], design thinking is one 
of the best ways to be creative for finding innovative 
solutions to complex problems what is in line with 
[28] as the authors regard it as a customer-centric 
approach which aims at solving problems of 
customers as it concentrates on the demands and needs 
of the real-life consumers instead of hypothetical 
market segments as a basis for inspiration and ideas. 
Reference [29] interprets Design thinking as an 
approach which balances the quantitative focus of 
analytical thinking with standardization and 
consistency without an exclusion of intuitive thinking, 
innovation and creativity. It is an iterative approach 
which tests and creates multiple solutions to finally 
come up with the overall best option [30]-[31].  The 
authors interpret Design thinking as a human 
centered, multidisciplinary approach to deliver 
innovations. It is based on designers´ thinking 
methods and modes to ensure value proposition 
alignment with customers´ needs and demands thus 
fostering strategic business development through 
delivering value proposition increase and improved 
customer experience. It can be interpreted as an 
emotional, creative alternative which also 
incorporates analytical modes of reasoning instead of 
applying solely the traditional logic-based ways to 
work and think. This interpretation is in line with [4], 
[30] and [32]-[34].  However, reference [33] describes 
design thinking as a concept which is not narrowly 
defined yet as it is used in design theory but also in a 
managerial context. This is also stated in [4]. The 
authors agree that descriptions of design thinking 
range from a set of cognitive characteristics to a 
user-oriented step by step approach which aims at a 
creation of solutions to problems that are also caused 
by dynamically changing markets. Based on the 
difficulty to narrowly describe the meaning of Design 
thinking, Reference [35] interprets design thinking as 
a concept which consists of five core elements which 
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are by name: user focus, problem framing, visualization, experimentation and diversity. 
Table 1-7 Core Elements of Design Thinking 

 
Source: developed by author based on [35, p.346] 

 
It can be said that this interpretation of Design 
thinking focuses on individuals who actively make use 
of Design thinking and also takes into consideration 
the context in which it is applied [35]. Although, 
many researchers see Design thinking as a tool for 
product innovation, its above described focus on 
human experiences makes it also a valuable concept 
for delivering service innovation. Service design 
thinking is an upcoming discipline which is based on 
traditional design thinking [5]. It is a new, 
interdisciplinary and from the industry increasingly 
considered and accepted approach which is able to be 
transferred to multiple practices for service innovation 
[36].  In parallel to traditional Design thinking 
concepts, it is also suitable for the development of 
future scenarios and new concepts [1]. It can be argued 
that Design thinking or the related concept of service 
design thinking is also a culture, not only a 
methodology. Building up such cultures within 
companies or other organizations often require 
incremental changes to the entire organization and its 
employees also on a psychological level [5]. One can 
conclude by saying that various business benefits of 
Design thinking co-support the benefits of value 
co-creation with customers to increase value 
proposition. The design of marketplace experiments 
with customers or the openness and consideration of 
teammates´ perspectives of all hierarchical levels 
within or without the organization are inspiring for 
department heads or business executives to envision 
new future possibilities to develop new market spaces 
instead of fighting competitors in the current market 
[37]-[38]. Highly successful companies have realized 
these blurring boundaries between products, services 
and their environments. Today, most companies do 
not compete about the best service or product. They 

rather strike for the best combination of all attributes 
to increase value propositions and thus to achieve 
competition advantage and an overall increased 
experience for customers as today´s customers do not 
buy pure services or products anymore. They rather 
intend to buy experiences which are valuable to them 
[39]. From the authors´ point of view, Design thinking 
embedded in value co-creation processes can be 
interpreted as an answer to the rising convergence of 
products, services and environments. As dynamic 
market environments force businesses to rethink their 
services and products, Design thinking became 
increasingly popular across different industries. 
During the last years, a number of strategic moves of 
companies could be observed, which adjusted their 
business models, products or services to the value 
preferences of its customers or its potential customers 
aiming at achieving an increased value proposition. 
These strategic moves were mostly inspired by the 
logic of design thinking and value co-creation 
approaches.  A day-to-day life example is the 
smartphone. The focus of past manufacturers such as 
Nokia was mainly on additional product functions and 
features. Today, manufacturers rather emphasize and 
focus on elements such as style or simplicity of usage 
as customers see a smartphone as a part of their 
lifestyle instead of seeing it as a pure product of usage 
[39]. Another industry example of the application of 
Design thinking is the German owned multinational 
corporation SAP. The corporation integrated Design 
thinking and traditional strategic approaches for their 
business development strategy. As a consequence, 
new strategies around the nebulous Web 2.0 concept 
and new marketing strategies were created [38]. 
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Toyota applied design thinking to make an analysis of 
one of its customer contact centers at the West Coast of 
the USA. Employees such as business executives, 
software engineers and internal change agents as well 
as frontline call representatives were engaged in the 
design thinking project and redesigned the service 
center experience from scratch based on the needs and 
demands of customers and associates [38]. 
 
