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Analysing the potentiality in the application of the co-creation theory, this paper explores the benefits and opportunities that this approach can have on the strategic decisions of each company.
In this article the study begins with a definition of the strategy with its implications, subsequently analyzing how it can impact on the value creation.
The main focus will be the co-creation of value between the customer and the company, without forgetting the importance that each stakeholder has in this process.
Subsequently, the possibilities deriving from multi-channel communication will be examined, with emphasis on the role that social media has today.
This theoretical study will be accompanied by practical examples concerning the CitizenM, a company with a Human Centre approach, whose business is growing through a value co-creation approach.


DEFINITION OF STRATEGY
The concept of strategy was defined by Michael Porter as how, an organization, manages to have greater performance than competitors, therefore, how they manage to achieve a "Competitive Advantage". (Porter, 1985)
Porter underlines how the reason for failure in creating good strategies is found in the misconceptions about competition, or what it is and how it works. He argues that to prevail over competitors, the secret is not trying to "be the best" but, instead, being unique. By adopting this strategy, each company should meet different target customers’ needs and compete through the innovation.
An effective strategy, therefore, makes it possible to distinguish the organization in understanding and satisfying customers’ needs and, to implement it, every choice must be made based on the answer to six key questions. (Porter and Lee, 2015)
They concern the definition of the goals to be achieved and the business in which the company operates, the analysis of the conditions with which it competes, the way how to differentiate from competitors, what synergies can be created across business units and the corporations and, the last question concern the definition of the segment, or the geographic area and scope.
This theory can, therefore, be applied both by the entire organization and by the internal business units then, in this case, in Marketing.
In an increasingly competitive environment, in which the words growth and innovation are the order of the day and the technology is increasingly developed, every marketing manager must understand the dynamics that influence the business in order to create suitable and competitive marketing strategies. (Pagani and Otto, 2013)
The first goal of every company is not about beat the rivals but is to earn a profit. This objective, however, is flanked by different players’ needs, with which the company must deal. They are called stakeholders.
To study the dynamics and the forces that influence the company, some tools have been created.
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Porter’s research has developed into the creation of a model called “The five forces” (Porter, 1985) or a tool that companies can use to assess their competitive position. This model aims to identify the forces that have an influence on the profitability of the company, and that can erode it, and which can decrease business’ competitiveness. The actor of these forces are the existing competitors, the possible new entrants in the sector, the suppliers, the buyers and the possible product or service’s substitute.
Another tool utilized in the study of internal company forces, invented by Albert Humphrey, is called SWOT analysis (Humphrey, 2005) which is a technique created to evaluate Strength, Weakness, Threat and Opportunity involved in a company.
Linked to the SWOT, another instrument can be mentioned. It is defined as PESTLE analysis (Aguilar, 1967), and it is useful to study the macro-environment factors that can impact on the company.
After the definition of strategy, this paper aims to identify and analyze value creation marketing practices, mainly studying the theory of co-creation and co-destruction.
According to the methodology used, the theory will be implemented in a case study, the CitizenM company, a service company operating in the hotel sector, a very competitive context and, therefore, suitable in measuring the practices utilized and the results obtained.

VALUE CREATION IN CO-CREATION STRATEGY
In literature, the phenomenon of value creation is defined as a result of deriving from the interaction between business and customers. (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014) This theory shows how, through the collaboration between company and customer, the business can achieve greater benefits, and therefore both are responsible in the value creation process of the product, or service, on the market.
As regards marketing and branding, the co-creation theory was recently conducted by Lusch and Vargo (Lusch and Vargo, 2016). This theory, therefore, seems to embrace not only the interaction between two actors, but between the company and all the stakeholders, or multi-directional interactions, defining all of them as co-creator. The empirical study has, however, a limitation since the only empirically analyzed relationship was that between marketers and customers, showing a lack of knowledge as for a more detailed practical level, how these relationships affect value remains a partly unexplained phenomenon. (Echeverri and Skålén, 2011)
On the other hand, the downside of co-creation is called co-destruction, defined as an interactive process between the company and its customers, which, as a result, shows the decline of one of the two systems. (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014) Studying the “dark side” of the theory is becoming increasingly interesting as one of the main challenges faced by scholars is the understanding of conditions leading to positive or negative results of the interaction.

CO-CREATION IN THE BRAND 
Co-creation theory results crucial if applied in a company's branding strategy. This paper will be based mainly on the principle of participation of all stakeholders in creating value, with a focus on the customer-company relationship and a client-center view.
Analyzing Merz and Vargo researches (Merz and Vargo, 2009) the value of the brand is built through a network of relationships with all stakeholders’ ecosystem and is defined as a constantly changing phenomenon, emphasizing the importance of engagement by all the participating actors.
Knowledge sharing is an indispensable element, but evidence shows that consumers rarely engage in co-creation alone, and it is precisely here that the company must play a fundamental role: develop consumer engagement and involvement through a series of ‘encounters’ and sharing of experiences and information.
Here it is essential to make a clarification, analyzing how important it is to pay attention to the customer's experience in its entirety, emphasizing the centrality of the customer’s end-to-end journey.
Nowadays, the interaction between the company and the customer takes place through a myriad of channels and these changes require a greater understanding of the client's journey and how the experience is perceived in it. The multiplication of channels and factors that can impact on the customer's experience, reducing the control of the business, requiring the firm to make a greater effort in creating, managing and controlling these elements. (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016)



CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE THROUGH HIS JOURNEY
The definition of customer experience, in the literature, has been studied and revisited several times. It has been viewed from different perspectives: from the point of view of the company, that design the experience that the customer will receive; from the point of view of the customer; or from the co-creation perspective, where the customer experience derives from a series of interactions between different actors and the client’s role is recognized as fundamental. (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016)
This experience is then created in a dynamic process, within what is called "customer journey", across multiple touchpoints. They are influenced by internal and external factors, of which only some are under company’s control and, at the same times, they incorporate past experiences.
According to Baxendale (Baxendale et al., 2015) four categories concerning customer touchpoints can be identified. Understand them is important as the customer interacts with these touchpoints at every stage of his experience and they create a framework to recognize the potential leverage point in the customer’s journey.
The first category is called ‘Brand-owner touch point’ and it concerns all those factors that are managed and influenced only by the company. These include all the media and marketing mix elements under firm’s control and can be affirmed that the perception of them, studied several times in the literature, continues to have a great impact on customers preferences and attitudes. (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016)
‘Partner-owned touch point’ is the second category and regards all these touchpoint designed, managed and influenced by the company and its partners (multi-channel distribution partners, marketing agencies,..). Understanding how they can influence customers experience can be more difficult and the literature underlines as the line between this and the first category may be blur.
‘Customer-owned touch point’ evaluates all those actions under customer control, and it concerns those choices that neither the company nor the partners can control, such as the thought that customers have about their needs. Recent studies underline how this category can create value if we consider customers as co-creators of value. (Lusch and Vargo, 2016)
The last category regards the External touch points composed of all those elements concerning, for example, environment or other customers’ ideas, which can influence the customer's perception.
In addition to this, we must not forget that past-experience has a great impact on the present, affecting expectations and future usage.
In the experience value’s creation, brand co-creation requires a continuous dialogue between the customer (and stakeholder) and companies, following the principle of transparency. This provides a feedback which can be exploited by the firms in improving customer experience.Espandi

In order to understand the theories introduced above, examine them from a practical perspective facilitates understanding. Below, the example of the CitizenM company will be analyzed, given its relevance in the use of co-creation theory.
The CitizenM company was founded in 2005 with the aim of ‘provide affordable luxury to modern travelers’. (Citizenm.com, 2019) The company was created with the idea to disrupt the traditional concept of Hotels, designing unique hotels around a new traveler’s type, in all major cities, with affordable prices. Their value proposition consists in achieving high profitability and return through an innovative strategy focused on the customer experience. Today, they count 15 hotels, with a very high growth prospect.
Their innovative strategy born on the observation that, over the years, the customer’s needs changed, and a new type of traveler has emerged. (ReviewPro, 2019) Operating in a technological era, CitizenM relies on digital communication strategies, and online feedback is relevant information utilized in business growth. One of the main strengths of the company is transparency, as the brand is focused on content creation, sharing the information through their social network. They created a digital magazine, utilized to share brand information to everyone.
The co-creation theory is at the base of the company and is particularly evident in the digital communication strategy, in which customers are encouraged to share their experiences online, in order to incorporate them into the content creation process. It, therefore, emerges from the transparency and dialogue that the company seeks to establish with customers both physically, on-site, and online.
It is right to specify the role that social media plays within the co-creation theory. 
 
THE ROLE OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN CO-CREATION
Social media has dramatically influenced information sharing, changing the relationships between businesses, society and individuals, becoming a strategic choice for a firm in building value. (Cheung and To, 2016) In nowadays context, customer involvement in social media is increasing, becoming more reliant on obtaining information and suggestion through these platforms. People are increasingly interested in using social media in the co-creation process, as a key channel for providing innovational ideas and sharing their experiences, facilitating dynamic interactions between actors.
The backdrop of this phenomenon is the ease with which customers can complain, sharing their dissatisfaction about numerous aspects of their experience. (Dolan, Seo and Kemper, 2019)
[bookmark: bbib73]The issue of complaining is more frequent in the tourist sector, where dissatisfaction occurs frequently. Answer to each of them is a crucial element for the business, intending to show trustworthiness and reliability to customers. (Sparks, So, & Bradley, 2016) The phenomenon of complaining on social media can have two effects, positive (co-creation) where it is used in improving satisfaction after recovery, or negative (co-destruction) where it has a negative impact on the business.
Examining the brand engagement and involvement, Gómez et al. affirm that they are positively related to social media brand communication, impacting on customer’s loyalty, connection and commitment with the brand. (Gómez, Lopez and Molina, 2019)
Regarding CitizenM, the company shows real attention to every feedback, positive or not, responding individually to each of them with the aim of emphasizing the importance of the ideas of each client and, at the same time, to use every criticism in a constructive way for the business.
Their strategy follows the philosophy of ‘Reverse thinking’, trying to understand the needs and wishes of customers to create an experience that completely satisfies them.
Certainly, social media is one of the most used communication methods but the interaction with the customer takes place through a variety of channels. Mentioning the word ‘Channel’, it refers to the interaction in customer contact point, not including one-way communication.

