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Talking bodies: an embodied approach to service employees’ work 
  

 

 
Purpose – The purpose is to study the embodied nature of service employees’ work in human 
touch contexts.  
  
Methodology – The paper adopts the practice theory as its interpretive approach, using focus 
group interviews with service employees from different industries. 
 
Findings – The study identifies four practice bundles related to the embodied dimension of 
service employees’ work: orienting, attuning, connecting and wrapping up. The findings 
illustrate how employees’ knowledge, skills and capabilities are employed via the body. 
 
Practical implications – The study provides guidance for managers to use an embodied 
perspective in the management of service employees. 
  
Originality/value – This study contributes to the discussion on embodiment in service 
encounters by highlighting the embodied nature of service employees’ work. 
 
Keywords: Service employee, service encounter, embodiment, practice theory, focus groups, 
emotions, customer service 
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1 Introduction 
 
Service research has devoted a considerable amount of attention to understanding what 
makes up service experiences; however, this has mostly been done from the customer’s or 
management’s perspective (Ostrom et al., 2015). The employees’ side has remained 
understudied, even though employees’ influence on the customer experience and a 
company’s financial performance is widely recognised (e.g., Jasmand et al., 2012; Wirtz and 
Jerger, 2017). Because enhancing service experiences has been listed as a research priority in 
the literature (Ostrom et al., 2015), we argue that employees’ experiences require more 
attention. Specifically, we are interested in the embodied nature of service employees’ work; 
thus, in this view, service employees are perceived as sensing and reflecting agents. This 
means that they employ their bodies to learn and develop their competences (Willems, 2018), 
which in turn guides their perceptions and actions towards customers. This approach allows 
us to make the invisible ‘work itself’ seen by focusing on embodiment in (real-time) practical 
action during the service encounter (Palmer and Simmons, 1995; Sundaram and Webster, 
2010).  

The interaction and emotional connections between the customer and employee are 
considered key factors for successful service encounters and a source of competitive 
advantage (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2009; Lloyd et al., 2011; Solnet et al., 2019; Kuuru et al., 
2020). We know, for example, that customers have a tendency to mirror employees’ 
emotions during an encounter and that emotions affect service outcomes (Söderlund and 
Rosengren, 2004; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006; Echeverri and Salomonson, 2017; Wirtz and 
Jerger, 2017). Still, we do not know how employees build these emotional connections in 
practice, and we suggest that the embodied approach can help us explore this further (Pugh, 
2004; McColl-Kennedy et al. 2015b; Echeverri and Salomonson, 2017).  

In the literature on service encounters, embodiment has mostly been studied as nonverbal 
behaviour (Lloyd et al., 2011; Wirtz and Jerger, 2017). By contrast, the organisational and 
management literatures hold a more holistic perspective, showing how employees become 
skilled through their bodies (e.g., Sandberg and Dall’Alba, 2010; Willems, 2018). Moreover, 
consumer studies have conducted important work that regards embodiment as part of 
consumption experiences and practices and of the way consumers interact with the material 
world (e.g., Valtonen and Närvänen, 2015; Murphy et al., 2019). This more holistic outlook of 
embodiment in service work is missing from service research, even though it could provide 
important insights for enhancing service experiences for both customers and employees.  

Increased interest is being shown in the role of digitalisation and artificial intelligence (AI) 
for various service encounters (Bowen, 2016; Larivière et al., 2017; Wirtz and Jerger, 2017; 
van Pinxteren et al., 2019). Moreover, many service businesses are rapidly adopting self-
service technologies (SSTs) to improve their efficiency, which accelerates the movement away 
from human touch (Giebelhausen et al., 2004; Solnet et al., 2019). The digital world is 
sometimes seen as a substitute for human touch, but embodiment is something service 
providers should consider in all of their forms of services—customers are people first and 
consumers second (Schneider and Bowen, 1999; Solnet et al., 2019). This means that even 
though interacting with digital devices and interfaces may make the service encounter more 
efficient, as people, we still have a basic need for human interaction and contact that can only 
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be addressed by employees (Maslow, 1954; Naisbitt, 1982, p. 52). Human touch occurs in 
interactions when two or more human bodies affect and are affected by each other in a way 
that produces positive feelings and sensations in an individual. Thus, service employees can 
also add ‘a unique dimension to technology, regardless of its functionality’ (Larivière et al., 
2017, p . 241). 

At the time of writing this study, in the spring of 2020, we were facing a real-life reminder 
of the importance of embodiment and human-to-human contact: the COVID-19 virus forced 
consumers apart and changed how we consume services. This global crisis highlighted 
people’s fundamental need for belonging and connecting with others—people began to miss 
the human touch. This is a call for service providers to consider the ways to include these 
human attributes in digital services. Thus, our study has timely implications for developing 
theory on embodiment in service research and for service providers who face an increasing 
need to digitalise their face-to-face service encounters. To integrate and deepen our 
understanding of the embodied nature of service employees’ work, we address the following 
research questions: What kind of embodied practices can be identified before, during and 
after the service encounter? What elements of practice (procedures, understandings and 
engagements) can be identified within these practices? 

Our article is structured as follows: First, we review the literature on embodiment and 
discuss the practice theory (Reckwitz, 2002; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015a), which serves as 
the analytical framework of the study. Second, we describe the methods and data that involve 
focus groups conducted with service employees. Because of the exploratory and interpretive 
nature of the current study, we focus on service contexts characterised by a high relevance 
of human touch, in which two or more bodies participate in the service encounter at the same 
time and place. However, in our implications, we also discuss the implications for other 
service contexts. As a result of the analysis, we identify four practice bundles that characterise 
employees’ embodied practices. Furthermore, we build theory on embodiment in service 
research by developing five theoretical propositions that integrate and expand on our 
findings. The article concludes with a discussion of the study’s theoretical and practical 
contributions, limitations and research opportunities. 
 
