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Abstract  
The concept of experiences may not be all that revolutionary or new, however, the 
notion of an economy where experiences make up the core of all businesses is. This 
suggestion was made by Pine and Gilmore in 1999 in their bestseller “The Experience 
Economy”, and since then, the concept has received a lot of positive attention. Critics 
of the authors’ proposal still remain few in number, and there is a lack of research re-
garding experiences and consumers.  

As the authors of this thesis we posed ourselves positive to the Experience Economy 
in general, but also a bit hesitant to the idea of companies offering experiences in all 
consumer contexts. Due to the lack of research regarding the demand side, we set out 
to explore the phenomenon of the Experience Economy from the perception of con-
sumers. By doing so we hoped to find whether or not a foundation for Pine and Gil-
more’s (1999) idea exists. 

In order to explore consumers’ perceptions of the Experience Economy, we focused 
on what is at the core of the concept – experiences. A qualitative research approach 
was decided upon, and three focus group interviews were conducted. The focus 
groups were made up of young consumers, parents of small children, and middle aged 
consumers. 

The empirical findings indicate that a foundation for the claim that the Experience 
Economy is emerging does exist, at least to the extent that no substantial barriers 
have been identified. However, we believe that the notion of an experience-based 
economy is only to be discussed if the concept is somewhat widened in its claims. 
That is, our summation of the consumers’ perceptions of the Experience Economy 
suggests that experiences need to be viewed as existing along a spectrum, ranging 
from a negative to a positive extreme. Rather than just being at the positive extreme, 
as indicated by scholars, we believe that staged experiences in the Experience Econ-
omy will range from the spectrum’s neutral centre to only on rare occasions touch 
upon the extraordinaire.  
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Psssst... Sit back for a minute. Close your eyes and take a deep 
breath… Breathe in… Breathe out... Relax…  

 

Is that a suspicion of a smile? 

 

 

 



 

 ii

Table of Content 

1 Introduction............................................................................ 1 
1.1 Background..................................................................................... 1 
1.2 Problem Discussion ........................................................................ 2 
1.3 Purpose........................................................................................... 2 
1.4 Disposition ...................................................................................... 3 

2 Frame of Reference ............................................................... 4 
2.1 Introduction to the Frame of Reference.......................................... 4 
2.2 Defining Experience........................................................................ 4 
2.3 The Experience Economy............................................................... 7 
2.4 The Experience Realms ................................................................. 9 
2.5 Customer Involvement.................................................................. 11 

2.5.1 Individual Factors ............................................................... 11 
2.5.2 Product Factors.................................................................. 12 
2.5.3 Situational Factors ............................................................. 13 

2.6 Transportation through Time and Space ...................................... 14 
2.6.1 Prior to the Experience....................................................... 15 
2.6.2 The Experience Encounter ................................................ 15 
2.6.3 After the Experience........................................................... 16 

2.7 A Note of Criticism ........................................................................ 16 
2.8 Research Questions ..................................................................... 17 

3 Method.................................................................................. 18 
3.1 Methodological Approach ............................................................. 18 
3.2 Research Approach ...................................................................... 18 
3.3 Research Method.......................................................................... 19 
3.4 Focus Groups ............................................................................... 20 

3.4.1 Number of Focus Groups................................................... 21 
3.4.2 Size of Focus Groups......................................................... 22 

3.5 Selecting Participants and Recruitment........................................ 22 
3.6 Preparatory Interviews.................................................................. 23 
3.7 Conducting Focus Groups ............................................................ 24 

3.7.1 The Pilot Focus Groups ..................................................... 25 
3.7.2 The Focus Groups ............................................................. 25 

3.8 Analyzing and Interpreting the Empirical Findings ....................... 26 
3.9 Trustworthiness............................................................................. 26 

4 Empirical Findings and Analysis ....................................... 29 
4.1 Introduction ................................................................................... 29 
4.2 Summary of the Focus Group Information ................................... 29 
4.3 How do Consumers Define an Experience?................................. 30 
4.4 To what Degree do Consumers want to be Involved in 
their Consumption? ................................................................................. 33 
4.5 To what Degree do Consumers want to Escape the 
Ordinary through Experiences Staged by Companies?.......................... 36 
4.6 How do Consumers Perceive the Experience Realms?............... 39 

5 Conclusions ......................................................................... 44 



 

 iii

6 Final Discussion .................................................................. 46 
6.1 Collecting the Thoughts ................................................................ 46 
6.2 Go Ahead and Try!........................................................................ 46 

References................................................................................. 48 



 

 iv

Figures 
Figure 2-1 The Experience Realms (Adapted from: Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 

30, adding Mossberg’s (2003) reflections)........................................ 10 
Figure 2-2 The Springboard Metaphor (Source: Mossberg, 2003, p. 74). .... 14 
Figure 5-1 The Experience Spectrum............................................................ 45 

 
Tables 
Table 2-1 Main Characteristics of Experiences as an Economic Offering ...... 7 
Table 2-2 Economic Distinctions (Source: Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 6) .......... 8 
Table 4-1 Summary of the Focus Group Information .................................... 29 

 
Appendices 
Appendix 1 – The Ground Rules ................................................................... 52 
Appendix 2 – The Initial Questioning Route .................................................. 53 
Appendix 3 – The Interview Guide................................................................. 55 
Appendix 4 – The Questioning Route Revised.............................................. 56 
Appendix 5 – Illustrating the Examples.......................................................... 59 
 



 Introduction 

 1

1 Introduction  
In this chapter we describe the background to why we sought to explore the Experience 
Economy and why we chose to do it from a consumers’ perspective. Next, we present the 
purpose of our thesis which was generated from the background and problem discussion. 
Finally, the disposition of the thesis is presented.  

1.1 Background 
After having watched a stunningly 168 0001 cubic meter of water go over the crest 
line every minute at the Niagara Falls with no more than a shrug, we looked at each 
other wondering what could possible be the reason for our lack of excitement. After 
discussions with fellow members of the twenty-something generation, we soon real-
ized that we were not alone feeling “is this it?”, and that the feeling is present in 
many contexts of our lives. Not only did we experience a lack of excitement when 
watching one of the world’s most famous tourist attractions, but also when consum-
ing goods and services in general. Could it be that our generation, through an up-
bringing in a society of endless choices, has become too spoiled to appreciate what is 
being offered to us? Could it be that despite all choices available to us, we still feel 
that none of them provides that extra gold-rim to our lives? 

Following the discussion we started ventilating ideas from a business point of view. 
What could possibly be done in order to revive people’s consumer enthusiasm? By 
coincidence, we came across Pine and Gilmore’s bestseller “The Experience Econ-
omy” (1999), and Rolf Jensen’s “The Dream Society” (1999). The books offer two 
distinct, but not entirely different, creative solutions to the problem of consumer 
boredom. The books provide insights into a future where companies no longer com-
pete on the grounds of goods and services, but on the basis of experiences and story-
telling. Paint-ball games, wine-tastings and restaurant visits are examples of experi-
ences. Free-range eggs with the underlying story of happy hens represent the Dream 
Society. These are examples of a trend towards satisfying emotional rather than func-
tional needs (Mossberg, 2003). 

In the Experience Economy an experience is created when companies “engage custom-
ers in a memorable way” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 4). This is done through the stag-
ing of experiences. Through this earlier unarticulated way of delivering value, com-
panies will be able to charge higher prices for their offerings. Pine and Gilmore (1999) 
thus see experiences as constituting an additional level of delivering economic value. 
Companies are constantly looking for new ways to compete, and after having been 
stuck in the peaking service sector for quite some time, it is now time to move on 
into the new economy. 

While Jensen’s (1999) Dream Society characterizes a society where emotions color 
our way of living, the question remains as to whom will stimulate consumers’ emo-

                                                
1 Source: http://www.infoniagara.com/other/fast_facts/index.html 
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tions? From a business point of view, Pine and Gilmore (1999) provide the answer to 
this question as they present arguments to why businesses should engage in staging 
experiences. The idea of adding experiences to an offering might not be all that new 
or revolutionary, but before “The Experience Economy” nobody viewed experiences 
as constituting a separate economic offering, and most certainly nobody thought of 
the phenomenon as making up a new economy.   

The Experience Economy has gained more ground than the Dream Society, and pro-
vides a clearer framework for staging experiences. In our thesis we have therefore 
chosen to investigate the concept of the Experience Economy in-depth. Also, the 
concept allows consumers to occupy an active role and become a co-producer - a 
fairly tempting offer for those who have it all. 

1.2 Problem Discussion 
Pine and Gilmore (1999) argue that it is essential for all companies to adapt to the 
new conditions set by the Experience Economy. Every company, no matter what 
line of business, needs to recognize experiences as a “distinct economic offering [that] 
provides the key to future economic growth (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. x). Pine and Gil-
more (1999) are thus suggesting that experiences can and should be adopted by all in-
dustries and that the concept can be applied to both goods and services. As the au-
thors put it; “even the most mundane transaction can be turned into memorable experi-
ences” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 4).   

Even though we are fascinated and respond positively to the Experience Economy 
concept, we are also surprised to find an almost complete lack of criticism of Pine 
and Gilmore’s (1999) ideas. We agree that experiences could very well be what con-
sumers are looking for, but do we really want it in all consumer contexts of our lives? 
Is a person who has forgotten his or her toothbrush on a business trip really inter-
ested in having an experience at the convenient store, or would an experience in this 
situation be more disturbing than enchanting? Maybe the Experience Economy is 
more likely to become just another tool for industries rather than a new economy. 

In our opinion, the Experience Economy has been welcomed with such enthusiasm, 
that possible limitations have simply fallen into oblivion. We therefore wish to ex-
plore the Experience Economy phenomenon more closely, and see if we can find a 
foundation for it; completely, partly or at all. We will do this by exploring what is at 
the core of the concept – experiences. Since the subject of experiences is most accu-
rately addressed from the unexplored perspective of consumers (Söderlund, 1999), we 
will take on a consumer perspective.  

1.3 Purpose 
To explore the phenomenon of the Experience Economy from the perception of con-
sumers. 
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1.4 Disposition 
The disposition presents an overview of how the chapters of the thesis are sequenced 
and the content of the chapters. The order and content is as follows: 

Chapter 1 – Introduction. The first chapter provides the reader with a background to 
why we chose to explore the Experience Economy further. In addition to this back-
ground, a problematization of the subject leads up to the purpose of the thesis. After 
this, the reader is given a brief overview of the disposition of the thesis. 

Chapter 2 – Frame of Reference. The frame of reference aims to give the reader an 
understanding of the nature of an experience, and what Pine and Gilmore has in-
cluded in their body of knowledge. Some further additions to their theory are made. 
At the end of the chapter a note of criticism is included, before finally presenting the 
research questions generated from the theories. 

Chapter 3 – Method. In the third chapter we as the authors of this thesis explain how 
we conducted our study and why it was done in this way. The concept of hermeneu-
tics is touched upon before we go further into the chosen qualitative method – focus 
groups. After a thorough and more practical description of how we conducted our 
study, we present an evaluation of it.  

Chapter 4 – Empirical Findings & Analysis. In this chapter the empirical findings 
are presented alongside an analysis of the findings. First, a brief introduction to the 
chapter is given and information regarding the focus groups is repeated to avoid con-
fusion. Secondly, the empirical findings are presented and analyzed for all focus 
groups combined, with each research question serving as a heading.    

Chapter 5 – Conclusions. In the conclusions chapter we present the conclusions 
drawn from the analysis, connect the essence of them to each other and to the pur-
pose of our thesis. Finally, we present our contribution to Experience Economy the-
ory. 

Chapter 6 – Final Discussion. In this final chapter we present some of the thoughts 
and findings that have arisen throughout the process of the thesis. Further, we make 
some suggestions as to what new directions future research can take.  
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2 Frame of Reference 
This chapter presents the frame of reference of our thesis. After a brief introduction we dis-
cuss a general definition of an experience, after which we move on to explaining the con-
cept of the Experience Economy. Following this, we go deeper into the experience concept 
by discussing its realms, customer involvement, and the aspect of transportation through 
time and space. At the end of the chapter we present a note of criticism, and our research 
questions.  

2.1 Introduction to the Frame of Reference 
According to Mossberg (2001) and Wahlström (2002), researchers who set out to ex-
plore the Experience Economy are bound to run into problems due to a lack of the-
ory and literature on the subject. Wahlström (2002) explicitly states that “the interna-
tional theory formation regarding the experience area is not very extensive” (p. 24, au-
thors’ translation). It is thus a theoretically underdeveloped area. As new researches 
in the field, this problem presented itself early on in our study since many articles 
primarily presented various reviews of Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) book rather than 
contributing to theory. While Pine and Gilmore (1999) are the foremost advocates of 
the concept of experiences internationally, Wahlström (2002) states that Mossberg 
(2001) should be viewed as Sweden’s counterpart. Mossberg (2001; 2003) has added 
depth to Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) concept, which is why she offers an important 
addition to their ideas. In this context it is our intention to emphasize that we wish 
to explore the phenomenon of the Experience Economy from the cornerstones Pine 
and Gilmore (1999) intended the concept to include. We thus do not wish to force 
the concept by including issues widening the meaning of it.  

With this introductory section we hope to have illustrated that the number of impor-
tant and meaningful sources on the subject of the Experience Economy are few, 
which is also reflected in our frame of reference. According to Wahlström (2002), the 
lack of theory may indicate that the concept is simply a fad. On the other hand he 
argues that not too long ago few people believed in the development of computers. 
These people have clearly been proven wrong.  