MULTI-CHANNEL COMMUNICATION
The proliferation of the communication channel became a challenge for firms, leading to the emersion of the “multichannel customer management”, or the coordination, evaluation and design of channels that can enhance customer value and experience. (Neslin et al., 2006)
The channel chose is driven by different factors as the preferences and perceptions of the customer, his learns from previous experiences and feedback from other customers or personal experiences. The choice of the customer, then, takes place on a two-dimensional level as he decides not only the company suitable for himself but also the communication channel with which to approach. The selection process, however, does not always follow a linear structure and reflects emotional, cognitive and behavioral aspects. (Wolny and Charoensuksai, 2014)
The decision-making process of any manager regarding the creation of a multichannel strategy must begin by studying the client's decision process. This process takes place primarily through the retrieval of data, their assembling and evaluation in order to achieve the knowledge needed to make efficient and consistent decisions. 
A multi-channel market has, of course, advantages, facilitating contacts between buyers and sellers in a myriad of options that fit in their different needs, but at the same time, it carries risks. It may erode loyalty as encourages in-depth research, which can lead the customer to purchase from different companies and can decrease the human relationship. Despite the risks, research shows that a multi-channel approach improves the positive perception of the company, with a potential greater loyalty and customer satisfaction and higher expenditure levels. (Neslin et al., 2006)
According to Stone, Hobbs and Kaheleeli, benefits concerning a multi-channel strategy can be observed in three aspects, that consider the benefits that work through efficiency, the ones that work through customers and the ones that work for customers. (Stone, Hobbs and Khaleeli, 2002)
Interpreting the efficiency benefits, the most important ones regard increased flexibility, eases information sharing, a greater potential for cost reductions and access to more customer information.
The benefits that work through and for customers, instead, refer to the presence of more possibilities for what concern opportunities, experiences and major choices.

Returning to the practical example of CitizenM, the company has focused on a segment of “traveling customers”, determined by very busy, technological customers who are looking for efficiency, simplicity and experience, deciding to focus just on a communication channel, the online.
The customer's experience, then, begins online, via the company's website or 'online agencies' such as Booking.com or Expedia.com.
After that, the customer experience proceeds in the hotel, through a self-service check-in with the support of the staff, where the time required to carry it out does not take more than a minute.
This is a synonym of efficiency in terms of time and cost reduction but clearly, it required a lot of investment in technology. The decision to predominantly use only one communication channel was taken based on the chosen target and its needs. (Citizenm.com, 2019)

After analyzing the co-creation theory based primarily on the customer journey and the possible benefits of multi-channel communication, the focus shifts to the importance of applying this theory with all stakeholders.

STAKEHOLDER CO-CREATION 
Research has always emphasized the co-creation process through the company-customer relationship, but it is important not to forget the benefits that can be obtained if this theory is applied in a multi-stakeholder ecosystem.
Vargo and Lusch recognize that a value created utilizing a multi-approach is greater than the one created between two entities. (Vargo and Lush, 2004) The companies, nowadays, are embedded in a multi-stakeholder’s network that includes customers, but as one of the participants in the process, not as the only one. Driessen, however, underlines how in the academic discussions, the role of the other stakeholders remains undeveloped, as the debates are more focus on customer’s role in co-creation. (Driessen et al., 2013)
Analyzing a stakeholder marketing perspective, many different interest and values can be found, with possible conflicts between them. Establish the connection and link between stakeholders’ values and needs is fundamental to the creation of a strategy that is suitable for different group’s interests.
This technique develops unique knowledge’s opportunities and a new challenge for the firms. The actor involved in the value creation process are numerous and they include customers, competitors, suppliers, employees and many other groups that can provide information and experience to the company.  (Pera, Occhiocupo and Clarke, 2016)
In sum, a stakeholder approach requires a major effort in the analysis of the environment and data collection, raising new challenges but which, however, brings out more opportunities in business growth and development. (Kazadi, Lievens and Mahr, 2016)
The multiplicity of managerial perspective is evident in the CitizenM case-study as the company shows great communication not only with customers but also supports feedback from its employees, considered as the 'engine' of the customer's experience. But not only, the message that the company shares regard the encouragement of the employees, customers, partners and all the community in order to create the highest integrity, in line with the company philosophy. (Citizenm.com, 2019)

In conclusion, after analyzing the benefits of the application of co-creation theory, it can be stated as before being able to make efficient and effective strategic marketing decisions, it is the manager's task to carry out an in-depth analysis of the needs, wants, opportunities and risks that the various actors and the environment can offer him. 
Communication and transparency throughout all the process are, therefore, the most important means, which can guarantee the creation of a unique, innovative and sustainable strategy over time.
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