2 Theoretical background 
 
2.1 Considerations on embodiment 
 
Embodiment has been discussed in the service literature mostly in terms of nonverbal 
behaviour while recognising that interpersonal skills are fundamental to service work (Lloyd 
et al., 2011; Wirtz and Jerger, 2017). Sundaram and Webster (2000) examined nonverbal 
behaviour during service encounters but highlighted that it is unclear how service employees’ 
embodied actions affect customer experiences. By focusing on visible cues (e.g., gaze, bodily 
position and touch), Echeverri and Salomonson (2017) studied embodied co-creation in 
service interactions and discovered that service encounters are mutual—the employees’ and 
customers’ nonverbal patterns shape the encounter and move it forward. Thus, both 
employees’ and customers’ actions matter, and the encounter is a joint effort. In the view of 
Palmer and Simmons (1995), embodiment can be identified as a communication vehicle in 
service employees’ work: employees’ gestures, position and gaze are not only being evaluated 
by the customer, but they also serve as employee tools to read the customer and make sense 
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of their needs and wants; this notion highlights the body as an active and relational agent that 
is affecting and being affected by other bodies (Valtonen and Närvänen, 2015). Kuuru and 
Närvänen (2019) identified nine themes of embodied interaction in the context of group 
fitness services, including the observable interactions between the bodies and within each 
body. However, their study concentrated more on the customer’s perspective.  
  The interactive nature of service employees’ work relates closely to the concept of emotional 
labour, which was defined originally by Hochshcild (1983) as ‘the management of feelings to 
create a publicly observable facial and bodily display’ (p. 7). Still, even though emotional 
labour originally related closely to embodiment, more recent studies on the customer 
experience recognise an embodied display of emotions mostly as the regulation of visible 
actions (e.g., facial expressions, vocalisation and postures), which affect the customer 
experience (Grandey et al., 2003; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006; Du et al., 2011). However, 
employees’ internal, embodied processes of handling emotions are not conceptualised, even 
though service employees must continuously find a balance between their genuine, personal 
emotions and the emotional display shown to customers (Wirtz and Jerger, 2017). Moreover, 
emotional contagion, the flow of emotions from one person to another, occurs both at the 
conscious (surface acting) and subconscious (deep acting) levels (e.g., Grandey et al., 2003; 
Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006). Indeed, service employees both consciously manage their 
emotions during service encounters and act and display emotions automatically.  
  To enrich the research on embodiment in service encounters, we turn to sociology, 
management and organisational studies, where researchers have been interested in the topic 
for longer. Pierre Bourdieu, a renowned sociologist and one of the ‘fathers’ of the practice 
theory, argued that our body, language and temporality are inseparable elements of our 
habitus, a term used to refer to the idea that everything we have learned during our life is 
physically embodied (Bourdieu, 1990). Thus, service employees (and customers) bring their 
habituses to the service encounter, including their embodied skills, experiences, emotions 
and thoughts. Nonverbal behaviours are only the surface of embodiment. Employees’ 
embodied knowledge is harnessed to action via body techniques, the know-how involved in 
using our bodies (Mauss, 1973; Crossley, 2005). For instance, a taxi driver’s skill to drive a car 
resides in their body, and thus, the driver does not need to consciously think about driving 
when serving a customer. Instead, the driver’s resources can be focused on interacting and 
building emotional connections with the customer through verbal and bodily activities (e.g., 
small talk, gaze, presence) (Echeverri and Salomonson, 2017). Turning their attention to the 
working body, Hockey and Allen-Collinson (2009) noted that employees’ skills are not isolated 
in their bodies but rather always socially shaped—embodiment at work is simultaneously an 
individual and collective process. Sharma and Black (2001) showed how embodied sensations 
play a crucial role in the work of beauty therapists, who were more concerned about what 
they could do to make their customers feel better rather than look better. Crossley (2004, p. 
49) defined this kind of embodied feeling as ‘a practical sense of self and world derived from 
immersion to practice’. Strati (2007, p. 62) introduced the term ‘sensible knowing’ to describe 
‘what is perceived through the senses, judged through the senses, and produced and 
reproduced through the senses’. For example, in the taxi driver example from earlier, sensible 
knowing occurs when drivers usually know if the customer wants to talk or not by reading and 
interpreting the customer's body language (Echeverri and Salomonson, 2017). Sensible 
knowing encourages a critical examination of service employees’ work by observing the 
relations between the body, knowing and practices. Gherardi et al. (2013) identified three 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-02-2020-0060


This is the authors’ post-print version (peer-reviewed). Please do not cite this version. The 
final paper has been published in the Journal of Services Marketing. Doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-02-2020-0060  
 

 
5 

lenses through which the body within companies can be explored: ‘the body that works 
through the senses’, ‘the body that experiences through the senses’ and ‘the body that knows 
through the senses’. We focus on the body’s role in service employees’ work and draw 
inspiration from Willems (2018), who noted in his work on railway workers that it is the 
embodied knowledge and learning that makes it possible for workers to conduct any visible 
actions, that is, use their bodies. From this perspective, there is no distinction between acting, 
sensing, learning and knowing. 

 
2.2 Practice theory approach 

 
The practice theory (Bourdieu, 1977; Reckwitz, 2002) focuses on routinised types of 
behaviour that consist of forms of bodily and mental activities, objects and tools, as well as 
background knowledge that includes emotional and motivational components (Reckwitz, 
2002). Practices can be viewed as performances accomplished in real time in a certain unique 
context but also as identifiable entities that comprise recurring patterns of activity. Hence, 
for example, each performance of a beauty therapy session is a unique practice in a unique 
time and place, but we can generally identify the elements of this practice, such as the 
sequence of actions, the roles of the employee and customer and what is generally expected 
to happen (e.g., feelings of relaxation) during the practice, even without observing it in real 
time. We note that the locus of analysis is not the mind but the practice itself, including the 
roles of emotion, embodiment and volition (Warde, 2005). The practice theory has been 
applied in service research (e.g., McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015a; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015b), 
but its potential to yield practical business insights has not yet been fully explored.  

Sandberg and Dall’Alba (2010) have argued that all the components of human action 
should be understood through their embeddedness in practice rather than through cognitive 
terms (Schatzki, 1996, p. 13). This means that the social does not reside in the human mind 
but rather occurs in human interactions between the bodies (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015b; 
Chandler and Chen, 2016). Thus, the practice theoretical approach allows us to turn the focus 
onto the dynamic, embodied nature of service employees’ work: all actors influence and are 
influenced by others (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015a). Drawing on Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1968), 
we view practices as the processes of incorporating and absorbing new competences and 
understandings into our body, in turn transforming our ways of perceiving and acting (Yakhlef, 
2010; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015b). Echeverri and Skålen (2011) contend that the knowledge 
and capabilities located within a company are actually resident and become alive in 
employees and their work. Moreover, learning and knowing are embedded in practical, bodily 
and emotional experiences (Yakhlef, 2010). This intracorporeal turn highlights the way in 
which the sociality and historicity of learning are incorporated in the body (Yakhlef, 2010; 
Willems, 2018). This notion supports our argument that not all practices may be visibly 
observable; they may also take place in one’s body or between bodies. In this sense, learning 
and knowing go beyond what can be thought of and verbally articulated (Yakhlef, 2010). The 
practice theory provides us with a tool to shed light on these practices, which would remain 
hidden if concentrating only on what we see or on language and linguistically articulable 
thoughts (Rouse, 2006). 