2.2 Defining Experience 
Although the word experience is widely used in marketing contexts, there is no evi-
dent way of approaching a definition of the concept (Mossberg, 2001). According to 
the Concise Oxford Dictionary, an experience is (1) “an actual observation of, or prac-
tical acquaintance with, factors or events” and/or (2) “to feel or be affected by (an emotion 
etc.)”. From this definition we can conclude that we experience things constantly. To 
create a better understanding for the reader, Exhibit 1 describes an experience more 
practically.   
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Exhibit 1 describes an experience that can occur any day, and which is not deliber-
ately set by a company. However, in this thesis we will focus on experiences created 
as economic entities, a characteristic not included in the Concise Oxford Dictionary’s 
definition. Generally, such experiences take place in a setting deliberately designed by 
the provider (Gupta & Vajic, 2000) and are clearly charged for (Pine & Gilmore, 
1999). We will thus disregard experiences such as the one in Exhibit 1 from here on, 
but it still serves as a good example of how experiences to a large part are created in 
the mind of the customer. We will now lead a more in-depth theoretical discussion 
regarding defining experiences. 

Experiences have emerged as a new economic offering (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) instead 
of just being related to services as was commonly done earlier (Mossberg, 2003). It 
can be particularly valuable to discuss what separates experiences from other eco-
nomic offerings such as goods and services (Gupta & Vajic, 2000) to explain its emer-
gence as a new genre of economic output (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Experiences have 
also evolved from being a random phenomenon towards becoming engineered per-
ceptions (Carbone & Haeckel, 1994). However, although receiving a lot of positive 
attention during the last few years, experiences have remained vague and lack a thor-
ough theoretical foundation (Gupta & Vajic, 2000). A definition is of use as “many 
companies … have jumped on the bandwagon without understanding the deeper nature of 
an experience” (Gupta & Vajic, 2000, p. 33), which have led to failure.  

Carbone and Haeckel (1994) define an experience as “the "take-away" impression 
formed by people's encounters with products, services, and businesses--a perception pro-
duced when humans consolidate sensory information” (p. 8). Shaw (2005) describes sen-
sory information as a combination of the five senses (sight, sound, touch, smell, and 

Exhibit 1 

Imagine yourself preparing for grocery shopping a Friday afternoon at ICA Maxi. 
You know exactly what you have planned to buy, and expect nothing else but to 
be able to fill your basket with a few things, walk up to the cashier and then head 
home to begin celebrating the weekend. You walk through the entrance, and are 
suddenly reminded of the fact that six hours have passed since you had your last 
meal. Your stomach calls for your attention, and you feel a slight touch of a head-
ache. At the fruit and vegetable counter you are planning to pick up bananas, but 
find all bananas looking either bright green or brown, neither going hand in hand 
with your own preferences. Yet again you are reminded of your hunger and start 
feeling a bit irritated. You decide to change your plan and walk on to the dairy 
counter. Just when you are prepared to reach for some milk, two shopping trol-
leys block your way and their owners are far too busy talking to each other than 
making way for you. Your jacket all of a sudden feels uncomfortable and hot. 
You throw an annoying glimpse at the two persons blocking your way, grab your 
milk and head on for the cashier. To no surprise the line-ups go all the way up to 
the personal care department, and after having paid for the milk you leave ICA 
Maxi thinking you will never go there again. Why? Because you have just had a 
bad experience.   
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taste) and how the input of these provide the customer with certain data which is 
then converted into a feeling, which is then converted into an emotion. The five 
senses thus play an important role when sensory information is consolidated. Car-
bone and Haeckel’s (1994) definition brings up one important factor: that experiences 
occur in the mind of the customer when he or she consolidates all sensory aspects of 
the occurrence, which is also illustrated by Shaw’s (2005) description of sensory in-
formation. This further emphasizes the fact that experiences are inherently individual 
(Mossberg, 2003; Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Almquist, Daal & Engström, 2001), no two 
people can thus have the exact same experience. Sensory cues, if left unmanaged, may 
not have a desirable effect on customers (Carbone & Haeckel, 1994). It is therefore of 
importance to design these cues deliberately to enhance the probability that the cus-
tomers will leave with a positive impression. Since this probability deeply depends on 
the situation, experiences are also said to be situational (Mossberg, 2003). 

Pine and Gilmore (1999) clearly state that experiences need to be viewed apart from 
other sectors. According to the authors, experiences are just as different from ser-
vices, as services are from goods. Or as expressed in their own words: “When a person 
buys a service, he or she purchases a set of intangible activities carried out on his or her be-
half. But when he or she buys an experience, he or she pays to spend time enjoying a series of 
memorable events that a company stages … to engage him or her in a personal way” 2 (Pine 
& Gilmore, 1999, p. 2). The essence of this definition is purchasing a set of intangible 
and memorable activities which engage the customer on a personal level. As an ex-
perience should engage the customer on a personal level, the experience is said to be 
personalized and co-created (Pralahad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Being engaged also 
translates into being a participant as is emphasized by Gupta and Vajic (2000). How-
ever, we would like to point out that this participation does not necessarily have to 
translate into physical or active participation. We argue that a willingness to consume 
the experience at all signifies a certain level of participation. 

Mossberg (2003) explains why experiences should be viewed as distinct from services. 
She argues that the difference between services and experiences is that services are 
functional. Services are focused on the end result, while experiences are focused 
around the consumption. That is, taking the train to Stockholm is not considered to 
be an experience since the focus is on the end result, arriving in Stockholm. A visit to 
a restaurant on the other hand can be an experience since the focus is on the con-
sumption of the product, i.e. the food. 

Mossberg (2003) and Pine and Gilmore (1999) also touch upon experiences referred to 
as being extraordinaire or optimal in nature. These types of experiences demand some 
element of novelty (Mossberg, 2003). However, it would be incorrect to include this 
ingredient in a general recipe of experiences as a consumer is not likely to have an 
extraordinaire experience every time. We thus deem it too narrowing to include ele-
ments of novelty as a characteristic of experiences. 

                                                
2 We as the authors of this thesis have corrected sex-typed language in this quote. 
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The discussion above has illustrated that defining experiences is not as straightfor-
ward as one might initially believe. There is no short and concise definition agreed 
upon by all. We have chosen to put together a list of characteristics that apply to ex-
periences as economic offerings in general, as it provides a broad framework for dis-
cussing experiences as a separate economic offering. However, it is important to re-
member that the characteristics of experiences may vary significantly from case to 
case. Our list is thus not exhaustive but rather a common ground to depart from. The 
main characteristics as discussed above are presented in Table 2-1. 

Table 2-1 Main Characteristics of Experiences as an Economic Offering  

• Intangible – takes place in the mind of the customer 

• Consists of consolidated sensory information 

• Inherently individual and unique 

• Situational 

• Memorable to the customer 

• Engages the customer on a personal level, the customer is thus a participant 

• Deliberately designed by the provider 

• Focused around the consumption       

• Bought and sold 

In short we believe that an experience in the Experience Economy context refers to 
an alteration of an individual’s state of mind resulting from an occurrence staged by a 
company and paid for by the individual. We will nonetheless remain open towards 
any definition further on in our empirical study. We will now continue by describing 
the Experience Economy more thoroughly.  

2.3 The Experience Economy 
The idea behind the Experience Economy is that the Western society is emerging 
into a new economy, the Experience Economy, where the core of company offerings 
will no longer be goods or services, but the experiences that companies are staging for 
their customers (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). The argument is as follows: due to the na-
ture of markets, companies are constantly searching for new ways to differentiate 
their offerings. This has historically, and naturally, led to the progression of new 
ways of delivering economic value. This time, Pine and Gilmore (1999) argue, experi-
ences will be at the heart of all businesses, and signs of the new economy are every-
where. Las Vegas, Disney World, and restaurants like Hard Rock Café and Planet 
Hollywood are just a few famous examples.  

 



 Frame of Reference 

 8

By looking back on traditional ways of delivering value, Pine and Gilmore (1999) 
provide an analytical framework that map the progression of the Experience Econ-
omy. Pine and Gilmore (1999) state that we have gone from the Agrarian Economy 
where fungible, natural commodities were offered, to the Industrial Economy where 
tangible, standardized goods made up the heart of businesses, to the Service Economy 
that delivered intangible customized services, and we are now moving into the Ex-
perience Economy, where consumers purchase a staged memorable and personal ex-
perience. To better illustrate the development, the economic distinctions made above 
and their characteristics are displayed in Table 2-2.  

Table 2-2 Economic Distinctions (Source: Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 6) 

Economy  Agrarian  Industrial  Service Experience 

Economic Offering Commodities Goods Services Experiences 

Economic Function Extract Make Deliver Stage 

Nature of Offering Fungible Tangible Intangible Memorable 

Key Attribute Natural Standardized Customized Personal 

Method of Supply Stored in bulk Inventoried 
after produc-
tion 

Delivered 
on demand 

Revealed over 
a duration 

Seller Trader Manufacturer Provider Stager 

Buyer Market User Client Guest 

Factors of Demand Characteristics Features Benefits Sensations 

 

As illustrated in Table 2-2, in the Agrarian Economy raw materials made up com-
modities which were purchased and sold (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). A commodity can-
not be differentiated and is thus sold solemnly on the basis of supply and demand, 
and prices were set accordingly. The nature of commodities makes them fungible 
which basically means that a commodity is what it is. As companies started to con-
vert the raw materials into tangible and standardized goods, a new economy evolved 
referred to as the Industrial Economy. Due to the refinement of the commodities, 
prices were set higher to reflect the work put into the commodity when turning it 
into a good. As the number of goods increased, the demand for services also arose. In 
the beginning of the service era, many manufacturers found themselves in a position 
where they were giving away services to increase the sales of the core product – a 
good. After a while, many discovered that services were highly valued by consumers, 
which made it possible to charge separately for them. Yet again prices could be set 
higher. Today, according to Pine and Gilmore (1999), the Service Economy is peak-
ing and is slowly being replaced by the Experience Economy. The authors state that 
“goods and services are no longer enough” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 11) and illustrate 
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their conviction that experiences are a fourth level of economic offering with a coffee 
bean-example:  

A company that harvests coffee beans (a commodity) can charge, say one dollar per 
pound of beans, which equals one or two cents a cup. When the coffee beans are 
grinded and neatly packaged, i.e. turned into a good, the price per cup goes up to 
somewhere between five and twenty-five cents depending on the brand and/or other 
factors. If a coffee shop brews the coffee and sells it to its customers, thus adding ser-
vices to the cup of coffee, it now sells for at least fifty cents a cup. This indicates that 
coffee beans can be sold as commodities, goods or services, and traditionally, the re-
finement of the beans would have stopped there. However, this is where experiences 
come into play. Pine and Gilmore (1999) suggest that by serving the very same cup of 
coffee in a five-star restaurant or espresso bar where the process from the ordering of 
the cup to its consumption symbolize a heighten atmosphere, customers would will-
ingly pay several dollars a cup. This example points out one important aspect of the 
Experience Economy as Pine and Gilmore (1999) strongly emphasize that a business 
is not in the experience industry unless it charges for the experience. Companies that 
do decide to compete using experiences, which Pine and Gilmore (1999) suggest will 
be a necessity, will thus be able to charge higher prices for their offerings.  

As we have now introduced the basics of the Experience Economy, we will next in-
vestigate the core of the concept – experiences. More specifically we will introduce 
four concepts which characterize the customer’s experience; Pine and Gilmore’s 
(1999) (1) level of guest participation and (2) environmental relationship, and Mossberg’s 
(2001; 2003) (3) customer involvement and (4) transportation through time and space. 
Level of guest participation and environmental relationship will be discussed jointly 
under the heading of the Experience Realms. 

2.4 The Experience Realms 
Although many examples of experiences generally come from the entertainment in-
dustry, staging experiences does not imply that one should add entertainment to ex-
isting offerings (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Remember: “staging experiences is not about 
entertaining customers, it’s about engaging them” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 30). There 
are different dimensions of engagement, whereof two are especially important; (1) 
level of guest participation (passive/active), and (2) environmental relationship (absorp-
tion/immersion) between customer and occurrence.  

When passively participating, the customer has no direct control or affect on the oc-
currence, i.e. the customer is simply listening or observing without much physical ef-
fort (Mossberg, 2003). Further, the experience is staged irrespective of individual pur-
chase, payment may be the only input required by the customer. When actively par-
ticipating, the customer is a co-producer, i.e. he or she has a direct influence over the 
outcome. The experience cannot be created if the customer does not purchase it and 
participate actively, the customer’s input is thus compulsory. Mossberg (2003) claims 
that the degree of customer participation depends on what presence is expected or 
necessary when consuming the experience. The required presence can be one of 
three; mental presence (watching a soccer game on TV), physical and mental presence 
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(watching the game at the stadium), or physical and mental presence including being 
a co-producer (participating in the game). Further she argues that the nature of cus-
tomer participation depends on how standardized the offering is, i.e. watching a 
movie is highly standardized, while an active and co-producing customer takes part in 
a much less standardized occurrence.     

Absorption occurs when the experience ‘goes into’ the customer, e.g. when watching 
a play, while immersion occurs when the customer ‘goes into’ the experience, e.g. 
when role-playing (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). These two dimensions (level of guest par-
ticipation and environmental relationship) combined create four experience realms; 
(1) entertainment, (2) educational, (3) esthetic, and (4) escapist (displayed in Figure 2-
1).  

 

Figure 2-1 The Experience Realms (Adapted from: Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 30, adding Mossberg’s 
(2003) reflections). 