III. METHODOLOGY 
 
The article aims at an identification and analysis of 
key success factors to increase value proposition in 
today´s fast changing hospitality industry supported 
by the thinking logic of design thinking and an 
application of value co-creation as a management tool. 
The essential role of customers and business 
executives as contributors to value co-creation 
processes and systems, and as enablers of value 
leading to an increased value proposition, is 
highlighted. The academic research includes 
quantitative, as well as qualitative research methods 
which are based on distinctive value proposition 
studies streams in scientific literature. For the 
research project, a twofold research approach, was 
applied which incorporates quantitative research in 
terms of a customer survey and qualitative research as 
structured interviews with business executives of the 
participating corporations. The customer survey was 
conducted in order to evaluate by literature identified 
KSF of value co-creation as a management tool to 
increase value proposition. Structured interviews with 
13 hotel directors were conducted to analyze the 
perception of management concerning the identified 
key success factors. An analysis of the responses of the 
hotel directors, which were interviewed based on a 
structured identical interview guideline during the 
primary research part, was conducted in order to 
identify the perception of hotel directors regarding the 
previously mentioned KSF. The results of each hotel 
director also varied as it was found out that hotel 
directors do not follow the same strategy. For the 
research, the determination of a representative sample 
was conducted as follows: a representative sample 
(based on the opinion of experts of identified design 
hotel groups) 13 out of 24 hotels that represent the 
entire population (e.g. geographical segmentation 
such as hotels in the South, North, West and East of 
Germany), and hotels that have characteristics which 
fit to the market segment best were chosen. Some 
other hotels out of the 24 German design hotels such 
as e.g. wedding hotels etc. had to be excluded as they 
target other market segments. In 2016, these 13 design 
hotels accommodated 392.984 in-house guests which 
can be interpreted as the population size. Based on the 
population size, a confidence level of 95 percent, a 
confidence interval (margin of error) of 3 and a 

z-score of 1,96, a representative sample was calculated 
based on the following formula [40]: 

 
The z-score is the number of standard deviations a 
given proportion is away from the mean. One can 
therefore say, that part one (quantitative research) was 
carried out with a representative sample which had to 
consist of at least 1065 participants. Part two 
(qualitative research) was carried out with 13 hotel 
directors of the hotels that participated in the research. 
However, it has to be mentioned that the research also 
comprises some research limitations and bias. The 
research solely focuses on the German design 
hospitality industry. Consequently, for the 
quantitative research, the sample only consists of 
hotels which are operated in Germany. Moreover, the 
research contains a sampling error which occurs 
through the sampling frame bias as it has to be 
assumed that there are some differences between the 
sample of this research and the total population of the 
investigated segment. The hospitality industry in 
Germany consists of a huge number of hotels. The 
research concentrates on the design hospitality 
industry. One can say that customers of design hotel 
groups, which operate in the business and leisure 
segments, have a classification of 4-5 stars and an 
identical corporate identity in all hotels in Germany 
will form the representative sample of this research 
project. The design hospitality industry in Germany 
was chosen as the industry suffers from its unclear and 
fast changing definitional bounds. This leads to 
diverse customers which have highly differing 
expectations to design hospitality services and 
products. As a consequence, the creation of products 
and services which fulfill customer needs and wants is 
one of the key challenges especially in the design 
hospitality industry. In addition, not all customers of 
the segment can take part in the survey for the 
quantitative research. Furthermore, the research 
focuses its object of research from a business 
management perspective only. It should be noted, that 
cost and time constraints additionally limited the 
research to a certain extend [41]. After having 
described the methodology of this research, the 
following chapter elaborates on the analysis and 
evaluation of the key success factors of value 
co-creation as a management tool to increase value 
proposition. 
 
IV. EVALUATION OF RESEARCH RESULTS 
 
After having collected the data, it has to be analyzed if 
customers and business executives are aware of the 
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thinking logic behind design thinking and of value 
co-creation approaches and especially if they are 
willing to participate and to apply these approaches. 
Consequently, the research focused on the “Awareness 
of value co-creation among managers and customers”, 
measured as a binary variable. Only 11 percent of the 
customers are aware of value co-creation as a 
management tool for increasing customer satisfaction 
while 89 percent of the customers of the representative 
sample (N>1065) are not familiar with the concept of 
value co-creation (see Figure 1). This means that there 
is a low level of awareness on value co-creation as a 
management tool among customers of design hotels. 
When taking a look at the awareness of value 
co-creation as a management tool to increase value 
proposition among the group of hotel directors, it can 
be clearly seen that the awareness is with 46 percent 
much higher than the awareness among customers. 
However, one can also state that there is still potential 
for improvement as not even half of the hotel directors 
which were interviewed are aware of value co-creation 
as a management tool for increasing value proposition 
and hence also customer satisfaction (see Figure 1). 
 