 
3 Methodology 
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3.1 Data collection 
  

The current study is positioned within the interpretive paradigm, and the theories used 
(embodiment research and the practice theory in sociology) come from an interpretivist 
background. Because theoretical commitments always carry methodological implications 
(Moisander and Valtonen, 2016), we chose an inductive, qualitative approach, which is in line 
with the general purpose of interpretivism to understand what is happening in a given context 
(Carson et al., 2001). The current study’s purpose is also explorative; hence, qualitative 
research methods are appropriate. Focus group interviews were used because they permit 
an exploration of the research topic as a collective, shared phenomenon (Tadajewski, 2016). 
In addition, our prior experiences and preunderstanding from several service contexts provide 
complementary material. The selection of participants was purposive in that we recruited 
only service employees who had worked in the customer interface for at least two years 
(Goulding, 2012). We did not aim to have any specific business area for the study, instead 
looking to recruit people who found the research topic relevant and were interested in it, 
which is one of the preconditions for a fruitful focus group discussion (Morgan, 2002). The 
first author utilised her personal networks and contacted suitable companies for participants 
to attend the focus groups. Altogether, 21 service employees participated in the focus groups, 
which were divided into groups of eight, four, four and five employees. The appropriate size 
for a focus group is from two to ten participants (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016, p. 175) and 
four to six groups (Morgan, 1996); therefore, we considered both the total number and 
distribution of the participants among the focus groups to be adequate. Moreover, there was 
also evidence that data saturation was reached because the same themes began to emerge 
and repeat themselves within and between the focus groups (Saunders et al., 2018). The 
participants represented service fields that included fitness, photography, physiotherapy, 
restaurants, fashion, banking and insurance, beauty care and health care. Details of the focus 
group interview data are presented in Table 1. Both of the authors attended the first two 
focus groups, and the first author attended the last two. All focus groups were audiotaped 
and transcribed, resulting in 150 pages of data.  

The participants were asked to discuss their experiences at work and with customers. 
Because embodiment is a difficult topic to discuss and verbalise, the researchers helped the 
participants to orient themselves by beginning the discussion with questions like ‘What does 
the customer experience consist of?’; ‘How would you describe your work?’; and ‘What do 
you think is the most important in your work?’ In addition, we asked questions during the 
discussion to guide the participants in the right direction (e.g., What methods do you use to 
tune yourself into work mode? How do you know if the customer is satisfied or not?). 
However, the emphasis was on the flow of the discussion among the participants, with the 
researchers listening and only intervening in the conversation to specify something or to 
return to the research topic. The interactions in the focus groups reflected several realities 
because the participants represented very different fields of business (Threlfall, 1999), even 
though they also found similarities in their practices, regardless of the type of service. 

 

Table I. List of participants in the focus groups 
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Focus group Pseudonym (gender) Business Background 

1 Laura (F) Group fitness instructor 25 years 

1 Nina (F) Group fitness instructor 15 years 

1 Elisa (F) Group fitness instructor 15 years 

1 Jenny (F) Group fitness instructor 10 years 

1 Helena (F) Group fitness instructor 8 years 

1 Liina (F) Group fitness instructor 5 years 

1 Tiina (F) Group fitness instructor 20 years 

1 Erin (F) Group fitness instructor 2 years 

2 Markus (M) Photographer  20 years 

2 Juho (M) Snowboarding coach  15 years 

2 Liisa(F) Restaurant owner  25 years 

2 Eetu (M) Physiotherapist  5 years 

3 Pekka (M) Photographer  30 years 

3 Sanna (F) Sales person (fashion)  2 years 

3 Teemu (M) Restaurant manager  20 years 

3 Mari (F) Physiotherapist  7 years 

4 Onni (M) 
Sales manager (finance and 
banking)  30 years 

4 Nea (F) Group fitness  3 years 

4 Petra (F) Waitress 32 years 

4 Jerry (M) Osteopath 10 years 

4 Mia (F) Cosmetology / dance teacher 3 / 5 years 

 

3.2 Interactive data analysis 
  
The present study takes an inductive approach because the thematic analysis was data driven 
rather than theory led. The inductive approach implies that the identified themes are not 
created through previous research but appear by letting the reality tell its story (Patton, 1995; 
Gummesson, 2005). However, the practice theory was used as the analytical framework to 
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guide our attention to the practices that emerged from the data. The process of analysis was 
inspired by the hermeneutical helix (Gummesson, 2005)—we moved back and forth between 
the specific and general level and between data and theory, as well as preunderstandings and 
new information. This kind of interactive method (Gummesson, 2005) allowed space for 
inductive interpretations but kept us tied to our theoretical commitments (Braun and Clarke, 
2006) while allowing us to create new understandings of the research topic. In addition, the 
interactive method is suitable for studies that aim to develop new theories (Yadav, 2010) by 
moving from the unit of one service employee and business field to the practices shared and 
commonly used among service employees of different fields (Schau et al., 2009; Goulding, 
2012).  

Practice bundles were identified through a thematic analysis by coding, categorising and 
reporting the themes within the data (Bailey, 1994; Braun and Clarke, 2006). After three focus 
groups, we worked on identifying service employees’ practices from the data. The first author 
read the transcripts independently several times to develop an overall understanding of the 
material. She then reread the transcripts and listed the practices that emerged from the data. 
Next, she pooled similar practices into higher order categories to practice bundles. The 
conventional content analysis procedure (Patton, 1995) guided the iterative process of 
reading, assessment and theme identification. Thematisation was iterative until the themes 
became exhaustive (Bailey, 1994). After the first author had generated the practice bundles, 
the second author joined the process, commenting and reflecting on the identified bundles. 
Because the second author did not perform any raw data coding independently, we did not 
calculate intercoder reliability scores, instead relying on discussion and theoretical reflection 
regarding the themes. Finally, we created the first version of the holistic framework together 
by identifying four practice bundles. 

After the first round of analysis, the findings were surveyed further in a fourth focus group 
session. The aims of the post-review session were to verify our interpretations by presenting 
the findings to the participants and to enrich the data and ensure saturation. The focus group 
began with an open discussion of service employees’ practices. Next, practice bundles were 
represented one at a time using a PowerPoint presentation. The participants discussed the 
bundle freely before moving on to the next one.  