Entertainment is passively absorbed through one’s senses, generally when viewing, 
reading or listening (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). This is what happens when we watch a 
play or a hockey game – we are entertained (Mossberg, 2003). A person who takes 
part in an entertainment experience wants to feel. Educational experiences are actively 
absorbed, as it is inherent that education must involve some kind of active participa-
tion by mind or body (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Education can of course also be enter-
taining (or boring), but the primary purpose for the stager of an educational experi-
ence is to teach, and for the customer to learn (Mossberg, 2003). A person who takes 
part in an educational experience thus wants to learn. Escapist experiences are the op-
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posite of purely entertaining experiences, the participant is active (Pine & Gilmore, 
1999). Rather than passively viewing, the participant is a co-producer, e.g. when visit-
ing a theme park. A person who takes part in an escapist experience wants to do 
(Mossberg, 2003). Esthetic experiences are characterized by passive participation and 
immersion. The participant goes into the experience while it (the offering) is left un-
touched by him or her (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). The participant becomes immersed 
in the occurrence and/or the surroundings (Mossberg, 2003). Visiting an art exhibi-
tion qualifies as being an esthetic experience. Such experiences are designed to give us 
esthetical satisfaction as spectators. A person who takes part in esthetic experience 
just wants to be there. 

Important to note is that experiences are commonly most closely associated to enter-
tainment, and “few of these experiences will exclude at least some momentary entertain-
ment” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 31). Thus, the four realms must not be entirely 
separate from one another; companies staging experiences can combine elements 
from the four realms to create an experience that suits them and their customers.  

Next Mossberg’s (2001; 2003) addition to the experience discussion, customer in-
volvement, will be further explained. 

2.5 Customer Involvement  
No matter what type of experience, Mossberg (2001) claims the customer needs to be 
involved in order for the experience to be positive. According to Antil (1984), in-
volvement refers to “the level of perceived personal importance and/or interest evoked by 
a stimulus (or stimuli) within a specific situation” (in Solomon, Bamossy and Aske-
gaard, 1999, p. 99). Personal importance in this context refers to the relevance the 
product has to the individual (Pralahad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Oliver (1997) gives a 
more business oriented description, and define involvement as “a focused orientation 
toward specific products [goods] and services of a more intense nature, consisting of 
greater pre-purchase behavior (e.g. search), greater attention to consumption, and greater 
processing of consumption outcome” (p. 28). Practically expressed; a person who is in-
volved becomes engrossed in an activity, sometimes to the extent that he or she can 
be viewed as having an addiction (Solomon et al., 1999). In this case, a person devotes 
all available time to the product, either directly or indirectly (e.g. thinking about it).  
According to Mossberg (2003), the level of involvement depends on what is known 
about the personal consequences the purchase may result in, as also expressed by 
Oliver’s (1997) greater processing of possible outcomes.  

In relation to consumer behaviorism, involvement is often described as a function of 
the individual, the product and the situation (Engel, Blackwell & Miniard, 1995; 
Solomon et al., 1999). These factors will now be introduced.  

2.5.1 Individual Factors  
Incentives to become involved exist when a need triggers the individual’s motivation 
process (Mossberg, 2003), after which the individual tries to reduce or eliminate the 
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need (Solomon et al., 1999). There is a general tendency in this context to divide 
needs into two broad categories: (1) functional needs and (2) hedonic needs. 

Functional needs take the objective and functional attributes of a product into consid-
eration (Mossberg, 2003). Functional products respond to functional needs, the prod-
ucts aim to solve or help the needs. A functional need may be to have thirst, which 
several products respond to, e.g. water or orange juice. Hedonic needs (also referred to 
as enjoyment/experience needs) on the other hand, include subjective reactions such 
as pleasure, entertainment, day-dreams, and esthetical considerations (Mossberg, 
2003). Emotional products fulfill subjective needs and are thus not functional, but 
rather stimulating in nature. An example is the ‘it-bag’ of the season which a fashioni-
sta simply must have, no matter the cost. This need is not functional, since if she 
really needed something to put her things in, a plastic bag would do fine. The need is 
rather emotional, as the mere thought of purchasing the bag and carrying it around 
like a jewel creates pleasure for the fashionista. Gabbott and Hogg (1998) claim such 
emotional products are valued according to the “amount of enjoyment associated [with 
it]” (p. 72). However, a purchase usually includes the fulfillment of both functional 
and hedonic needs (Mossberg, 2003).  

2.5.2 Product Factors  
Product involvement refers to “a consumer’s level of interest in making a particular 
purchase” (Solomon et al., 1999, p. 101). In this context, we would like to emphasize 
that an experience is not a product but rather a result that can stem from the usage or 
consumption of one. Whether a consumer finds a product to be of relevance or not is 
usually dependent upon the consumer’s knowledge regarding the important conse-
quences of buying and consuming the product (Mossberg, 2003). This knowledge 
usually stems from prior experience collected from usage or contact with the product 
(Oliver, 1997). For example a consumer can learn that certain attributes of a restau-
rant have different favorable and unfavorable consequences, he or she thus has a 
‘bank’ of knowledge based upon prior usage or contact with that restaurant (Gabbott 
& Hogg, 1998). Prior knowledge can also develop into a preference for e.g. a certain 
restaurant (Mossberg, 2003). If the feeling of preference is strong, it can lead to a 
highly involved customer. When a consumer is involved to a high degree, he or she 
usually thoroughly evaluates the outcome expected to result from the consumption 
of the product. On the other hand, if a product category is unimportant to a con-
sumer he or she will not exert great amounts of cognitive effort into thinking about 
it (Oliver, 1997). 

Since involvement refers to a greater processing of possible consumption outcomes 
(Oliver, 1997), a person can be expected to be more be involved if there is a presumed 
risk associated with the consumption (Solomon et al., 1999). That is, perceived risk is 
likely to trigger involvement as the consumer is prone to believe that his or her input 
and involvement minimizes the risk. Different kinds of perceived risks are (1) finan-
cial risk, (2) social risk, (3) functional risk, (4) physical risk and (5) psychological risk 
(Moutinho, 1987; Solomon et al., 1999). A financial risk may be perceived as existent 
when purchasing something intangible because it is difficult to determine if the in-
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tangible offering will be worth the price paid. If there is a risk that a purchase will re-
sult in social embarrassment, the purchase is characterized by social risk. A functional 
risk is existent if it is not clear if the purchase will live up to the customer’s expecta-
tions. Physical risk includes elements of uncertainty concerning one’s physical well-
being during or after the consumption. Finally, if a purchase is associated with psycho-
logical risk, there is a risk that the purchase might hurt the customer’s self. The latter 
risk is an ongoing concern related to hedonic experiences (Solomon et al., 1999).   

2.5.3 Situational Factors 
A consumption situation is determined by factors other than just the person and the 
product, certain situational factors also play a major role in determining the outcome 
(Solomon et al., 1999). These factors are determined by the immediate physical and 
social surroundings (Mossberg, 2003). A situation is defined as a series of target-
oriented behaviors or activities, in combination with emotional and cognitive reac-
tions, and the surroundings they occur within (Peter, Olson & Grunert, 1999). The 
consumer’s reaction is thus both rational and emotional, and is affected by the goal of 
the actions and the particular surroundings (Mossberg, 2003). To illustrate how the 
goal and the situation affect the consumer, we will use the example of feeling an urge 
for a cup of coffee. When visiting a finer café with friends, the goal may be to have a 
nice conversation over an enjoyable cup of coffee, and the surroundings may be e.g. 
crowded, smoky or beautifully designed. An early morning at home, on the other 
hand, coffee might serve as a wake-up call which is rushed down in front of the 
morning news before heading off to work. The consumer’s behavior thus depends on 
the situation, the surroundings and the objective. In the first example, there is plenty 
of time to enjoy the coffee, while in the second it is consumed in a hurry.  

Belk (1975) establishes five situational characteristics; (1) physical surroundings, (2) 
social surroundings, (3) temporal perspective, (4) task definition, and (5) antecedent 
states that determine the situation. Physical surroundings are the most obvious ele-
ments of a situation and include things such as décor, sounds and weather. The social 
surroundings go deeper and take e.g. other persons and their characteristics into ac-
count. What time it is, what season, or how long it has been since the last purchase 
are examples of temporal perspectives. Task definition refers to why and how the con-
sumer is e.g. shopping for a specific or general item. Finally, antecedent states consist 
of the momentary moods and conditions, such as feeling excited or being short of 
cash. These states are “immediately antecedent to the current situation” (Belk, 1975, p. 
159), a separation is thus made between what states the individual bring to the situa-
tion and what states occur as a result of the situation. Belk (1975) concludes the dis-
cussion of the five characteristics by stating that they have “a demonstrable and sys-
tematic effect on current behavior” (p. 159).  

As we have now discussed customer involvement, we will next introduce the aspect 
of customer transportation through time and space. 
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2.6 Transportation through Time and Space 
Mossberg (2003) claims that Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) two dimensions ‘level of cus-
tomer participation’ and ‘environmental relationship’ are lacking the important as-
pect of the customer’s transportation trough time and  space. This aspect is important 
to consider since it adds to the understanding of consumers’ behavior in connection 
to experiences (Mossberg, 2003).  

To illustrate how time and space affect the customer, Mossberg (2003) includes a 
model based on Jafari’s (1987) springboard metaphor, originally developed in relation 
to tourism. Jafari’s (1987) metaphor is based on the fundamental idea that the tourist 
leaves the ordinary day for a temporary escape to the non-ordinary. The springboard 
metaphor involves six stages that occur from when a person jumps off the spring-
board to when he or she finally lands again. The metaphor is displayed graphically in 
Figure 2-2. 

 

Figure 2-2 The Springboard Metaphor (Source: Mossberg, 2003, p. 74). 

The six stages are as follows: (1-2) the ordinary life where there is a need to leave, (2-
3) a process of liberation including a sensation of freedom from the limitations of the 
ordinary day, (3-4) the tourist’s refreshment which nourishes on the fact that the 
tourist is placed in a non-ordinary time and space, (4-5) includes the inevitable process 
of returning from the temporary to the permanent, (5-6) the tourist comes closer to 
home and slowly returns to everyday life which has remained unchanged despite the 
person’s absence (Jafari, 1987).  

Even though the springboard metaphor originally applies to tourism, which implies 
spatial transportation, Mossberg (2003) argues that it can be usefully applied to ex-
periences as well, though such do not have to include physical transportation. In the 
experience context it can be used to illustrate and create an understanding of what 
goes on inside the customer. The level of transformation from the ordinary to the 
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non-ordinary, in relation to experiences, depends on physical distance, as well as fa-
miliarity and accessibility (Mossberg, 2003). 

In relation to transportation through time and space, Mossberg (2003) brings up three 
phases; (1) prior to the experience, (2) the experience encounter, and (3) after the experi-
ence. These phases will now be further presented in a context in which it is implied 
that all experiences have a positive character and are of certain potency. Jafari’s (1987) 
springboard metaphor can be said to serve as the frame work for the different phases.  

2.6.1 Prior to the Experience 
Everybody looks forward to experiencing different things, this often includes day-
dreaming about getting away from the drags of everyday life (Mossberg, 2003). Ac-
cording to Löfgren (1999), the state prior to the experience includes gaining a pre-
understanding of what can be expected from the occurrence. Information gained 
from e.g. marketing efforts is interpreted in accordance to the consumer’s previously 
accumulated perceptions, and may create high expectations. The point of departure 
can thus be expected to be different for all people. Not only pre-determined concep-
tions characterize the state prior to the experience but also needs and situational fac-
tors (Mossberg, 2003). A person who has a half-hour lunch-break is likely to choose a 
restaurant based on factors such as distance and anticipated waiting time, while when 
meeting up friends for dinner the choice of restaurant is determined by other factors.  
This is closely tied to Belk’s (1975) task definition and antecedent states. That is, in 
the lunch example the person’s task definition is probably to ‘find food fast’ and the 
antecedent state could be ‘feeling pressured for time’ combined with ‘intense hunger’. 
Prior to dining with friends, however, the task definition is more likely to be ‘spend 
time with friends through an enjoyable meal’, and the antecedent states ‘anticipation’ 
and/or ‘an eagerness to wine and dine’. The dining-example is for obvious reasons 
more appropriate to discuss in an experience context. In relation to Jafari’s (1987) 
metaphor, the state prior to the experience is about preparing oneself for the non-
ordinary. 

2.6.2 The Experience Encounter 
The experience often takes place away from what is well-known, it is thus possible to 
leave cultural standards and act out as somebody else (Mossberg, 2003). Bjälesjö (1999) 
describes the experience encounter as allowing the individual to exist in a state differ-
ent from that individual’s everyday life. However, Bjälesjö (1999) continues, by ex-
periencing something different, the everyday life also becomes more visible. Both 
Mossberg (2003) and Bjälesjö (1999) touch upon the experience encounter in relation 
to rituals. Rituals bring the participants together and create an arena in which people 
can act out, and in which a type of solidarity is created that can only be found outside 
everyday life. An experience also allows for an individual to fantasize, dream and be 
adventurous (Mossberg, 2003). According to Jafari (1989) these factors have a deep 
impact on a person. In this context the Hultsfred Festival3 can serve as an example. 
                                                
3 A famous music festival in the south of Sweden. 
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At the festival symbols such as clothes, festival bracelets, tents and music create an 
arena in which people feel a sense of belonging (Bjälesjö, 1999), and in which people 
can act out to the extent that even behavior otherwise considered offensive is ac-
cepted. For an example, during the Hultsfred Festival the every-day shower is con-
spicuous by its absence. 

