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Transformative changes in society and service contexts call for dedicated investigation to set
future research priorities and provide guidelines for practice (Ostrom et al., 2021). The world
is experiencing significant changes (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2023; Ostrom et al., 2021), from
global pandemics, climate change, multiple wars, the widespread pervasiveness of digital
technologies, especially artificial intelligence (AI), the increased need for cybersecurity and
Al ethics (Breidbach and Maglio, 2020), concerns for sustainable ecosystems (Finsterwalder
et al., 2024) and the circular economy (CE) (Gain et al., 2026a), and increased customer
proactivity. These changes are impacting how service is designed and delivered. Yet, we
still know relatively little about the key forces, challenges and implications of these service
transformations.

This Special Issue seeks to address these critical areas. First, Al is impacting many aspects
of service. Generative Al (GenAl), with its ability to generate text, images, videos, or other
data using Large Language Models (LLMs) developed typically in response to word prompts
or instructions initially posed by humans, especially impacts service ecosystems. GenAl
models learn patterns and structure of the training data from which they can generate new data
and provide recommendations. Advances in Natural Language Processing and Deep Learning
in particular, are changing service research and practice, providing businesses with more
methods and techniques to analyze and generate data in innovative ways, particularly
unstructured textual data (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2024). These methods enable fine-grained
sophisticated data interpretation, allowing for deeper insights and more personalized customer
interactions, ultimately driving significant improvements in employee productivity, business
operations and strategic decision-making. LLMs offer significant opportunities as they work
on very large, disparate, previously unwieldy data sets to provide recommendations to a
business (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2019). But do they always work in the customer’s best
interest?

Digital responsibility is gaining importance in service (Breidbach, 2024; Wirtz et al.,
2023). While we have seen for some time AI agents acting on behalf of organizations, more
recently, attention is being given to addressing consumer vulnerabilities (Field et al., 2021) and
how digital technologies could assist (Jha et al., 2026). Further, it has even been proposed that
AT could or will attain consciousness (Francken et al., 2022), which may further benefit
consumers. Notwithstanding the potential benefits, researchers and practitioners need to
exercise caution to ensure Al follows accepted customer service practices, balancing
transparency and strategic interests (Snyder et al., 2022). Hence, it is important to (1) deeply
understand the roles human actors (customers and service providers) and Al actors play and
should play in service ecosystems in an increasingly digitalized world; and (2) put in place
frameworks, guidelines and guardrails, taking a “digitaltech-humanness approach” (McColl-
Kennedy et al., 2023) in order to build resilience in service ecosystems (Field et al., 2021).

The first of the seven articles, “Digital twins: a game changer in customer experience” by ‘
McColl-Kennedy et al. (2026), introduces digital twins to the services and customer I
experience (CX) literature to address complex challenges in CX management. Unlike
traditional approaches, which rely on customers or frontline service providers identifying a

problem after the event, a CX digital twin integrates real-time data streams with simulation Joumal o Sevice Management
capabilities to anticipate emerging issues and dynamically test potential intervention " pp. 561565
strategies. Drawing on insights from engineering, manufacturing, information systems and e s 17575620
computer science literature, this article positions CX digital twins as a transformative DOL10.10B30SN-- 2026 515
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JOSM proactive approach, recasting CX management to a focus on predicting and intervening in
37,4 contrast to attempting to address problems only after customers report them. The article
provides a five-step actionable roadmap (AAICE) — Assessing, Analyzing, Identifying, Co-
designing and Evaluating — designed to enable organizations to implement CX digital twins,
and concludes with five avenues for future research.

The second article co-authored by Breidbach et al. (2026) “Conscious artificial intelligence
in service” seeks to identify, analyze and explain the implications that could arise for service
settings if Al systems develop, or are perceived to develop, consciousness. Al consciousness is
the ability to acknowledge its own existence and the capacity for positive or negative
experiences. The article proposes and explores four hypothetical scenarios in which conscious
Al in service could manifest in the health service context. The authors integrate extant
literature on technology-enabled service, Al consciousness and Al ethics into the narrative.
This is designed to enable future service researchers to apprehend, explain and predict how
functionally conscious Al in service could unfold and provide practical implications, stressing
the ethical use of conscious Al as a distinct competitive advantage in the future. Achieving
this necessitates training, guiding and controlling how humans engage with such systems;
developing appropriate wellbeing protocols for functionally conscious Al systems and
establishing Al rights and governance frameworks.

The third article, “Artificial intelligence and work design: implications for frontline service
employees and future research” by Jooss et al. (2026), examines the impact of AT on the work
characteristics of frontline service employees and implications for their roles and future
research. Grounded in socio-technical systems theory, this article uses a five-pronged
conceptualization of AI in conjunction with the Stimulating, Mastery, Autonomous,
Relational, Tolerable (SMART) Work Design Model to examine the impact of Al on work
characteristics. Evidence is provided from five service sectors: education, finance, healthcare,
hospitality and retail, revealing context-dependent and technology-specific effects. The
authors argue that organizations can optimize service work through top-down redesign and
bottom-up crafting, jointly optimizing AI’s characteristics and SMART work characteristics to
improve both employee well-being and organizational performance. A conceptual model of a
socio-technical Al-work design system is presented, illustrating a dynamic co-design process
in which AI and work characteristics shape one another.