The participants agreed that the identified practice bundles were accurate and reflected 
their own experiences. The postreview session enriched the empirical material further: the 
existing findings were strengthened, and new valuable insights were brought forward. Finally, 
we defined the final themes by using the whole dataset. 
 
4 Findings: Embodied practices of service employees 
 
We identified four practice bundles (orienting, attuning, connecting and wrapping up) that 
capture how service employees’ work is strongly embodied before, during and after the actual 
service encounter with the customer. Moreover, we identified the elements of practice, 
revealing the understandings, procedures and emotional engagements (Reckwitz, 2002) 
related to each bundle. The practice-based framework on the embodied nature of service 
employees’ work is illustrated in Table 2. Practice bundles work together and foster each 
other (Schau et al., 2009), thereby forming a process in which the bundles continuously affect 
each other (Figure 1). The analysis reveals that most of the service employees’ work is 
embodied. 
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Figure 1. Practice-based framework showing the embodied nature of service employees’ 

work 

 
 
4.1. Orienting 
 
Orienting shows how participants prepare their bodies for the upcoming work. In a temporal 
sense, orienting practices may be conducted right before the work shift or may take place 
hours or even days before the work itself. As Onni (a service manager in the finance sector) 
put it, ‘If you really think about it, you have already started your working day and organised 
your activities before work in order to orient yourself. You do the things that make you feel 
good and positive and when you arrive at work, you are ready’. The practice theory argues 
that emotions are not entirely subjective; rather, these emotions are felt as a consequence of 
engaging in practices (Reckwitz, 2002). Thus, by intentionally engaging in pleasant activities 
before the actual service encounter, the participants start to experience the positive 
emotions needed in their work (Mattila and Enz, 2002; Wirtz and Jerger, 2017). The 
participants said that they had precise rituals that they performed just before their work to 
‘be in the right mode’, both physically and mentally. In organisational studies, workplace 
rituals have been shown to guide employee actions, helping employees in enhancing superior 
customer experiences; however, these rituals are typically set in place by the employer (e.g., 
documentation and repeating) (Erhardt et al., 2016). Orienting actions capture participants’ 
unique actions to prepare themselves for work; they also must take into account the 
guidelines given by the manager and be aware of what is expected of them. Thus, orienting 
also refers to a practice theoretical (Reckwitz, 2002; Schau et al., 2009) notion on the general 
procedures and rules that appear as guiding elements of service  work. 

Orienting actions relate, for example, to planning, going through upcoming tasks and 
familiarisation with the environment if the location for the service varies. In addition, clothing 
and participants’ appearance play a part in shaping these practices by constituting the social 
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roles (Sandberg and Dall’Alba, 2010) and building up protection and the participants’ self-
confidence and trust. Teemu (a restaurant manager) has had his own routines for years: ‘I 
have super accurate routines. I shower and shave my beard. I forget all my thoughts about the 
day and my actual work. So perhaps it's just like the way you use certain routines in sport to 
focus on the game. It is exactly like that’. Like Teemu, all the participants agreed that orienting 
actions are fundamental for them to turn their full focus on the customer—personal issues 
and emotions that do not belong in the encounter are set aside (Wirtz and Jerger, 2017). Tiina 
(a group fitness instructor) stated that she always needs some time alone before group fitness 
classes—she puts her earplugs in, listens to the music and goes through the choreography; if 
she does not do this, then she just spends a few minutes in silence to clear her head. By doing 
this, she reawakens herself and turns her focus to the upcoming work by forgetting any 
personal issues.  
 
4.2 Attuning 
 
The practice bundle of attuning refers to the way in which participants become skilful by 
bringing their bodies and senses in tune with the practical situations and environment (Strati, 
2007; Yakhlef, 2010; Willems, 2018). The participants described how they continuously read 
and interpreted embodied signs from the customers by focusing on their bodily movements, 
utterances, postures and expressions (Crossley, 2004, 2005). Issues related to the cultural 
context of the service encounter also shape practices, here in the form of important 
background knowledge (Reckwitz, 2002). For instance, Finnish people can be very sensitive 
about expressing their opinions, thoughts or emotions verbally in social situations, 
highlighting the need to focus on the customers’ embodied cues. As Teemu stated, ‘Many 
people avoid saying anything because they worry that we (the employees) will think they don’t 
understand, that they will look stupid. They may feel they don’t belong in this fancy situation’.  

Attuning captures the essence of service work. Participants’ bodies are not passively 
waiting for sensory stimuli but are actively immersed in the situation and oriented towards 
responding to signs from the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Participants ‘know’ what to search 
for in customers’ behaviour, posture or body movement. As Mari (a physiotherapist) said, 
‘You really need to root yourself in the situation and keep your antennae active, to sound out 
and feel the customer’. Participants do not see exercising, snowboarding or eating customers. 
Rather, they sense and feel individuals through their bodies (Crossley, 2004; Strati, 2007). As 
Laura (a group fitness instructor) put it, ‘You just somehow sense that here is somebody who 
is not satisfied, happy or completely with you at the moment’. Indeed, attunement has a 
strong emotional dimension, as Pekka (a photographer) recognised: ‘Personally, I sense and 
mirror people’s emotions somehow and many times, I think, I begin to feel in a similar way, I 
become part of their emotional world. In some ways, this is a good thing in photography 
because I sense how they feel and can suggest suitable options’.  

When attuned, participants may be able to ‘forget’ what is happening in the present 
moment (Willems, 2018). In practice, this means that, for instance, photographers do not 
need to concentrate on how to perform the task of ‘taking a photo’ because that knowledge 
inhabits their body. What allows them to forget is the participant’s ability to synchronise their 
body in a temporal sense. Participants bring their past experiences to the present through 
sensible experiences (Willems, 2018). Juho (a snowboarding coach) highlighted the 
importance of prior experiences: ‘If conditions are bad or something happens, you try to find 
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something that fits that moment. You draw from your own background with snowboarding, 
from all your experiences and thoughts, to find out what could work, although of course you 
need to be aware of your trainee’s interest’. Deployment of prior experiences does not refer 
only to theoretical but also practical knowledge. Of course, employees with more experience 
have more from which to draw on for the present. This liberates their resources to put more 
focus on the customers, whereas a new employee usually needs to put all their effort into 
implementing the basic tasks, not yet being skilled enough to ‘forget’. The fusing of 
knowledge and action usually becomes embodied and taken for granted over time (Hockey 
and Allen-Collinson, 2009; Murphy et al., 2019). In addition, having had experiences as a 
customer in their service context enhances an employee’s understanding of the customer and 
situation (Bourdieu, 1984) because every employee’s ability to learn to become an expert is 
tied to the shared learning that takes place in social networks (Mauss, 1973; Crossley, 2004). 
For example, many group fitness instructors felt they needed more time to visit other 
instructors’ classes, and interviewees working in the restaurant business reported visiting 
other restaurants regularly, taking the time afterwards to analyse their experiences.  
 