2.6.3 After the Experience 
After the consumption of the experience has ended, the customer has certain feelings 
and memories, good or bad depending on what took place (Mossberg, 2003). Once re-
turned from the non-ordinary experience to the ordinary life, one might want to 
keep and cherish some experiences. The evaluation that takes place inside the cus-
tomer after the experience determines his or her perception of the experience, 
whether or not he or she is satisfied, and his or her loyalty and future intentions 
(Solomon et al., 1999). It also affects what the customer tells others about the experi-
ence, whether or not he or she recommends it to others. Pine and Gilmore (1999) 
discuss the evaluation of the experience in terms of customer satisfaction. Customer 
satisfaction is according to the authors determined by what the customer expected to 
get prior to the experience compared to what the customer perceived that he or she 
did receive after the experience. The state prior to the experience can therefore be 
viewed as being a determining factor regarding the outcome of this final phase. 

Mossberg (2003) mentions that customers often carry out attempts to recreate parts 
of the experience that especially touched them. Such attempts are likely to fail, and 
instead result in a new process, where the customer returns or looks for something 
else to satisfy his or her expectations, wishes and needs. We can thus talk about a cy-
cle of escalating and ever-present needs that the consumer attempts to fulfill.  

As the aspects of the experience realms, customer involvement and transportation 
through time and space now have been discussed, critique directed towards the Ex-
perience Economy will be presented next. 

2.7 A Note of Criticism 
Although the idea of the Experience Economy has received much attention, critics of 
the phenomenon are still few in numbers. The Swedish critics of the concept we have 
come across seem to embrace and welcome the concept of experiences, but question 
the extent to which experiences will actually constitute a new economy, as is sug-
gested by Pine and Gilmore (1999). Söderlund (1999) suggests that experiences should 
be adopted by companies since they can create strong customer bonds. However, he 
believes that it is important to critically view the ideas contributed by Pine and Gil-
more (1999) because their ideas “cease in an imperative directed to companies to build in 
experiences in their offerings” (Söderlund, 1999, p. 14, authors’ translation). Söderlund 
(1999) claims that the demand side seems to have passed Pine and Gilmore (1999) by. 
This despite the fact that an experience is unique and therefore cannot be measured 
from a supplier’s point of view (Söderlund in Nielsen, 2001). What needs to be explic-
itly addressed according to Söderlund (1999) are thus the needs and wants of the con-
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sumers. It can prove to be fatal if companies ignore this aspect left out by Pine and 
Gilmore (1999) and stage experiences customers would rather do without.  

As summarizing and concluding statements to our frame of reference, our research 
questions will next be posed. These questions will help us in fulfilling the purpose of 
our thesis. 

2.8 Research Questions  
(1) Experiences are at the core of the Experience Economy, it is therefore important 
to understand the essence of experiences. Since researchers cannot seem to agree upon 
a definition, it is risky to advise companies to implement experiences without under-
standing what meaning consumers apply to the concept. Therefore: How do consum-
ers define an experience? 

(2) According to Mossberg, the consumer must be involved in order to have a posi-
tive experience. Pine and Gilmore on their part state that experiences will be at the 
core of all businesses. To be of value experiences must be positive, which implies that 
consumers must be involved constantly. This equation seems unlikely to hold. 
Therefore: To what degree do consumers want to be involved in their consumption?  

(3) According to Mossberg, experiences include the customers’ transportation 
through time and space, which implies that experiences are an escape from the ordi-
nary to the non-ordinary. Though escaping the ordinary for the non-ordinary is not a 
required element of experiences, Mossberg states it is a likely aspect. We thus deem it 
necessary to consider consumers’ view of staged experiences as a means to escape the 
ordinary. Therefore: To what degree do consumers want to escape the ordinary through 
experiences staged by companies? 

(4) Pine and Gilmore claim all companies must stage experiences in order to survive, 
and present four experience realms. On the other hand, Söderlund claims it cannot be 
taken for granted that all types of experiences are actually demanded. It is therefore 
of interest to examine consumers’ perceptions of the experience realms to be able to 
add to Söderlund’s discussion on consumer demand. Therefore: How do consumers 
perceive the experience realms? 
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3 Method 
This chapter describes the interpretative methodological approach we found appropriate for 
our study. Further, it includes a presentation of our abductive research approach and a mo-
tivation and description of our choice of qualitative method - focus groups. Finally, an 
evaluation of our study is presented through discussing the concept of trustworthiness. 

3.1 Methodological Approach 
There are different scientific approaches, or ‘schools of thought’, with different views 
of what is theoretically correct when conducting research (Widerberg, 2002). These 
schools of thought provide guidelines over how knowledge could or should be gener-
ated (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994; Widerberg, 2002). In many aspects the schools are 
not entirely dissimilar from each other but rather overlap one another (Widerberg, 
2002). When discussing different methodological approaches, the opposite poles of 
positivism and hermeneutics are often brought up. 

While positivism refers to employing a language of objectivity, distance, and control 
(Schwandt, 2000), the basic idea behind hermeneutics is described to be that the 
meaning of a part can only be understood if it is set in relation to the whole (Alves-
son & Sköldberg, 1994). Hermeneutics involve the notion of interpretive understand-
ing (Schwandt, 2000). In our research we have sought to interpret, translate and ex-
plain the phenomenon of the Experience Economy, three concepts included in a 
hermeneutic approach (Widerberg, 2002). With this in mind it can thus be said that 
we have taken on this latter approach, since we believe that we as researchers are a 
part of the society we are studying which makes it close to impossible to objectively 
consider the subject matter. However, although our study is resting on hermeneutic 
assumptions, we have not applied it in the strictest sense of the school of thought, 
which is why we are simply referring to our methodological choice as being interpre-
tative in nature.  

In relation to interpretative studies it is important to be aware of, and account for, 
what pre-understanding and expectations exist, and what possible bias the researchers 
may have (Widerberg, 2002). To account for the researcher’s pre-understanding, ex-
pectations, and possible bias make the study more trustworthy. As can be concluded 
in the introduction of our thesis, we as the authors of this thesis shared a positive 
view of the Experience Economy before conducting the study, something which may 
have affected our study. However, we also came to pose ourselves a bit hesitant to the 
extent to which Pine and Gilmore (1999) claim the notion of experiences will emerge. 
We thus had a positive outlook but were skeptical to the over-all importance of the 
phenomenon.  

3.2 Research Approach 
Our thesis has not been conducted in a strict deductive or a strict inductive sense. Al-
though we departed from theory and collected empirical material, the study cannot 
be viewed as being only deductive as we wished to make some additions to the exist-
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ing body of theory, or at least question the nature of the Experience Economy. How-
ever, our study cannot be said to be inductive either as we did start out from an exist-
ing frame of reference. Thus, it is a mix of the two, a situation that is not entirely un-
common in studies. This has lead to a third approach; abduction (Alvesson & Sköld-
berg, 1994; Danermark, 2001).  

Abduction generally involves that a single empirical event is interpreted using a hy-
pothetic comprehensive pattern, and the interpretation may lead to new observa-
tions, which can add to the existing pattern (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994). Or as 
Danermark (2001) puts it: we have a phenomenon (empirical events) which we relate 
to a rule (theory) which leads us to new suppositions about the phenomenon. In this 
study the frame of reference has served as the existing pattern or rule, which our 
analysis or interpretations of the empirical findings have sought to contribute to. We 
thus feel that an abductive perspective was an appropriate approach for this thesis. 
The abductive approach also allowed for us not to question the frame of reference in 
detail, but rather explore the main assumptions or applications behind the pattern to 
find new angles of approaches.  

3.3 Research Method 
In general there are two families of research methods to choose from, quantitative 
and qualitative studies (Holme & Solvang, 1997). Given the fact that quantitative 
studies deal with amounts and figures, and not characteristics and qualities (Wider-
berg, 2002), our choice fell upon taking on a qualitative approach. The choice of 
method should always be the one most appropriate given the topic and purpose 
(Holme & Solvang, 1997), and since our purpose demanded us to penetrate the Ex-
perience Economy concept, we believe our choice to be motivated. Our methodo-
logical approach also helped in determining the choice of method as interpretative 
studies are commonly associated with qualitative research (Mason, 1996; Widerberg, 
2002).   

The characteristics of qualitative methods in general are going deep into a topic (Bry-
man, 1997; Patton, 2002; Johannessen & Tufte, 2003), collecting ‘rich’ information 
(Bryman, 1997), and thus gaining deep understanding (Wallén, 1996; Holme & Sol-
vang, 1997; Holloway, 1997; Svenning, 1997). An additional important aspect is that 
qualitative methods are not limited to predetermined answers (Patton, 2002). This 
fact we believed constituted an important aspect in our study since it is exploratory 
in nature. Another characteristic of qualitative methods, which is often referred to in 
a negative sense, is that the results are dependent upon how the researchers interpret 
the collected data (Holme and Solvang, 1997). This can be negative in the sense that 
interpretations are subjective (Svenning, 1997) which may lead to biased results. 
However, we believed that the advantages of using a qualitative method surpassed the 
disadvantages in this specific context.  

Within qualitative studies, there are a range of methods to choose from, these include 
face-to-face interviews, observations and field-experiments among others (Den-
scombe, 1998). However, “most qualitative researchers… use some form of qualitative 
interviewing” (Mason, 1996, p. 35) at one point or another. In our thesis the choice 
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fell upon conducting focus groups with consumers. The choice of carrying out focus 
groups was based on the belief that they are appropriate for explorative studies (Ed-
munds, 1999) and that they were likely to provide us with information of depth 
(Denscombe, 1998). The choice was further motivated by the fact that discussions in 
group settings are likely to be more accurate as people interact and are affected by 
each other just as they are in their daily life (Morgan, 1997). People are not isolated is-
lands of strictly individual opinions. We found this particularly true in relation to 
consumption, as individuals’ consumer behavior is known to be affected by other in-
dividuals and groups of people (Kotler et al., 2002). Focus groups thus provide a natu-
ral environment for conversation and philosophizing upon topics (Litosseliti, 2003). 
Furthermore, focus groups are particularly useful for discovering new information 
(e.g. about a new phenomenon), obtaining different perspectives on the same topic, 
gaining information on views, attitudes, beliefs, motivations, and perceptions. These 
characteristics applied to our study, which further underlined the appropriateness of 
the choice of method. 

3.4 Focus Groups 
The focus group technique is a form of group interviewing, which is semi-structured 
and dependent on the participants’ answers and interaction (Litosseliti, 2003). The 
small groups of participants are normally selected by the researcher and led by a 
moderator (Greenbaum, 2000). Krueger (1994) defines a focus group as “a carefully 
planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a permis-
sive, non-threatening environment” (p. 6). The non-threatening environment is impor-
tant so that the participants feel comfortable enough to take part in the discussion, 
and preferably even find it enjoyable (Litosseliti, 2003). The participants should not 
feel pressured to reach consensus, but rather encouraged to express their own, indi-
vidual point of view. However, it is also vital that the participants add to each others’ 
arguments and comments to generate insightful information. It is the interaction that 
particularly signifies the focus group technique.  

To create a non-threatening environment and to stimulate interaction, we first put 
together a set of ground rules (see Appendix 1) which explained the rules of the game 
to the participants. These were discussed informally at the beginning of each session 
where we specifically underlined that each participants’ opinion was of value, no mat-
ter its content. Since all participants did make themselves heard and since all groups 
lingered on after the discussion had formally ended, we believe we succeeded in both 
these aspects.  

While individual interviews can be characterized by the interviewer effect, this prob-
lem is less obvious in focus groups as the on-going interaction between the partici-
pants offers limited possibilities for the interviewer to control the views (Litosseliti, 
2003). However, the focus group moderator can choose to be more of an observer or 
more of an intervener. Intervention is often associated with formality and structure, 
while observation is more likely to be explorative. It is preferable that the focus 
group participants to a large extent manage the discussion themselves, but some de-
gree of intervention is of course always needed and desirable as the “group discussion 
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might never cover particular topics or issues unless the moderator intervenes” (Stewart & 
Shamdasani, 1999, p. 11). During the focus group interviews, we did not choose to 
simply observe but intervened with follow up questions such as ‘can you develop 
your answer further?’. However, we were careful with our interventions and did so 
sparingly and only when deemed necessary. Since our study is explorative, it was im-
portant not to intervene too often. 

Pitfalls regarding focus groups include: bias and manipulation (participants saying 
what they think the researcher wants to hear), ‘false’ consensus (one or more mem-
ber(s) dominating the discussion, making their opinion seem shared by all) and diffi-
culties in separating between an individual view and a group view (Litosseliti, 2003). 
These pitfalls can be avoided or minimized by careful preparation, planning, and by 
moderating the groups skillfully. To minimize the impacts of these pitfalls we first 
generated a questioning route (see Appendix 2) to provide some structure and make 
sure we would not ask leading questions or yes/no questions. Secondly, we had the 
ground rules which we presented to each group, which as already discussed stated 
what was expected from the consumers, e.g. a balance of contribution. In the ground 
rules we also emphasized that there were no right or wrong answers, and that we 
were interested in every individual’s own thoughts. This was done in order to mini-
mize the possibility of participants saying what they thought we wanted to hear. As 
there were two of us, we could also always discuss the content of the discussion 
amongst ourselves, trying to discover false consensus and separating between individ-
ual and group views.  

3.4.1 Number of Focus Groups 
It is common to have more than one focus group, as one may not provide all needed 
information, and it may be required to highlight the specific topic from more than 
one perspective (Litosseliti, 2003). When deciding upon how many focus groups to 
include it is recommended to depart from the research questions (Litosseliti, 2003), 
and three to five groups are typically used (Morgan, 1998). Our research questions re-
ferred to consumers in general, and thus did not imply how many groups should be 
included, or if we should focus on any particular segments. We decided on including 
three focus groups as we believed three would yield sufficient information and be-
cause of resource constraints. We then set out to decide how to form these three 
groups. 