Moreover, research about the awareness of Design 
thinking as a thinking logic which supports the 
adjusting of hospitality products and services to the 
needs and demands of customers to ensure an 
increased value proposition was conducted among 

management and customers. Figure 1 clearly indicates 
that the majority of customers are not aware of Design 
thinking even though the thinking logic was 
specifically explained in the survey. Only 13 percent 
stated to be familiar with Design thinking while 87 
percent have not heard of the thinking logic before. 
The data analysis further shows that also among hotel 
directors, only a minority of 31 percent is aware of 
Design thinking as a thinking logic which can be 
applied to support value co-creation as a management 
tool to increase value proposition (also see Figure 1). 
Hence, it can be said that the potential positive impact 
of Design thinking is tremendous due to the fact that 
the concept is not well known or applied by managers 
at this stage. At last, research was conducted on the 
willingness of involvement of customers and business 
executives in value co-creation processes to increase 
value proposition. This research step is of high 
importance as the willingness of both beneficiaries is 
essential for a successful application of value 
co-creation in real business life. Figure 1 clearly 
indicates that the majority (64 percent) of customers 
are willing to participate in value co-creation 
processes, stating that they are willing to increase 
value for both beneficiaries, companies and 
customers. Furthermore, it can be analyzed that all 
interviewed hotel directors (100 percent) are willing to 
participate in value co-creation processes, which 
provides a strong motivational basis for further action. 

 

 
Figure 1 Analysis of Key Success Factors of Value Co-Creation, % 

Source: developed by author (2018) 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
It can be stated that an identification and analysis of 
KSF of value co-creation helps hotel directors to 
increase value proposition in the hospitality industry. 
The potential of the previously pointed out KSF of 

value co-creation which are by name: awareness of 
value co-creation among customers and providers, 
willingness to be involved in value co-creation 
processes and awareness of new thinking logics which 
support the above presented approaches such as design 
thinking, was statistically tested and evaluated. 
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Starting with the awareness of value co-creation as a 
management tool, research indicates that the 
awareness among management is rather low as not 
even half of the hotel directors know the approach of 
value co-creation. Consequently, one can say that the 
impact potential of the KSF is rather high as the 
awareness of value co-creation as a management tool 
was rather low at the point in time, the research was 
conducted. It can therefore be interpreted that the 
application of value co-creation can be increased by 
rising the awareness of the management tool in the 
future. When taking a closer look at the awareness of 
value co-creation as a management tool for increasing 
satisfaction of customers, research indicates that the 
awareness among customers is quite low as only 11 
percent of the customers are aware of the approach.  
 
Therefore, it can be suggested that this KSF has a 
rather high potential for achieving future impact when 
taking actions to assure that the awareness of value 
co-creation as a management tool to increase value 
proposition will become a rather popular approach in 
the nearer future. In addition, the question about the 
awareness of design thinking as a thinking logic for 
adjusting the hospitality product to the value 
preferences of customers among management and 
among customers has to be raised. Following the 
primary data analysis, it can be stated that the 
awareness of design thinking among management is 
rather low (31 percent) while at the same time, one can 
analyze that customers are not aware of design 
thinking as a management tool. Thus, it can be said 
that these key success factors have a rather high 
potential for achieving significant future impact as it 
has to be assured that hotel management executives 
need to be further educated and familiarized with the 
new thinking logic while in parallel, customers´ 
awareness may be increased based on a step by step 
approach.  
 
Lastly and especially important for the realization of 
the above described measures is the willingness of 
involvement of customers and business executives in 
value co-creation processes to increase value 
proposition. At first, one has to find out if customers 
are willing to participate in value co-creation which is 
described as another key success factor of this 
research. Secondly, it has to be clarified if also 
business executives are willing to participate in value 
co-creation processes. After the evaluation of the 
primary data, it can be clearly stated that with a 
positive response of 100 percent, all hotel directors are 
willing to participate in value co-creation processes 
while at the same time, with a positive response of 64 
percent, the majority of customers who participated in 
the research are also willing to participate in value 
co-creation. Hence, there is a high potential for new 

thinking modes and concepts among both groups; 
business executives and customers. As both 
beneficiaries are willing to participate in value 
co-creation processes to increase value proposition, 
the concept can be interpreted as being realistic and 
transferable to business life. 
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