4.3 Connecting 
 
Connecting describes how participants harness the knowledge residing in their body 
(Bourdieu, 1990), something that can be gained through attuning (Willems, 2018) to visible, 
corporeal actions (Mauss, 1973; Crossley, 2005). To succeed, connecting requires an active 
connection between all practice bundles—participants build up the right mood for the service 
encounter in their orienting practices and gain important knowledge to manage connecting 
when attuning. Thus, all practice bundles relate and affect each other. Connecting occurs as 
an embodied interaction when participants and the customers affect and are affected by each 
other (Kuuru and Närvänen, 2019), hence leading to the building of emotional connections 
(Solnet et al., 2019). The participants described their aim of making the customer feel, for 
example, relaxed, comfortable, happy, special or the focus of the employee’s concerns. Here, 
the participant’s emotional state and mood during the encounter are important. When 
connecting, a participant’s body radiates emotions, and thus, for example, his or her positive 
and cheerful mood may trigger similar emotions in the customer (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006).  

All the participants agreed that it is fundamental for the employee to be continuously 
ready to modify their actions according to the situation. Mia (a dance teacher) said, ‘...if I have 
(dance) classes that I have planned … and then I notice that, okay, this doesn’t work today at 
all, then I improvise, pull a new idea out of the hat’. This recalls the analogy expressed in 
Murphy et al. (2019) regarding skilled, high-speed motorcyclists. Like the motorcyclists while 
driving, participants have ‘no time for reflection’ as they need to instantly shape their actions 
by drawing their understandings together, having no time for reflection (Schau et al., 2009; 
Chandler and Chen, 2016). This includes the employee’s continuous internal process of 
managing their emotions—discovering which emotions are spread around through visible 
actions and which ones are stored in one’s body, away from customers’ eyes (Hennig-Thurau 
et al., 2006; Wirtz and Jerger, 2017). Thus, connecting involves a great amount of creativity in 
using the body (Lai et al., 2014). 

Connecting includes, for example, paying attention to body posture, gaze and positioning, 
but it also contains touching and improving body language. Liisa (a restaurant owner) said, 
‘Especially at the start, when you introduce the menu, you need to be at the same level as the 
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customer. You can go and sit next to him but at the least you must position yourself somehow 
next to him and just talk’. Liisa’s comment turns our focus to the hierarchical setting that may 
arise between the employee and customer during the service process. Even though 
employees want to be considered professionals and create value with their expertise for the 
customer (Vargo and Lusch, 2008), at the same time, they aim to be seen as peers, hopefully 
reducing the distance between them. Similarly, Mari (a physiotherapist) described how all 
employees in the workplace, including nurses and doctors, wear casual clothes instead of the 
white clothes usually associated with medical staff. This reduces the hierarchical setting 
between the staff and customers. In addition, body posture and language may be used to 
foster the customer’s sense of trust in and closeness to the employees. This also requires 
continuous evaluation of the customer’s perception of the distance between bodies: 'You 
really need to read people. If somebody doesn't want to be touched and just needs their own 
space and peace. You just sense that now is not a good time to get closer’. This comment by 
Helena (a group fitness instructor) highlights the service employee’s role as a reader of tacit, 
embodied signs from the customer about what creates value for the customer (Echeverri and 
Skålen, 2011). 
 

4.4 Wrapping up 
 
Wrapping up captures the practices that participants implement during the last minutes of a 
service encounter, revealing how their experiences extend beyond the point when the 
customer leaves. The participants noted that they may ponder the service encounter and 
have diverse feelings (e.g., uncertainty, joy, relief, emptiness) even long after the encounter 
has finished. Many of the participants said that they felt uncertain at the end of an encounter. 
Elisa said, ‘Sometimes I still feel very insecure, like I’m not sure whether it went well or badly. 
I may feel great during the class but when customers leave the studio at speed with their 
serious faces on, I feel empty’. The participants turned to their bodies and their sensations to 
evaluate their success, but at the same time, they found it difficult to interpret the customers’ 
embodied cues. This may last for a long time after the encounter; the participants said that 
they might think about events numerous times and carry the sensations with them for some 
time. In addition, the participants said that it was important to discuss the most challenging 
moments and encounters with someone afterwards. In some cases where aftercare was an 
integral part of the company’s processes, but many participants said that they shared their 
experiences with their family and friends. Petra said, ‘At the least, I go through a lot of the 
situations with my co-workers and friends. You do not want to keep piling weight into that 
backpack so that it becomes so heavy you feel you are falling; you want to keep it so that you 
feel that your step is light’.  

Embodied practices play a crucial role in wrapping up. In addition to verbal interactions, 
the participants aimed to communicate a positive mood through embodied actions such as 
smiles, gazes, high fives, shaking hands or walking the customer out of the door (Palmer and 
Simmons, 1995). The participants said the worst thing that could happen was for the 
customer to not know what to do. Thus, the participants emphasised that it was important to 
stay close to the customer so that they could guide them smoothly out of the encounter. Mia 
(a dance teacher) said, ‘You need to pay attention to the customer until the end. Even if I was 
talking to a particular customer, I would keep my eyes open and watch the others. I make sure 
I’m always the last to leave the studio. It’s not like, when we finish a class, I wrap myself in my 
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own bubble and don’t care’. Thus, participants do not ‘shut themselves down’ immediately 
but stay with the customers for as long as needed. Many group fitness instructors said that 
they always made sure they were the last one to leave the studio and that, in doing so, they 
communicated to the customer that, as Niina (a group fitness instructor) put it, 'I’m here for 
you'. Petra (a waiter) said, ‘The last minutes of the encounter wrap the whole thing up. It is 
the moment when the customer usually decides whether to come back’. Indeed, the last part 
of the encounter was highlighted by the participants as a highly important element of the 
service process. The participants said that a careful wrap-up could even turn a bad experience 
into a brilliant one.  
 
Table 2. Practice bundles capturing the embodied nature of service employees’ work 
before, during and after an encounter 
  

Practice 
bundle 

Description Type of action Temporal and 
interactive 

aspect 

Quote Link to 
 the customer’s 

perspective 

Orienting Embodied 
actions that 

service 
employees 
take before 
the actual 

service 
encounter 

Understandings: 
Knowledge 
about the 

service 
encounter’s 

rules, 
procedures and 

customers’ 
special needs 

  
Procedures: 

Orienting rituals 
(e.g., showering, 

listening to 
music, doing 

pleasant things) 

  
Emotional 

engagements: 
Getting into a 
pleasant, open 

and positive 
mood 

Before the 
encounter. 