In general, selection of focus group participants aims for homogeneity in one or more 
aspects, not diversity (Kitzinger, 1995; Litosseliti, 2003). The underlying logic of this 
is that individuals who are similar to one another in some respect are likely to feel 
more comfortable discussing in one another’s presence (Krueger, 1994). We had this 
as our starting point, and thus had to decide upon which would be the variable in 
common in each group. As our purpose refers to consumers in general, we thought 
that it would be preferable to include a spectrum of consumer segments. We believed 
that this would enable us to give more fair indications of the perception of the gen-
eral consumer. We thus decided to have life stage as the determinant variable and in-
cluded what we believed to be three general life stages. The focus groups are young 
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consumers, parents of small children, and middle aged consumers. These groups are 
also interesting to consider for further reasons. According to Hjalmarsson (2001) and 
Wahlström (2002) young people are a key group in the Experience Economy since 
they make up the future. While they might be faced with money constraints, it is a 
widely discussed issue in Swedish media that middle aged consumers (baby boomers) 
have more money on their hands than ever before, which make them interesting to 
consider. In relation to this group we also see a tendency towards wanting to devote 
more time and money to themselves; we thus believed this group to be potential ex-
perience consumers. The parents of small children on the other hand are in a stage of 
life where time can be expected to be a limited resource, and perhaps also the money 
available to spend on themselves. However, since children often demand their parents 
to be creative when it comes to entertaining them, this group’s perspective on experi-
encing was deemed interesting to consider. So apart from these three groups being in-
cluded as they represent three general life stages (in a simplified way), each group also 
had particular aspects that increased the appropriateness of including them.  

3.4.2 Size of Focus Groups 
Focus groups normally consist of about six to ten participants (Denscombe, 1998; 
Edmunds, 1999; Greenbaum, 2000), but there are also mini-focus groups with about 
three to four participants, and larger gatherings of about 12 to 14 participants (Bloor 
et al., 2001). The size depends on the purpose of the research (Litosseliti, 2003), and 
on practical constrains (Bloor et al., 2001). Large groups are for obvious reasons asso-
ciated with difficulties regarding managing, moderating and analyzing. Looking at 
smaller groups, such are more appropriate if e.g. complex topics are to be discussed 
(Morgan, 1998). Smaller groups also have the benefit of being easier to set up and 
manage, and there is more room for the individual participant to express him- or her-
self (Greenbaum, 1993; Kreuger, 1994; Bloor et al., 2001). From the very beginning 
we felt that our topic would benefit from being discussed in smaller groups because it 
is quite abstract, and participants may need considerable time to explain themselves. 
We also agreed with Bloor et al. (2001) who suggest that small groups are preferable 
because such are more typical in size, i.e. people normally discuss issues amongst a 
few friends. The group-size we agreed upon was using three participants, as it seemed 
feasible and appropriate given the subject. Hence, we chose to use mini-focus groups. 
However, apart from the actual number of participants, there are no differences be-
tween mini-focus groups and focus groups in general (Edmunds, 1999; Greenbaum, 
2000) other than the obvious fact that a smaller number of participants result in a 
smaller number of opinions (Kreuger, 1994). We are therefore referring to our groups 
as just focus groups, without the prefix mini. 

3.5 Selecting Participants and Recruitment  
Purposive sampling is characterized by the researchers themselves deciding who is the 
most likely holder of the information needed (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2003), 
i.e. the participants are “hand-picked” (Denscombe, 1998, p. 15). This sampling 
method can be used for focus group recruitment when the researchers have specific 
research questions and group characteristics to guide them (Bloor et al., 2001). Since 
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we were interested in certain consumer segments, we aimed at conducting our sam-
pling purposively. This method allows greater control over ensuring that the partici-
pants really have the characteristics in common as agreed upon (Greenbaum, 2000). 
Litosseliti (2003) recommends approaching prospective participants in person. We 
found it a bit difficult to approach all participants individually and thus made a com-
promise. In the young consumer group we approached three potential participants 
individually, but in regards to the two other groups, we just approached two poten-
tial participants who each corresponded to one of the groups. After he or she agreed 
upon joining our discussion, we asked him or her if he or she knew of any others 
who would be likely to want to participate. In this way we came up with three par-
ticipants for these groups as well. This is a kind of snowball sampling, with the un-
derlying logic that “those who have the targeted characteristics are likely to know of oth-
ers who also have these same features” (Krueger, 1994). There are some dangers regard-
ing using existent groups, e.g. that existing patterns of communications make inter-
pretation difficult (Krueger, 1994). However, this problem is most evident in groups 
where there are professional superior-subordinate relationships or amongst very close 
friends. When conducting our snowball sampling we asked the participants we re-
cruited first not to recommend co-workers or very close friends, but rather acquaint-
ances who would be likely to want to participate. Our participants were thus not co-
workers or close friends. Hence, we believe that we reduced the problem of having 
pre-existing groups. Quite conversely, we think we benefited from the participants’ 
acquaintance with one another as we believe it was positively correlated with their 
interacting discussion.  

The characteristics of each focus group ended up as follows. The young consumer 
group consisted of Anna4, 24, Axel, 25, and Anders, 30, all of them students. That all 
three participants in this group were students was not a deliberate choice but rather 
one of convenience. The parents of small children group included Belinda, 24, 
Birgitta, 38, and Bea, 32, all of them have small children. Belinda and Birgitta are stu-
dents and Bea works part-time. It was not a deliberate strategy to include students in 
this group either, we knew from the beginning that Birgitta was a student but Belinda 
was a last minute replacement of a man who should have participated but was not 
able to come. The middle aged consumer group was made up of Charlotte, 57, Chris-
tina, 59, and Catherine, 63. All of them have children that have left their nests, and 
both Charlotte and Christina work part-time while Catherine is retired.  

3.6 Preparatory Interviews 
When preparing for collecting the empirical material, our lack of experience, both 
when it comes to conducting focus groups and in relation to the Experience Econ-
omy in general, led us to believe that we needed to improve our knowledge before 
conducting the focus groups. We also needed some help in trying to break down the 
content of the Experience Economy as it includes rather wide concepts that might be 
difficult to understand for the consumers. We thus believed it would be in our inter-
                                                
4 The names are fictitious. 
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est to talk to professionals in the experience industry as a way of bridging the gap be-
tween theory and practice, as well as helping us gain confidence regarding how to 
conduct the focus groups. We therefore decided upon conducting face-to-face inter-
views with two professionals; Carin Daal and Tobias Nielsén (see Appendix 3 for the 
interview guide). 

Carin Daal is one of two program managers responsible for the Knowledge Founda-
tion’s (KF) efforts to bring focus to Sweden’s experience industry. Since 1999 KF has 
invested SEK 60 million in a five-year long program to support the industry, a pro-
gram that came about after the international breakthrough of Pine and Gilmore’s 
(1999) ideas. The focus of the program was to strengthen the competitiveness of Swe-
den’s experience industry. Through this project and through the foundation’s various 
publications on the subject, KF is considered to be an important promoter of the ex-
perience industry in Sweden. The interview was carried out at KF’s headquarters in 
Stockholm. 

Tobias Nielsén is the owner of QNB Analys & Kommunikation AB – a company 
which main purpose is to carry out different types of economic analyses in relation to 
creative industries such as the music industry. The company is thus focused on indus-
tries that are related to the culture and entertainment sector, a sector that in Sweden 
is considered to be a part of the experience industry. The interview took place at 
QNB’s headquarters in Stockholm. 

Through the interviews, we received new pre-understanding regarding how the Ex-
perience Economy is apprehended by two Swedish professionals. We were advised to 
include examples in our question route to facilitate the consumers’ understanding. 
We were also given the advice not to let the consumers get off the hook too easily if 
they stated their lack of interest e.g. in relation to a product. Nielsén and Daal were 
sure of that consumers value experiences to a greater extent than they may be aware 
of themselves (as the concept is so vague), we were thus told to pose attendant ques-
tions where necessary.  

3.7 Conducting Focus Groups 
Before conducting the focus groups we developed a question route (see Appendix 2) 
with the help of our research questions. We also discussed the roles and responsibili-
ties for the moderator and the assistant in advance so that no confusion would arise as 
recommended by Litosseliti (2003). The moderator’s main responsibility is to guide 
and facilitate the discussion, while the assistant’s is to take detailed notes and handle 
the recording equipment.  

Further, conducting a pilot focus group before the actual ones is often emphasized as 
crucial (Krueger, 1994), as it can help the researcher test, and thus learn (Litosseliti, 
2003). As it was recommended, and as we had limited experiences within the field of 
focus groups and moderating, we staged two pilot focus groups prior to our actual 
study. In the beginning there was only meant to be one pilot study, but after some 
questions were revised after the first one, we believed we needed to carry out a sec-
ond one as well. 
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3.7.1 The Pilot Focus Groups  
The two pilot studies provided us with valuable insights we made use of before con-
ducting the actual focus groups. Apart from more practical lessons such as the mod-
erator having the time in front of her, other aspects evolved as important to consider 
too. We were especially made aware of the fact that the group interaction may differ 
considerably among groups, suggesting that it is important to consider who the par-
ticipants are since they may be more or less inclined to share their opinions. In the 
first pilot study, the session followed through smoothly, and surpassed our expecta-
tions in regards to the length and depth of the answers as well as the participants’ 
ability to talk amongst themselves rather than to the moderator. During the second 
pilot study on the other hand, the answers that were given were not elaborated on to 
a preferable extent and the moderator found herself having to intervene more than 
can be deemed desirable. After the first pilot study we revised our question route as 
not all questions fell out as planned (for the revised questioning route see Appendix 
4). In the second pilot study we used the revised question route, and though the level 
of participation was not to our satisfaction, we were reassured the questions would 
work. However, both studies did suggest that the moderator might need to intervene 
a bit more than had formerly been the plan. This was due to the fact that some ques-
tions needed to be further explained and that the discussion sometimes tended to de-
generate.  

3.7.2 The Focus Groups 
The young consumer focus group took place on the premises of Jönköping Univer-
sity.  The session lasted for 70 minutes and proceeded smoothly without any inter-
ruptions. The participants of this group did not seem to find any of the questions dif-
ficult and the answers provided were well-developed. The interaction among the par-
ticipants was characterized by a well-balanced contribution. We believe all partici-
pants felt they could express their own opinion.  

The parents of small children focus group took place at the home of one of the par-
ticipants. The session lasted for 60 minutes and ran smoothly apart from the fact that 
one of the participants’ one-year old was present, which caused some disturbances. 
However, we do not believe that this fact contributed with anything but laughter. 
This group did not seem to find any of the questions difficult to understand either, 
but some clarifications on our part were needed. The interaction among the partici-
pants’ in this group was good, but at times one of the participants (Belinda) tended to 
dominate the discussion. The other participants however bore in mind the ground 
rules and clearly stated when they agreed or disagreed with her reasoning.  

The middle aged consumer group took place at the home of one of the participants. 
The session lasted for about 60 minutes and ran as smoothly as that of the young 
consumers. In this group the moderator was asked to give examples to facilitate un-
derstanding, however in general the questions did not seem to cause any major diffi-
culties. The interaction in this group worked well, but at times there was a tendency 
among two of the participants to lead the discussion as the third participant (Cath-
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erine) remained silent. She did however express her opinion in relation to all ques-
tions, so we do not think this has constituted a problem.    

3.8 Analyzing and Interpreting the Empirical Findings  
The recorded material and the assistant’s notes is normally the framework of the 
analysis (Litosseliti, 2003), which was also the case in this study. The recordings were 
typed out and the notes were added to the corresponding parts of the discussion to 
add depth. As recommended, we allowed a few days between each session so that 
time was available to reflect upon the previous one, and transcribe the recordings. 
This was done so we could thoroughly discuss each session, and take advantage of les-
sons learned. This continuous analysis is characteristic for most qualitative research 
(Holme & Solvang, 1997).  

After the recorded material was transcribed, we first read through the transcripts 
carefully to get a general impression. We marked sections in the transcripts according 
to the research question they were related to, this is a way to categorize the data 
which eases the analysis (Litosseliti, 2003). Going into specifics, we sought to identify 
the most important themes, issues, and ideas. This enabled us to make comparisons of 
the different discussions, and find patterns as well as dissimilarities. When writing the 
analysis, we as researchers interpreted the participants’ statements and carefully se-
lected “illustrative examples of data” (Litosseliti, 2003, p. 90) used as quotes to add 
depth and trustworthiness to the text. Such quotes should be relevant and representa-
tive. We put effort into using quotes which we considered to be a fair depiction of 
what was said during the discussions. 

3.9 Trustworthiness 
All qualitative research is only as good as the researcher is, as he or she is the instru-
ment for conducting the study (Morse & Richards, 2002). To evaluate the trustwor-
thiness of a qualitative study, the criteria of (1) credibility, (2) transferability, (3) de-
pendability and (4) confirmability can be discussed (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 

A study is credible if the conclusions of it are perceived as applying to the social con-
text in which the people the study involves live within (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). 
If these people find the conclusions to be applicable to them, one can assume that ap-
propriate methods have been used to measure what the study was intended to meas-
ure. Since we were interested in the general opinion of the groups in regards to the 
Experience Economy it can be argued that few of the participants in the study will 
actually be able to identify themselves with the conclusions of our thesis, at least to 
the letter. We do however believe that in our attempts to identify the general opinion 
among the participants of the three groups, we have attained credibility as we have 
carefully considered all participants’ input, suggesting that the participants after all 
will recognize themselves in our conclusions. Another issue that might have had an 
effect on our findings is that many of the concepts the thesis rests upon are quite 
complex and sometimes difficult to grasp. It can therefore be questioned if the em-
pirical findings in a correct way reflect what was intended to be measured. In relation 
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to this we would like to point out that we believe the pre-understanding gained from 
the two preparatory interviews have helped us in ensuring an acceptable level of 
credibility in relation to this issue. For example, examples were used to make sure the 
participants understood the questions. 