The fourth article by Snyder et al. (2026) “Balancing truth and lies: ethical management of
Al in service encounters” drills down on key ethical issues in the management of Al as a
frontline service technology in service encounters. It examines the phenomenon of lying by
proxy, in which AI, under human direction, may distort the truth to varying degrees, from
white lies to significant fabrications. The article reviews existing literature on deceptive
behaviors in service encounters, exploring AI’s potential as both a substitute for and
complement to frontline employees. Illustrative mini cases are provided to demonstrate how
the proposed conceptual framework applies to real-world contexts. A framework is offered to
guide organizations in the ethical use of AI within service encounters. The importance of
aligning AT applications with ethical standards to preserve trust and legal compliance while
highlighting AI’s potential to enhance the customer experience without breaching ethical
limits is highlighted and a research agenda is offered to guide future studies.

“Cyber-attackers as a social force: conceptualizing value sabotage in cybersecurity
services” co-authored by Bongiovanni et al. (2026), continues the “dark side” theme,
examining the role of cyber-attackers as a critical social force within the cybersecurity service
ecosystem. Building on service-dominant logic and ecosystem theory, a conceptual
framework is proposed, integrating attackers into the traditional service triad, reframing
them as attackers who influence value co-creation and service dynamics within the
cybersecurity industry. Cyber-attackers are viewed as agents of “value sabotage,” a novel
concept that captures how threat actors reshape service dynamics. Findings reveal attackers as
adversarial social forces driving innovation and adaptation in the CSaaS ecosystem. Analysis
of motivations and strategies reveals how their actions compel organizations and service
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providers to prioritize resilience and defensive value co-creation. In turn, attackers’ actions Journal of Service
“sabotage” the value co-creation process. Framing attackers as malicious orchestrators of Management
disruption, this article offers a new lens to understand how threat actors shape service design,
resilience and co-creation strategies in digitally mediated service environments.

The sixth article, “Navigating circular economy adoption: a service ecosystem
perspective” by Gain et al. (2026b) continues the ecosystem perspective to examine the
important service ecosystem of the CE, providing a novel conceptual framework to explain
the processes facilitating a system-wide transition towards the CE. The framework aims to
provide CE scholars, practitioners and policymakers with a deeper understanding of how to
navigate the complex government-led initiatives aiming to facilitate a large-scale transition
from a linear to a CE. The framework is illustrated using the example of Australian
government initiatives aimed at reducing food waste. The Circular Service Ecosystem
(CSE) Adoption framework and illustrative case identify the key processes that facilitate
CE adoption. In particular, the framework shows how CSEs evolve through dynamic states
(from reproducing a linear economy paradigm to transitioning to a CE paradigm). CSE
adoption is facilitated by mobilizing driving processes of evolution towards CSE and
managing its inhibitors.

The final article in this Special Issue, “University-industry collaboration for Al-driven
service innovation” by Kris et al. (2026), demonstrates the importance of universities
and industry working together to deploy Al-driven service innovations. Service innovation
is undergoing a fundamental transformation due to digitization, sustainability imperatives,
platformization and particularly the rapid diffusion of AI. Thus, Al-driven service
innovation requires specialized and domain-specific expertise, which can be derived from
university— industry collaboration (UIC) contexts. Using a qualitative, illustrative case
study research design featuring expert interviews and secondary data sources, data were
analyzed using interpretive thematic analysis and augmented with deductive insights from
the literature. Drawing on service-dominant logic and service ecosystems literature, a
framework designed to enhance the success of UIC for Al-driven service innovation is
proposed. The framework incorporates mechanisms for thriving partnerships and defines
how Al-driven stakeholder value can be enhanced. The framework identified key enablers,
processes/practices and outcomes/benefits of UIC for Al-driven service innovation and
offers a future research agenda.

The Guest Editors wish to thank all 43 authors from ten different countries (Australia,
Belgium, Chile, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, Singapore, Sweden, the United Kingdom
and the USA) for their insightful contributions and their diligent revisions to the articles in this
special issue. Thanks also go to the reviewers for their helpful suggestions designed to improve
the manuscripts. Thanks go to Professor Jay Kandampully, the previous Editor of the Journal
of Service Management and the current Co-Editors-in-Chief Professor Sertan Kabadayi and
Professor Linda Alkire for their advice and encouragement. Finally, thanks to Dr Fiona Willer,
who assisted us with the organization of events and to the Service Innovation Alliance
Research Hub, at the Business School, The University of Queensland, for providing funding to
assist this international initiative.
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