Internal 
processes in 
one’s body 
that are not 

observable by 
the customer 

‘I use my toilet trick 
often if, for 

example, I have a 
very energetic 

spinning class first 
or right after a 
class where I 

should be calm. If I 
feel hyperactive, I 

go to the toilet 
even though I 

might not need to 
and sit there for a 

few minutes. Then, 
when I come out, 

I’m ready’. 
Erin (a group 

fitness instructor) 

Service provider’s 
mood is an 

important factor 
for the customer’s 
service experience 

(Fowler and 
Bridges, 2012) 

 
The early stage of a 
service encounter 
tends to influence 
customers’ loyalty 
to a greater extent 
than others; thus, 

employees' 
readiness and 

careful preparation 
are required 

(Bitner, 1995) 
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Attuning Employees 
tune 

themselves 
into the 

customers to 
learn and 

interpret signs 
and to be able 

to modify 
their own 

actions 

Understandings: 
Knowledge and 
skills related to 
performing the 

service 

  
Procedures:  

Service 
performance, 

sensing 
activities related 
to observing the 

customer 

  
Emotional 

engagements: 
Mirroring the 

customer’s 
emotions, 

relating to the 
customer 

During the 
encounter. 

Internal 
process in 
one’s body 
that is not 

observable by 
the customer 

‘I sense that she 
doesn’t feel good 
at all (in front of 
the camera). Her 

body language tells 
me that she is very 

uncomfortable, 
even terrified … I 
need to live with 

that and gently try 
to trigger those 

emotions’. 
Markus (a 

photographer)  

Customers have 
their individual 

logic (e.g., needs, 
wants and 

expectations) of 
their experiences, 

and this is 
something they 

expect the service 
employee to take 

into account during 
the encounter 

(Kuuru and 
Närvänen, 2019) 

 
 

Employees’ 
embodied display 

of emotions affects 
customer 

experience 
(Grandey et al., 

2003) 

Connecting Employees 
harness the 
knowledge 
residing in 

their body for 
visible actions 

Understandings: 
Knowledge 

about using and 
moving their 

body in a certain 
way 

  
Procedures: 

Body language, 
utterances, 

posture, 
position, etc. 

 
Emotional 

engagements: 
Conveying a 

certain emotion 
to the customer, 

evoking the 
intended 

emotions in a 
customer 

During the 
encounter. 
Interactive 

process both 
within and 
between 

bodies 

‘If I see two people, 
say, turning 

towards each other 
or away from me, I 
sense that, okay, 
they need their 

own peace. I’m not 
then running 

around the table 
and asking 

continuously if the 
food is good, do 

they need 
something or 

would they like to 
have more water. 

Even so, I have one 
eye on them all the 
time, in case they 

need me'. 
Petra (a waitress) 

Customers 
interpret, sense 
and evaluate a 

service employee’s 
actions throughout 

the service 
encounter, which 

affects their 
emotional state 
and outcomes of 
the experience 

(Hennig-Thurau et 
al., 2006; Echeverri 
and Skålen, 2011; 

Söderlund and 
Rosengren, 2004) 

 
Customer 

engagement occurs 
through 

interactions with 
service employees 

(Lemon and 
Verhoef, 2016). 
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Wrapping 
up 

Employees 
wrap up the 
encounter 
with the 
customer 

while their 
own 

experience 
continues 

Understandings: 
Knowledge and 

skills to 
complete the 

encounter with 
the customer, 
knowledge to 
evaluate their 

own 
performance 
afterwards 

  
Procedures: 

Closing activities 
(e.g., shaking 
hands, gaze, 

smile, walking to 
the door). 

Talking with 
coworkers, 
friends or 
employer 

  
Emotional 

engagements: 
Ensuring 

customers leave 
the encounter 
satisfied, in a 

positive mood, 
unloading their 
own emotions 

During and 
after the 

encounter. 
Interactive 

process both 
within and 

between the 
bodies 

‘Of course, I also 
stand up, shake 

hands and walk the 
customer out of 

the office. We chat 
and maybe I help 

him to put his coat 
on’.  

Onni (a service 
manager) 

Finalising is a joint, 
sensitive effort 

because both the 
employee and the 
customer prepare 
to end the service 
encounter. Both 

parties aim to 
ensure that all 

actors leave the 
encounter with 
positive feelings 
(Echeverri and 
Skålen, 2011) 

 
The interaction at 

the end of the core 
service encounter 
defines the mood 

the customer takes 
with themselves 
when leaving the 
encounter, which 

affects the 
customer's 

commitment and 
trust towards the 

company 
(Voorhees et al., 

2017). 

 
Table 2 is a summary of our findings and illustrates how the practice bundles relate to the 
customer perspective. The customer perspective shows how the customer experiences, both 
positive and negative, depend on the employee’s involvement and skills. A service encounter 
is always a joint effort—the individual’s personal actions and emotions affect others and 
shape their experiences (Vargo and Lusch, 2008; Echeverri and Salomson, 2017). 
 
5 Discussion 
 
5.1 Reflection on the findings 
 
The purpose of the current study was to analyse how service employees incorporate their 
bodies in service encounters. To clarify the results, we have summarised our reflections on 
the findings into five key propositions (Belk et al., 2013). The propositions provide a novel 
perspective on the theories of embodiment in service encounters, here representing service 
work as bodily, emotional, expressive and socially constructed.  
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Figure 2. Propositions for expanding the view of the embodied nature of service employees’ 
work. 
 
Proposition 1: The human body is a central asset for service employees’ work before, during 
and after the service encounter. 
 