Transferability refers to how the findings of the research can be transferred to other 
situations (Denscombe, 2002). It is important to note that this is not the same as 
maintaining that the result are generalizable but rather that they are indicative in na-
ture (Litosseliti, 2003). Since we have not found any reasons to believe that our find-
ings are atypical, we believe that they can be indicative. It could however be argued 
that due to the fact that many of the participants in the study were students and 
women, we have not succeeded in providing findings indicative for all consumers. 
However, as the purpose of this study only suggests a focus on consumers in general, 
we do not believe this issue is important to consider. It should be pointed out, on the 
other hand, that we do not believe our results would have differed greatly if the com-
position of the groups had looked different. Our focus was general rather than spe-
cific, i.e. the object of interest does not matter, just the interest in itself. In relation to 
transferability it should also be pointed out that since we have only explored con-
sumers’ perceptions of the Experience Economy, it would be incorrect to assume 
anything else than that a foundation for the Experience Economy exists. This is due 
to the fact that the supply side has not been investigated, i.e. businesses’ willingness 
to stage experiences has been left out. Further, we have not investigated experiences 
in a business-to-business context. 

A study is dependable if the findings are consistent and accurate, meaning that the 
reader should be able to evaluate the adequacy of the analysis through having access 
to how the study was conducted (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). By including a thor-
ough description of our method, we hope to have provided the reader with a good 
understanding of how the study was conducted, also making it dependable.   

While dependability involves the process of the study, confirmability is concerned 
with how the findings and conclusions of the study are linked to the empirical data, 
so that they are not just the results of the researchers’ prior assumptions and precon-
ceptions (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). For the study to be confirmable, the data 
needs to be linked to its sources so that it can be established that conclusions and in-
terpretations do in fact arise directly from them. Throughout our analysis, we have 
used quotes from the focus group participants to strengthen and validate our discus-
sion. We believe that this increases the confirmability of our study. It could be argued 
that we have lost some trustworthiness through the translation of all quotes from 
Swedish to English. However, we do not believe that this to be an issue as we have 
been very careful when handling our empirical material. As stated earlier we tran-
scribed all recordings word for word, and when translating the quotes we chose to 
include we were careful not to ruin the meaning of them. We believe that we have 
indeed conveyed the quotes appropriately as we consider ourselves sufficiently profi-
cient in both Swedish and English to be able to handle the translation process. Fur-
ther, in regards to us being subjective, we have taken on an interpretative approach 
which means that it is obvious that the study is affected by our own interpretations. 
However, in our focus group sessions we have intervened only when necessary and 
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have thus let the participants include what they saw as important regarding each of 
our topics.  
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4 Empirical Findings and Analysis 
In this chapter we present our empirical findings and analysis. The chapter starts with a 
brief introduction and a summary of the focus group participants. After this each research 
question serves as a heading under which the answer to each particular question is dis-
cussed. 

4.1 Introduction 
Before presenting our analysis, we would like to describe how we will present our 
empirical material and analysis. The empirical material in this chapter is made up of 
the findings from the three consumer focus groups. The analysis is carried out within 
the theoretical sphere presented in the thesis, however it is not theoretically detailed 
but rather empirically so.  

Each research question is treated separately. Under each heading we begin by repeat-
ing the brief background discussion to the question to provide an understanding of 
why it was posed. After this, we first state the answer to the research question before 
presenting the analysis behind the answer. This is done as we believe it eases the read-
ing and understanding of the empirical material and the analysis. 

Before we continue, we would like to repeat some of the focus group information to 
avoid confusion.   

4.2 Summary of the Focus Group Information 
Since we at times only mention participants’ first names in connection to quotes we 
here present a short summary of the focus group participants fictitious names (see 
Table 4-1). Further, the term personal communication and the date of the interviews 
(as commonly included when referring to an interview) will be withheld as we do not 
believe they contribute to the text but quite conversely make the text more difficult 
to follow. Therefore, feel free to return to Table 4-1 when reading the analysis should 
any confusion arise. 

Table 4-1 Summary of the Focus Group Information 

Focus Group Participants 

Young Consumers (A) Anna, 24 

Axel, 25 

Anders, 30 

Parents of Small Children (B) Belinda, 24 

Bea, 32 

Birgitta, 38 
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Middle Aged Consumers (C) Charlotte, 57 

Christina, 59 

Catherine, 63 

 

4.3 How do Consumers Define an Experience? 
Experiences are at the core of the Experience Economy, it is therefore important to 
understand the essence of experiences. Since researchers cannot seem to agree upon a 
definition, it is risky to advise companies to implement experiences without under-
standing what meaning consumers apply to the concept. Therefore: How do consum-
ers define an experience? 

 

When the participants were asked to ascribe meaning to the concept of experiences, 
the difficulty faced by scholars in relation to agreeing upon one definition of the con-
cept presented itself. Many different expressions were used but as a common ground 
to depart from, all participants referred to experiences in positive terms. The positive 
associations the consumers made in relation to the concept of experiences became 
most obvious when the participants were asked to describe what certain feelings they 
associated with experiences. Words such as happiness, excitement, drama, bliss, curi-
osity, and kicks were used. Christina stated; “I believe experiences include expecta-
tions… that they will give me some kind of kick5”. Birgitta stated that she believed ex-
periences were simply associated with stronger feelings than regular occurrences. The 
young consumer focus group agreed that the word joy provided a good description. 
The concept of experiences was thus perceived as being something positive across all 
consumer groups.  

When asked to use words to define an experience all three focus groups, though not 
expressing themselves in the very same words, came close to some of the characteris-
tics that are stated in Table 2-1 in the Frame of Reference. That is, experiences are in-
tangible (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), consist of consolidated sensory information (Car-
bone & Haeckel, 1994), are inherently individual and unique (Mossberg, 2003; Pine 
& Gilmore, 1999; Almquist et al., 2001) and memorable (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). An-
ders in the young consumer group touched upon consolidated sensory information 

                                                
5 All quotes have been translated from Swedish to English by the authors. 

Spontaneously, the consumers thought of experiences as being grand and positive 
in nature. However, the notion of experiences existing on a spectrum evolved. 
Additionally, the consumers’ contributions complied well with theoretical defini-
tions in regards to experiences being intangible, individual and consisting of con-
solidated sensory information. Like scholars, the consumers could not agree upon 
a single comprehensive definition. 



 Empirical Findings and Analysis 

 31

through his statement; “[an experience] that’s everything… that’s like visual impres-
sions… scent impressions… Everything! … everything that kind of startles you”. Birgitta in 
the parents of small children group also discussed experiences in terms of impressions 
and feelings. We believe that this does not only indicate that consumers too view ex-
periences as consisting of consolidated sensory information, but we also argue that it 
is an expression of the intangibility and individuality of experiences. Impressions and 
feelings are clearly not tangible and they are processed by each individual which re-
sults in different meanings of one and the same occurrence. Belinda also pointed to 
the fact that experiences are individual and argued that “it can’t be said to be general for 
everyone… some people may think it’s an experience to be up in a hot air balloon, while 
others would die or have a heart attack or whatever… some might find it really cool, and 
some won’t… they might be air balloon pilots, then it’s not as cool anymore”. The middle 
aged consumer focus group also underlined that the very same occurrence can be an 
experience to some people, while it may leave others untouched. Their discussion 
was held in relation to Disneyland and how Disney’s world of cartoons might create 
positive experiences for children but not for everyone. Belinda further discussed ex-
periences in terms of being memorable; “I guess an experience is something that you re-
member afterwards… something that really sticks to your memory”. This aspect was also 
touched upon in the other groups, for example two participants in the young con-
sumer group declared that they were “still living on it” (Anna & Anders). Axel in the 
young consumer focus group stated that “I believe an experience is something you like to 
talk much about afterwards … like ‘do you remember when that thing happened?’”. How-
ever, even though the consumers tended to discuss experiences as being memorable, 
we also discovered a time-aspect regarding how long an experience lingers in one’s 
memory. We believe that Anders touched upon this issue when discussing a shopping 
experience; “it’s only an experience in the short run, a fast consumed experience so to say... 
and it also goes away fairly quickly”. Christina and Charlotte also mentioned that the 
kick from an experience can indeed be short-lived. Thus, all experiences do not have 
to be memorable.  

Other aspects that the consumers related to the concept of experiences were that they 
often involve something out of the ordinary and demand elements of novelty. Anna 
explained that “For me an experience is something out of the ordinary… something that’s 
not included in everyday life but something you remember afterwards … or something 
that kind of stands out a bit”. This aspect can be connected to Mossberg’s (2003) trans-
portation through time and space dimension as it deals with the non-ordinary. The 
novelty aspect was discussed by Christina and Bea “[an experience is] something that I 
may not have experienced before” (Christina), “experiences, that’s something, something 
new” (Bea). This aspect is discussed by Mossberg (2003) as well as Pine and Gilmore 
(1999), but in relation to extraordinaire experiences, which is why we chose not to in-
clude these aspects among the general characteristics of experiences in the Frame of 
Reference. As the consumers in our groups also tended to talk about great experi-
ences when mentioning the novelty and out of the ordinary aspects, we believe the 
consumers too related these aspects to extraordinaire experiences, which is why we 
will not accept these two aspects as applying to all experiences. However, the experi-
ence examples the consumers were asked to give were related to these two aspects, 
suggesting that they should at least be kept in mind. The examples were; giving birth 
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– which dominated the group of small children, traveling – which dominated the 
middle aged consumer group, and skydiving, being offered a job, and proposing to 
one’s girlfriend, which made up the examples provided by the young consumers. The 
participants were asked to give these examples in the beginning of the group discus-
sion. Another issue that thus evolved was that occurrences that create extraordinaire 
experiences come first to mind when a consumer is asked to apply meaning to the 
concept of experiences. From this discussion one could question if labeling the econ-
omy the Experience Economy might in fact be a bit misleading. This question arises as 
it is suggested from a consumer perspective that companies need to offer extraordi-
naire experiences if they want their customers to refer to the companies’ offerings as 
being experiences. However, some time into the discussions experiences also evolved 
as being smaller occurrences, which will be discussed next. 

Despite extraordinaire experiences coming first to mind, the possibility of experi-
ences being both small and grand in nature came up in all focus groups too, suggest-
ing that experiences need to be viewed as existing along a spectrum.  Anna illustrated 
that experiences are not necessarily grand; “[experiences] can be such small things… like 
the other day when I was walking home and… kind of WOW! Look at all those flowers in 
the park… all those small things that are really spontaneous”. Similarly, Charlotte 
claimed that experiences “come in both big and small packages”, and Belinda captured 
the essence by stating; “I believe experiences exist on some sort of a scale”. However, 
apart from the discussion held in the young consumer group, it should be pointed 
out that this aspect came up some time into the discussion of what makes up an ex-
perience. This suggests that experiences could be smaller occurrences, but that the 
participants do not spontaneously refer to such as being experiences, but rather as 
“fun events” (Belinda). For example, all participants in the middle aged consumer 
group discussed how lovely it is when one comes home to find that the latest edition 
of a magazine has arrived by mail. But when asked if they would apply the word ex-
perience to this clearly positive occurrence, a resounding no was heard and Christina 
explained laughing “no we have greater demands than that!” It can be questioned why 
the young consumers were more eager to label smaller occurrences experiences, how-
ever we leave this question open. More importantly, what has been illustrated here is 
that the consumers in our study first and foremost think of experiences in terms of 
being great occurrences. 

The fact that the middle aged consumers tended to (at least initially) refer to experi-
ences in great terms we believe can be partly attributed to the fact that this group 
leaned towards viewing experiences as inherent in life itself. It thus seemed like the 
participants of this group found it a bit diminishing to view companies as the creators 
of experiences. For example, Catherine stated that “I was thinking… cool experiences… 
those created by companies… I find them unnatural… water parks and such… I think you 
should swim in the ocean!” However, in relation to this Charlotte pointed out that 
even though water parks and such offerings are somewhat unnatural, she believed 
them to fulfill their purpose for a lot of consumers and the value of them should 
therefore not be belittled. That the middle aged consumers seemed hesitant towards 
company-staged experiences does not necessarily mean that they do not actually fall 
for them. They did mention that they could get a kick, although a short lived one, 
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from shopping. Charlotte even stated in regards to shopping and the kicks she got 
from it that “I think we need it… I think we need shopping sometimes… I think it’s good 
for you”. To the extent that these little kicks coming from shopping can be viewed as 
experiences, this suggests that the middle aged consumers might indeed fall for staged 
experiences, though they were reluctant towards admitting it.  

Similarly to the middle aged consumers, the parents of small children were initially 
not too excited to think of experiences as created by companies. Belinda even said 
that “it can be enough with life’s own experiences”. However, they did admit that by 
staging experiences companies can very well evoke an interest for their offerings, 
Birgitta; “if you see some experience in a commercial you know, then you might think ‘Oh 
God! That’s sounds like fun!’”. Also, Belinda who was first to dismissing experiences 
staged by companies admitted to being a true victim of companies’ marketing efforts; 
“I’m a sucker for commercials!”, indicating she too falls for experiences staged by com-
panies. Still, in relation to experiences, it seems like the participants were on their 
guard regarding that it should be their own personal choice whether to have an ex-
perience or not. They further argued that it was impossible to force someone to have 
a (positive) experience; it is always up to the individual. So, they agreed that compa-
nies could very well stage opportunities for experiencing, but the individual’s own 
input determines the outcome. This can be related to the customer being a partici-
pant as emphasized by Pine and Gilmore (1999).  

The slight hesitation found among the middle aged consumers and the parents of 
small children was not found among the young consumers. The young consumers 
were positive towards company-staged experiences and were quick to realize that 
such are all around them. Anna; “Well you know a lot of your experiences you buy 
really”.  

The discussions of the middle aged group and the parents of small children above can 
be linked to an important basic assumption behind the Experience Economy; that 
experiences can be bought and sold (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). The two groups pose 
themselves a bit hesitant towards this aspect, however, we do believe this might not 
actually hold true. Though the two groups tended to view company-staged experi-
ences as abundant when asked up front about it, our findings indicate that both these 
groups fall for experiences all the same. If companies stage experiences suitable for 
these groups, experiences are thus most likely welcome. As illustrated above, it seems 
like the young consumers may to a greater extent welcome the notion of company-
staged experiences as they admittedly embraced them.  

4.4 To what Degree do Consumers want to be Involved in 
their Consumption? 

According to Mossberg, the consumer must be involved in order to have a positive 
experience. Pine and Gilmore on their part state that experiences will be at the core 
of all businesses. To be of value experiences must be positive, which implies that con-
sumers must be involved constantly. This equation seems unlikely to hold. There-
fore: To what degree do consumers want to be involved in their consumption?  
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In general when asked to ascribe meaning to the concept of involvement, all consum-
ers referred to the concept in positive terms. All participants believed that involve-
ment itself was positive to the person being involved. However, depending on the ob-
ject of the involvement, it can of course also be negative, as explained by Belinda; “It 
depends on if someone is involved in something I dissociate myself from, then that in-
volvement is negative for me… but it’s positive for the person so I guess it depends on what 
people think and feel”. Thus deemed positive, involvement was further described in 
rather great terms as the participants believed involvement was associated with a pro-
found interest. Anna, a young consumer, expressed involvement as “being interested, 
or, you know, whole-heartedly interested, to really put one’s heart in it”, her fellow group 
member Axel continued “you care what happens, you feel you want to have an influence 
and feel that you can contribute with something”. Similarly, Christina connected in-
volvement to “not being indifferent” and “that I give my best at that exact moment”.  

The associations made by the consumers fit well with Antil’s (1984) definition of per-
ceived personal importance, while they tended to ascribe deeper meaning to the con-
cept than Oliver’s (1997) business-oriented definition suggests, i.e. that involvement is 
a focused orientation towards certain products and services. Nevertheless, some time 
into the group discussions the consumers saw no difficulties in also applying the con-
cept to their purchasing behavior, suggesting that Oliver’s (1997) definition is appli-
cable as well. This we deemed necessary as we were interested in the consumers’ in-
volvement in relation to their consumption, not in involvement in all contexts. It 
should however be noted that similarly to the discussion concerning the definition of 
an experience, the consumers seemed to view involvement as existing on a spectrum. 
That is, in consumption contexts, the consumers tended to talk about involvement in 
terms of information processing, while in other situations they referred to the con-
cept in terms of being whole-heartedly interested, as stated above. In general, how-
ever, involvement evolved as something being connected to personal interest and the 
perceived difference between products of the same product category, but there were 
also signs of time constraints, price and knowledge being important. In general all 
discussions held in relation to involvement also complied well with involvement the-
ory; however this is not of interest in this context.  

When the consumers were asked directly to what degree they deemed it desirable to 
be involved in their consumption, the general answer across all groups was that par-
ticipants desired to be involved to a high degree. However, in practice, they argued, 
involvement is still closely tied to interest, i.e. what type of product the purchase en-
tails, and time constraints, suggesting that involvement is not always desirable. Anna 
explained that “well of course one wants to be involved to a large extent... one wants to 
know as much as possible... but there’s a limit too, I wouldn’t want to know everything 
about washing detergent”. This is connected to interest as Anna explained she did not 

The consumers viewed involvement as being positive, but did not find it desirable 
to be involved in all of their consumption. This can be attributed to the fact that 
they saw involvement as being determined by personal interest as well as perceived 
difference between products of the same product category. When responding to 
personal interest, the consumers wanted to be involved to a high degree.  
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have a great interest in either washing detergent or in other convenience products: “I 
can’t say I’d want to be more involved in everyday products as I don’t have the time or the 
interest”. The fellow group member Anders declared about convenience products that 
“well you know it’s something I buy, and tomorrow it’s gone, and it doesn’t matter 
[which one I buy] because there are lots of products that work just as well for me, it 
doesn’t matter if it gets a bit cleaner for example if it’s about washing detergent, I bet you 
don’t even notice the difference” and Axel added ”the washing detergent doesn’t give me 
any major experiences once I’ve bought it, and then it doesn’t really matter which one I 
buy, does it?”. They thus did not perceive the difference between these products to be 
great enough to involve oneself regarding which one to buy. Similar examples were 
also provided to us through the other groups, for example single mother Belinda 
claimed that “It’s not like… you don’t have to be involved in everything, it’s more impor-
tant to be involved in things that really interests you, things you believe are of impor-
tance… otherwise I’d just find it a waste of time and energy” and Bea in the same group 
stated that “even if I had the time to, I wouldn’t involve myself in all things anyway“. 
Christina gave voice to the consumers in the middle aged consumer group as she was 
supported when stating that one could indeed not be involved in everything one 
buys. Thus, the gist of the discussion suggests that although one might want to be 
more involved, for example due to pure ethical considerations, there were indications 
that involvement is not desirable in all aspects after all, as it is closely tied to interest 
as well as perceived difference. However, as interest is individual, we expect that all 
offerings evoke involvement in some consumers. The individual consumer, on the 
other hand, cannot be involved in all of his or her consumption. It should be pointed 
out though that at the end of the day, the consumers tended to be very involved in 
many of their purchases anyway. The middle aged consumers surprised us the most 
as they actually seemed to be involved in most of their purchases, from purchasing 
plastic garbage bags to buying a home.  

As the participants stated they did not desire to be involved in all of their purchases 
and since Mossberg (2001) claims one has to be involved in order to have a positive 
experience, we believe it is interesting to discuss that all participants thought it was 
possible for companies to create involvement. The majority of them claimed they 
were easily affected by commercials and advertising in general. Belinda gave voice to 
many of the participants when she stated that “I’m a complete slave when it comes to 
silly stuff like that”. This indicates that even though consumers do not want to be in-
volved, companies could guide them in the direction of getting involved and thus cre-
ate an opportunity for the consumers to have an experience. We believe that this is 
connected to what Antil (1984) refers to as ‘stimuli’, i.e. that companies can stimulate 
consumer interest and thereby create involvement. Thus, an interest does not neces-
sarily have to come from within but can be evoked by companies’ marketing efforts. 
So as interest is perhaps the key determinant of involvement, it seems like a good idea 
to try to evoke consumer interest.  

In contrast to the discussion above, however, we believe that our empirical findings 
somewhat questions the necessity Mossberg (2001) gave to involvement in relation to 
experiences. Customer involvement theory is strongly connected with pre-purchase 
behavior; the logic is that a customer who is involved engages in a more thorough 
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pre-purchase process (Mossberg, 2003). If we connect this to experiences and the sug-
gested necessity for consumers to be involved in order to have a positive experience 
(Mossberg, 2001) it is indicated that pre-purchase behavior is positively correlated 
with positive experiences. However, in our empirical study we have found indica-
tions that this might not always be the case.  

Anna talked a lot about spontaneous experiences such as walking through the park 
and realizing spring has arrived. Similarly, Anders argued that spontaneity could ac-
tually create greater experiences as no expectations were involved “when it’s spontane-
ous, well… a surprise … under certain circumstances I believe the experience can become 
even greater when it just happens like that”. Anna continued with “I think involvement 
before an experience reduces the experience because you build up such expectations that, 
well… if I had planned that parachute jump more, you know, in detail… that in three 
weeks I’m going to make a parachute jump for the first time or something like that, then I 
might build up gigantic expectations and you know ‘this is going to be so cool, oh my God 
what an experience this is going to be, it’s going to be the greatest experience of my life!’, 
and then you know it shows that it wasn’t such a big deal after all. In that way involve-
ment can reduce the experience pretty much”. There might thus not necessarily be a 
constant positive correlation between involvement and experiencing. We have come 
to believe that involvement, in terms of pre-purchase behavior, might thus not be a 
prerequisite for positive experiences. Many may instead unexpectedly become caught 
up in a moment and have an experience without prior preparation. In certain cases it 
might even be preferable, as Anna said - one might otherwise become disappointed. 
We believe that this (becoming caught up in the moment) complies well with Antil’s 
(1984) definition of involvement, as it, as discussed earlier, deals with involvement as 
a result of interest evoked by stimulation. Antil’s (1984) definition is applicable as it 
does not presume interest prior to the stimuli. It is thus possible to take a stroll in the 
park, see the flowers (stimuli) which evokes an interest in you, and as a result become 
involved in that particular situation. However, this might be stretching customer in-
volvement theory too far, as most of it (as opposed to Antil, (1984)) seems to discuss 
involvement as connected to pre-purchase behavior. We thus believe that Mossberg’s 
(2001) application of customer involvement to experiences is unlikely to hold.  

However, it should be added to the discussion of involvement that the participants 
stated that they could in fact relate the experience example they were asked to give to 
being involved. The negative aspects of involvement (that it can e.g. diminish the ex-
perience) are also a bit ambiguous as Anders and Axel, when discussing traveling, 
pointed to involvement’s likely positive effect on experiences too. It would therefore 
be hasty to conclude that involvement is negatively correlated with experiences. A 
more appropriate conclusion would be that involvement is not a necessary require-
ment for having a positive experience.  

4.5 To what Degree do Consumers want to Escape the Ordi-
nary through Experiences Staged by Companies? 

According to Mossberg, experiences include the customers’ transportation through 
time and space, which implies that experiences are an escape from the ordinary to the 
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non-ordinary. Though escaping the ordinary for the non-ordinary is not a required 
element of experiences, Mossberg states it is a likely aspect. We thus deem it neces-
sary to consider consumers’ view of staged experiences as a means to escape the ordi-
nary. Therefore: To what degree do consumers want to escape the ordinary through ex-
periences staged by companies? 

 

All consumers in our groups spoke of temporary escapes in positive terms, but were 
quick to mention that they ‘escaped’ in order to put a gold rim on their everyday life, 
not to escape reality in a negative sense. Young consumer Anna said; “I don’t think it’s 
about wanting to escape, or you know, to a richer life in any way because I think I have 
that here too [read: in my everyday life]. But at the same time I believe it’s about deeply 
rooted habits in a way, because sometimes you want something that deviates from the 
norm”. We consider this quote to be representative for all groups in this study, since 
similar statements can be found amongst all of them. Thus the motive behind ‘escap-
ing the ordinary’ do not seem to stem from a need to escape in the true sense of the 
word but rather from a need to do something a bit more special amongst all the rou-
tines of daily life. However, as theorists discuss the concept using the term escape so 
shall we. 

When this issue was brought up in the different sessions, it became obvious that es-
caping the ordinary was not connected to the work of companies, at least not in re-
gards to the parents of small children and the middle aged consumer groups. We do 
however believe that the consumers’ ways of escaping the ordinary are important to 
consider, as they can illustrate if the non-ordinary can be related to the work of com-
panies or not.  We will therefore further elaborate on this issue. 

Parent Bea and the young consumers mentioned leaving the home and a change of 
scenery as being important when escaping the ordinary, but it was hardly a requisite 
for all. Reading a good book, be together with family, and having a glass of wine 
were examples brought up among the parents of small children and the middle aged 
consumers. Quite contrary to our initial belief this indicates that consumers not nec-
essarily see a need to actually leave the familiar scenery to feel that they have tempo-
rarily left it. Anna even stated that she preferred doing something that did not require 
long distance physical transportation or too much effort when it came to temporarily 
escaping the ordinary; “It doesn’t have to be going to New York; on the contrary I think 
that seems pretty tiresome. … getting into everything a big city has to offer … I get tired 
just thinking about it! [Laughter]”. Anna explained that she did not view traveling as a 
means to escape the ordinary; but rather as a means to experience the extraordinaire. 
The fellow participants in the young consumer group agreed with Anna’s New York-

Consumers want to escape the ordinary to a great extent, and claim to do so often. 
However, it is difficult to comment on their desire to do so through experiences 
staged by companies. This is due to the fact that the consumers seemed to escape 
the ordinary on their own accord, and had difficulties connecting this to experi-
ences staged by companies. Still, when asked up front what they thought of com-
panies staging experiences with the purpose of providing an escape from the ordi-
nary, they were positive, implying a window of opportunity.  
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example, Axel; “many believe it requires much more than it really does … if you do be-
lieve that, you put so much time and effort into having this big break that you think you 
must have, so you end up losing the pleasure of it”. This suggests that escaping the ordi-
nary is done without too much effort. 