It counts so much for both negative and positive service encounters, I mean 
your presence and gestures. If you smile or not, how you use your body in the 
situation when the customer is, for example, threatening. Or if the customer 
says thanks, you don’t back off but you rather lean a bit forward and that 
signals oh thanks… You know, the trust appears between the bodies? … I think 
about it a lot and feel that it may be quite natural for many people in the 
service business that you read the reaction all the time. Like it becomes an 
internal part of you and improves the longer you have been working in this 
business. (Liisa, restaurant owner) 

 
Proposition 1 relates to all four practice bundles, underlining the involvement of the human 
body from pre-work practices to the practices taking place after the actual service encounter. 
The findings expand on the current notions of the human body in service work by showing 
how embodiment covers much more than the visible actions during the service encounter. 
Our findings draw a picture of a body that is continuously interpreting and acting within and 
between bodies (Valtonen and Närvänen, 2015; Kuuru and Närvänen, 2019). Employees gain 
knowledge and understanding via their bodies, in turn guiding their speech and actions until 
the end of the service encounter and even afterwards (Schau et al., 2009). Moreover, we add 
to the theories on emotional connections (e.g., Zomerdijk and Voss, 2009; Solnet et al., 2019) 
by highlighting the way in which service employees use the full range of bodily expressiveness 
to reflect and sense, thereby building an emotional connection with the customer.  
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Proposition 2: Pre-encounter practices allow employees to tune themselves into the coming 
encounter. 
 

When you enter the studio, you have already turned yourself into a ‘social 
animal’ and you are so open and all senses alert and ready to serve. (Tiina, 
group fitness instructor)  

 
The practice bundle of orientation captures the actions that enable the body to tune into 
‘being towards the thing’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 139). Prior studies have noted the 
importance of tuning in for enabling the body in action to be capable and skilful (Willems, 
2018; Murphy et al., 2019), but our results underline that embodied intentionality is required 
before an upcoming task. Careful preparation allows service employees to free up their 
resources to focus on the customer and achieve the correct emotional set-up with which to 
enter a service encounter. Tuning into an encounter with the appropriate emotional state 
affects the whole encounter: as a result of orienting practices, the customers sense an 
employee’s emotional state, not only from their nonverbal behaviour, but also from the 
employee’s attuned body, which radiates the appropriate emotions (Södenlund and 
Rosengren, 2004; Strati, 2007). This is important because customers often unconsciously 
absorb and mirror their employee’s emotions (Pugh, 2004).  
 
Proposition 3: Service employees become skilful through their bodies by reflecting and 
sensing the past to the here-and-now. 
 

Experience brings confidence and then you are able to give more of yourself 
as you don’t need to think about every little task and detail and you can be 
much more sensitive also for the changes happening during the encounter. 
(Sanna, salesperson, fashion)  

 
The practice bundle of attuning highlights the use of the body as a central asset for 
understanding other bodies (Palmer and Simmons, 1995; Crossley, 2005; Kuuru and 
Närvänen, 2019). Employees mirror the signs and cues, both verbal and embodied, received 
from customers and modify their actions to suit the customers in the best possible way. Thus, 
not only do customers mirror and copy employees’ emotions (Pugh, 2004), but employees 
also interpret and absorb the emotions of the customers. These notions complement the 
findings of Echeverri and Salomonson (2017) on the encounter as a joint, mutual effort. 
Furthermore, the concept of attuning implies that learning, rather than being based on 
language and verbal interaction, is based on tacit knowledge (Yakhlef, 2010). Thus, learning 
is a corporeal process of our bodies connecting us to the world and acting as a medium 
through which our understanding of our world emerges (Yakhlef, 2010; Murphy et al., 2019). 
Here, employees’ ability to engage with the ‘presence of the past’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 304) 
and immerse themselves into the situation here-and-now is crucial.  
 
Proposition 4: Rather than acting according to preplanned tasks, service employees create 
the emotional connection with the customer through creative acts performed in the here-
and-now. 
 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-02-2020-0060


This is the authors’ post-print version (peer-reviewed). Please do not cite this version. The 
final paper has been published in the Journal of Services Marketing. Doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-02-2020-0060  
 

 
18 

...in yoga class you need to continuously read if somebody doesn’t want you 
to come close or touch, like somebody wants their own space and retains the 
peace without me any closer… Like you sense it that you shouldn’t go and 
adjust that person but at the same time you feel how another customer craves 
for it. (Jenny, group fitness instructor) 

 
This proposition relates to the practice bundle of connecting, highlighting how employees 
connect with customers through visible bodily movements performed to produce a specific 
emotion, feeling or reaction in the customer (Mattila and Enz, 2002). The information and 
knowledge acquired through the body help to guide service employees in using their bodies 
in a certain way (Mauss, 1973; Crossley, 2005). Whereas current research on service 
encounters is rather task-oriented, we define service work as something more than 
predefined actions: service work is the holistic and creative acts performed in the here-and-
now (Lai et al., 2014; Chandler and Chen, 2016) and is often based on the embodied ‘feel’ 
(Crossley, 2004). These activities show how employees create emotional commitments 
(Schau et al., 2009; Solnet et al., 2019) by interacting with the customer. In particular, given 
our paper’s focus, the results show that much of the interaction between employees and 
customers is embodied, with their bodies affecting and being affected by each other (Kuuru 
and Närvänen, 2019). 
 
Proposition 5: Coping with the emotional load caused by the work is strongly embodied. 
 

I talk through many situations with my colleagues, employer and friends. I 
don’t want to grow my (emotional) backpack too heavy that I would fall but 
rather I want to take care that my step is light. If I can’t unload (things that are 
on mind) during the same day, at least I try to find time and place for it during 
the next week. (Petra, waitress) 

 
The often emotionally charged post-service encounter period is also part of the customer’s 
service experience (Maguire and Geiger, 2015; Voorhees et al., 2017), and the practice bundle 
of wrapping up illustrates that post-service practices are an integral part of an employee’s 
experience. These are the moments when employees can display emotions that have been 
suppressed during the service encounter (Grandey et al., 2003). Our results add to the existing 
studies on emotional labour by highlighting that the emotional load caused by the work is 
experienced as strongly embodied (Wirtz and Jerger, 2017).  
 
5.2 Theoretical contributions 
 
Despite the always accelerating adoption of digitalisation (Bowen, 2016; Wirtz et al., 2018; 
Solnet et al., 2019), the relevance of the human touch in service encounters should not be 
underestimated. Our study shines a light on the human factor, which is poorly identified in 
the current service encounter research and easily missed in digital services. However, because 
the practices taking place between and within bodies are important in service encounters 
(Crossley, 2005; Kuuru and Närvänen, 2019), ignoring embodiment leads to findings in which 
something essential is missing. It will continue to be difficult for any kind of automation 
system or AI to understand and interpret the ever-changing needs and wants of the living 
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customer and to adapt its behaviour according to the here-and-now, let alone building lasting 
emotional connections (Schau et al., 2009; Solnet et al., 2019). Indeed, attempts to embody 
the digital self need further development (Belk et al., 2015). Our results indicate that the 
encounter is a joint, interactive activity and, thus, that insights into the ways of adding a 
human touch to the digital world is needed. Companies that are the first to incorporate the 
human touch into their digitised service could be pioneers and might gain a significant 
competitive advantage.  

The present study also provides a methodological contribution to service research by 
utilising practice theory as a sensitising framework. The practice theory allowed us to break 
down the service encounter from an employee’s perspective, showing how an employee’s 
work is a bundle of embodied actions taking place before, during and after the service 
encounter. It also allowed us to theorise the body as an agent of knowing-in-action—the body 
is an agent with knowledge, and there are continuous interplays between past, current and 
future experiences. Thus, we argue that practices can be learned by cognition only to a certain 
extent; embodiment allows employees to deepen and habitualise the learning. 
 
5.3 Managerial contributions 
 
The embodied nature of service employees’ work requires special attention from managers 
on both the strategic and operational levels. We argue that managers should broaden their 
perspective to see that employees’ capability and readiness to be excellent workers extend 
to the moments before and after the service performance itself. Because employees’ tacit 
embodied practices make the service encounter flourish, we encourage managers to be 
curious, observe their employees in action and converse with them to identify the best 
embodied practices—sharing these experiences and knowledge would make the practices 
more explicit.  

Because our study defines service work as an employee’s creative acts in the here-and-
now, we recommend that managers seek a balance between the guidelines set by the 
company and employees’ freedom to act in ways they feel is best in the prevailing encounter. 
Our research provides guidance for managers in identifying employees’ embodied practices 
and suggests ways in which they might foster the accomplishment of such practices (Table 3). 
Moreover, companies providing digital services, including remote meetings, should train 
employees to convey a human touch in digital encounters. First, employees should be familiar 
with any technical issues related to the encounter so that they can fully focus on the 
customer. Second, employees need to practice being in front of a screen because it does not 
always feel natural at first and could disrupt the employee’s concentration. The employee’s 
personality and genuine interest in the customer should be communicated from screen to 
screen. This requires the employee to pay special attention to clear and confident 
communication because gestures and expressions are more difficult to interpret remotely. 
Differences between less and more experienced employees should also be considered when 
training employees about embodiment—guidelines are more useful for beginners, while 
those with more experience should be allowed to utilise their creativity.  

Finally, the COVID-19 crisis and the requirements of physical distance have made us realise 
as individuals, professionals and researchers how important the human touch really is. 
Moreover, the situation has forced us all to consider new ways to retain and create a sense 
of proximity and belongingness when the traditional ways of creating them are not available. 
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Thus, we believe that our findings on embodied service encounters expand our lens at just 
the right time and provide encouragement to consider basic human needs as a fundamental 
part of life at the personal, business and society levels. 
 
Table 3. Practical guidelines for managers 
  

Practice 
bundle 

Findings Practical suggestions for 
managers 

Orienting Employees have various and unique practices before work that 
help them turn themselves towards the service encounter. 

- Ensure adequate facilities 
for employees to prepare 
themselves before their 
work 
- Show respect for 
employees’ efforts to 
prepare themselves 
carefully for work, even 
before the work shift 
- Encourage employees to 
share the best orienting 
practices with each other 

Attuning Employees are attuning themselves to the customer and in this 
way can gain crucial information and learn; employees’ past 
experiences are joined to the present via their bodies, and this 
embodied knowledge guides their behaviour and visible actions 
with the customer. 

- Encourage employees to 
trust their bodies and their 
personal gut feelings as the 
basis of their actions  
- Offer training for 
employees to interpret 
customers’ nonverbal cues. 
- Organise employee 
sessions to discuss how 
experiences can be used in 
their work 

Connecting Employees use their bodies to connect, bond and build trust 
with customers; body language, movement and utterances are 
utilised to elicit certain reactions from a customer. 

- Organise training that 
focuses on improving body 
language and movement 
- Help employees become 
aware of embodied 
interactions 
- Provide opportunities for 
employees to take care of 
their own bodies 
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Wrapping 
up 

Employees should focus carefully on the final minutes with a 
customer; they affect the decision to return. Moreover, 
employees experience their work as emotionally exhaustive 
and, thus, have a need to unpack work-related emotions and 
issues afterwards. 

- Share the facts and 
research findings that the 
most unforgettable 
experiences tend to be 
strongly emotionally 
charged 
- Share the practices that 
ensure positive emotions in 
a customer  
- Understand that service 
work is holistically 
consuming and take care of 
employees’ well-being 

 
Limitations and future research 
 
We acknowledge that our approach towards studying the embodied nature of service 
employees’ work has some limitations. For one thing, the results of the current study are 
based on limited service contexts and, thus, do not provide widely generalisable findings on 
the topic. Another limitation is that the study participants all considered the topic to be 
important and interesting. Hence, the findings may apply more reliably to service employees 
who are already experienced, have a positive attitude and are enthusiastic about their work. 
Further research should be conducted on service employees in various industries to broaden 
the applicability of the findings. Although we utilised focus groups as our method to gather 
the data, on-site observations could be another way to deepen our understanding of service 
employees’ work. A limitation in the analysis is that inter-rater reliability was not calculated. 
In addition, the study was conducted in Finland; therefore, the results are culturally bound 
and cannot be generalised to all countries and cultures. The theory on high-/low-culture 
contexts of Edward T. Hall is one way to look at the differences between how cultures 
communicate. It has been argued that Finland has a high-culture context (Nishimura et al. 
2008), in which people are expected to ‘read between the lines’ in communication and where 
social relationships carry greater importance than in low-culture contexts; indeed, nonverbal 
cues may carry more weight in high-culture contexts. Although some caution should be taken 
with our findings, we still argue that in human interaction, embodiment is always present and 
influences any service encounter. More research is needed in other cultural contexts to 
substantiate our findings. A final limitation of the study is that by concentrating on the 
employees, we are missing the perspective of customers. Thus, further research should 
explore the two perspectives of embodiment in service encounters together. 

The current study encourages researchers to carry out further work, specifically by looking 
at how the body is both a subject and object. The different phases of the service encounter 
need to be studied in more detail, both in offline and online contexts. The temporality of 
practices and emotions should be further studied, as well as their spatiality. Indeed, because 
emotions are tightly intertwined with embodiment, emotional labour during service 
encounters would be worth studying further. In addition, the practice approach to service 
employees’ work should be further utilised because it helps both scholars and practitioners 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-02-2020-0060


This is the authors’ post-print version (peer-reviewed). Please do not cite this version. The 
final paper has been published in the Journal of Services Marketing. Doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-02-2020-0060  
 

 
22 

make service employees’ work more explicit. We hope to inspire scholars to consider 
embodiment as a key element of service employees’ work. 
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