Among the parents of small children included in this study there was a general ten-
dency towards viewing the small breathers provided during a day as a way to escape 
the ordinary. Birgitta’s examples of taking a long shower or talking to a friend can 
hardly be characterized as non-ordinary in general, but she still perceived these activi-
ties to enable her to leave her hectic life for a moment “for me escaping the ordinary 
are little things such as having a conversation over the phone … Because right now it’s al-
most 24 hours a day that are filled with obligations, so it can be enough with a phone call”. 
We are thus not only discussing occurrences generally labeled as experiences as means 
to escape the ordinary, but also the smaller things in life. However, Birgitta did point 
out that this had not always been the case; “but when I was working and only had Frida 
[her 13-year old daughter] then I had more spare time and then other things were re-
quired for me to feel that I was actually escaping the ordinary … like traveling”, suggest-
ing that life situation has an effect on one’s demands. That the parents did not go on 
any excursions to escape the ordinary hardly comes as a surprise regarding this par-
ticular focus group as it is a generally accepted truth that parents of small children 
have little time on their hands to spend on themselves.  

That the small things in life are of importance was held true for the middle aged con-
sumers as well, Charlotte; “it doesn’t have to be such a big deal. We talk about that often 
that it has to be such a big deal all the time when people do something. It can be the little 
things, a glass of wine”. The consumers in this group claimed that they took the op-
portunity to experience nature or relax with their favorite magazine as a way of es-
caping the ordinary. Christina said that “it can be a very small thing that makes one’s 
existence gold-rimmed” whereupon Catherine agreed “to read a book, just doing that is 
wonderful”. Contrary to the parents of small children, the middle aged consumers in 
this study had lots of time on their hands and spent more of their time doing things 
for pure enjoyment – “I do it all the time” (Catherine). This suggests that this group 
has more opportunities to make use of staged experiences than the parents of small 
children group. However, staged experiences were not touched upon as ways of es-
caping the ordinary. It can be argued that this implies that staged experiences that al-
low transportation to the non-ordinary are not demanded by middle aged consumers. 
However, we do not believe this is the case but rather that staged experiences are not 
thought of in terms of this aspect. The consumers in this group did mention that e.g. 
going to the opera is an experience. Since going to the opera is not something the 
consumers claimed they did every day, we believe it signifies that a willingness to es-
cape the ordinary through staged experiences might exist among middle aged con-
sumers as well. 

Contrary to the middle aged consumers, the young consumers explicitly discussed 
experiences that are bought and sold as means to escape the ordinary. Anna e.g. told 
the group about when she and a friend visited a spa one afternoon to have a relaxing 
time, something which she experienced as being non-ordinary. The participants also 
discussed the aspect of leaving familiar ground to be with friends in a new environ-
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ment, e.g. going to a restaurant at night, which also makes up an example where the 
experience is paid for. The consumers stated that the new surrounding the restaurant 
provided created an atmosphere so different from where they usually saw their 
friends that they experienced a temporary escape from the ordinary.  

When discussing all three groups in conjunction, it becomes obvious that our find-
ings indicate that consumers in general can be said to escape the ordinary through the 
opportunities that present themselves during the ordinary day to a larger degree than 
they tend to purchase experiences staged by companies, with the slight exception of 
the younger consumer group. However, it was indicated in the two other focus 
groups that the participants did not seem to connect the need to escape the ordinary 
to what company-staged experiences could offer, such were rather viewed as being 
something extra. Connected to how the consumers tended to define experiences 
however (non-ordinary etc.), it seems like such can very well serve as means to escape 
the ordinary. So while the majority of the consumers in our study escaped the ordi-
nary on their own accord presently, they might increasingly do so through company-
staged experiences in the future if the connection was made clearer to them. When 
asked up front what they thought of companies staging experiences with the purpose 
of providing an escape from the ordinary, they were positive. This could signify a 
window of opportunity for staging experiences. 

Important to note in relation to extraordinaire experiences and Pine and Gilmore’s 
(1999) vision of an experience-based economy is that the consumers participating in 
our study all emphasized that in order to experience the non-ordinary one must have 
an ordinary place to depart from. As Belinda put it; “one has to have an everyday life in 
order to escape it!”. Similarly Christina said “you have to be bored sometimes in order to 
have fun” whereupon Catherine filled in “you can’t have fun all the time”, Christina; 
“no, there has to be laughter as well as tears [Laughter]”. We believe this input from the 
consumers to give an important indication as in order for companies to put a price 
tag on experiences they must be perceived as providing something positive; joy, ex-
citement etcetera. Still, as Anna pointed out to us “It can’t be Christmas every day, how 
much would Christmas then be worth?”. So if all companies were offering fun, fun, fun 
everyday it would probably be bad, bad, bad for business. 

4.6 How do Consumers Perceive the Experience Realms? 
Pine and Gilmore claim all companies must stage experiences in order to survive, and 
present four experience realms. On the other hand, Söderlund claims it cannot be 
taken for granted that all types of experiences are actually demanded. It is therefore 
of interest to examine consumers’ perceptions of the experience realms to be able to 
add to Söderlund’s discussion on consumer demand. Therefore: How do consumers 
perceive the experience realms? 
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When addressing this question, it became obvious to us that the experience realms to 
a large extent tend to overlap one another. It is thus not a clear cut path how con-
sumers perceive each separate realm. At times this resulted in a tendency among the 
consumers to discuss the realms in a way where one realm was perceived as being 
more interesting than another, and not what was interesting about each realm. The 
consumers also tended to refer to occurrences that qualify as a mix between two or 
more of the experience realms. Although one realm may have evolved as being more 
preferable than another, this is thus not the same as ruling out the possibility that the 
consumers can have an experience in any other realm as well.  

One central issue that evolved during the consumers’ discussions of the four realms 
was that the groups tended to link the notion of level of guest participation (pas-
sive/active) and environmental relationship (absorption/immersion) to level of per-
sonal interest. This connection was made across all groups and the discussion mainly 
concerned how some experience realms were perceived as demanding more effort 
than others, and how those experiences were associated with a higher level of per-
sonal interest. The issue of effort was noticeable not only in relation to active partici-
pation, which educational and escapist experiences demand, but also to the higher de-
gree of environmental relationship (immersion) that esthetic experiences command. 
Educational, escapist and esthetic experiences thus evolved as demanding more effort 
while the participants believed that entertainment was more accessible, as explained 
by Anna; “it’s undeniably the easiest, no doubt, and… you know you don’t have to in-
volve yourself at all really”, also indicating that one does not have to possess a great in-
terest in order to pursue an entertainment experience. The discussion of the experi-
ence realms in relation to differing levels of interest suggests that the greater the in-
terest, the more effort the consumers are willing to make. If a genuine interest exists 
it may also be easier to attract the consumers’ attention even if they are e.g. faced 
with time constraints, as expressed by Axel; “interest is something you kind of, that’s 
something you carry with you all the time. … an interest for something doesn’t set in Fri-
day between seven and eight, it’s something that’s always with you”. 

In terms of effort, the education realm was without a doubt and across all groups as-
sessed as demanding the most effort, which the participants also translated into de-
manding a sincere interest. Christina in the middle aged consumer group explained 
that she would prefer the education realm “only if it’s about something that really in-
volves me and that I would want to know more about” and the majority of the others 
tended to agree with this statement. Axel in the young consumer group compared 
educational experiences to escapist experiences and referred to an example in which a 

The experience realms evolved as something perceived as being deeply connected 
to personal interest, and if such was present the realms were seen as being positive 
means to experience. Entertainment was not discussed in depth, which we believe 
is due to its ever-presence and its tendency to be viewed as a part of all experience 
realms. Education was deemed as being too demanding unless a very profound in-
terest exists. Esthetic and escapist experiences were believed to enable the greatest 
experiences. Esthetic because it was perceived as requiring just the right level of ef-
fort, and escapism as it allows the customer to be a co-producer. 
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car company offered a demo centre for their newest car model; “if I would have come 
there and this guy would have told me that this engine has five cylinders and 250 horse 
powers during a lecture, then I would have stepped out again… I mean I read about those 
things on the internet so that wouldn’t have given me anything… The only thing that 
would have given me something, apart from sitting in the car and feel the new-car-scent 
[cp. esthetic experiences], would have been to be active and drive the car, to really feel the 
car…”. The focus group participants also viewed the education experience realm as 
less desirable compared to the other three. With this in mind we will not go any 
deeper into this realm as we are more concerned with what consumers are actually 
demanding. 

As stated above, entertainment experiences were believed to require less effort than 
the others, which also holds true in relation to Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) model of 
the experience realms where entertainment respond to passive participation and ab-
sorption. The discussion around the entertainment realm was one that ran into the 
typical problem stated earlier, i.e. that the participants tended to compare the realms 
to each other instead of discussing them separately. Although entertainment classifies 
as the realm the participants are most familiar with, it was not discussed very exten-
sively during this specific episode of the sessions. We do not believe that this implies 
that entertainment experiences are less desirable than the other realms, but rather 
that entertainment is an experience realm that qualifies as being something consumers 
come in contact with in their everyday life (e.g. through TV, movies) and which is 
thus not always resulting in an experience, or even thought about in terms of having 
an experience. We would however like to point out that even though entertainment 
experiences were not discussed specifically during the discussion of the four realms, a 
few entertainment experience examples were brought up earlier on in the group dis-
cussions. Charlotte in the middle aged consumer group for example touched upon 
entertainment experiences in terms of watching TV and stated how pleasant it could 
be; “it doesn’t have to be anything remarkable, just watching a good English TV mystery 
will do”. Anders in the young consumer group also discussed going to the movies as 
an easy way of experiencing, and Birgitta in the parents of small children group 
stated; “it’s an experience just to sit down and read a book”. As Pine and Gilmore (1999) 
state; staging experiences come from the entertainment industry, we will thus go on 
claiming that entertainment experiences are an important part of the Experience 
Economy. Our empirical findings however might indicate that if consumers got to 
decide, other experiences are deemed more interesting in relation to when companies 
stage experiences. Still, few experiences are likely to lack some element of entertain-
ment (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). So while we might have become so used to daily enter-
tainment that we not necessarily view it as experiences at all times, it is still an impor-
tant part of most experiences.  

When the group discussions concerned entertainment and educational experiences, 
the participants’ opinions in the different groups tended to be in accordance with 
each other. However, an interesting aspect presented itself when the discussion 
touched upon escapist and esthetic experiences (both characterized by immersion), 
where the views of the middle aged consumers tended to depart somewhat from the 
other groups’. While esthetic experiences evolved as the most preferable experiences 
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in the middle aged group, both the young consumers and the parents of small chil-
dren found the notion of active participation interesting, as is being offered through 
escapist experiences. All three participants in the middle aged consumer group were 
quick to declare that esthetic experiences come first into mind when they were asked 
to discuss the realms. Charlotte expressed a wish to “just be there and feel [the atmos-
phere]” and the others agreed. Charlotte also explained why she believed esthetic ex-
perience attracted the group’s interest; “maybe it’s nice sometimes not having to do any-
thing… to just be able to walk around and have a look… very often, life demands too 
much of us… sometimes it can be nice not having to do anything”. That esthetic experi-
ences evolved as the most preferable experience in the middle aged group did not sur-
prise us as the group earlier on in the discussion had declared that they took on a 
rather hesitant approach towards companies staging experiences and claimed that 
they could create their own experiences. Thus, simply creating an atmosphere that al-
lows for customers to make up their own experience could be preferable in regards to 
this group as this would allow them to create their own experience, even though it 
takes place in a more or less evident business context. The level of effort was also per-
ceived as being just right. The parents of small children also touched upon the fact 
that they believed themselves to create their own experiences, however, this did not 
evolve as an issue when discussing the realms.  

The parents of small children and the young consumers tended to prefer to be active 
participants and participate in escapist experiences. However, they argued that since 
escapist experiences demand participation, the escapist experiences are only interest-
ing to consider in relation to things that interests the person, as stated by Anders; “if I 
had an interest for this I would say that number four [escapism] gives me the most … it 
can be cool to test things yourself you know, it would be an extra experience”. Anna in the 
same group agreed; “if you have a great interest then it’s worth its weight in gold to… you 
know to test the stuff and walk around in its proper setting”. The parents of small chil-
dren also admitted that being a co-producer was indeed interesting, however, one as-
pect that evolved was that being active may also be a bit scary. Belinda meant that es-
capist experiences demand a certain type of a person since “some want to be a little 
anonymous while others want to do something active” and Birgitta explained that she 
would only be a participant in an environment she perceived as being non-
threatening.  

As concluding remarks to the discussions just held it is of interest to consider the fact 
that the participants also discussed the realms in terms of being related to one an-
other. Across all groups the participants argued that for example an entertainment 
experience might actually spur an individual into wanting to have esthetic or escapist 
experiences, Christina argued; “If watching a movie on TV, then you might become in-
terested in those surroundings and you may want to go there”. This was also connected 
to interest and the groups argued that if one has got a certain interest for something, 
all four realms may be deemed interesting to explore in relation to that interest.  

As already mentioned, interest was discussed in terms of being at the core when the 
four realms were brought up. When the participants were assumed to have a certain 
interest, esthetic and escapist experiences evolved as two preferable ways to pursue 
this interest. Although not explicitly discussed to a great extent, entertainment can 
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also be deemed as an important part, while education was perceived as being too de-
manding unless an immense interest exist. The discussions of the experience realms, 
when an interest is assumed, thus indicate that both environmental relationship and 
level of guest participation are interesting to consider. However, as this discussion 
was tied to interest it is also of importance to consider how the consumers viewed the 
fact that they are expected to become increasingly active in different consumption 
situations, including experiences. Not surprisingly, all groups agreed that forced par-
ticipation was indeed viewed as something negative. The groups argued that it could 
however be positive in the way that consumers are allowed more influence, the issue 
of interest was however still an important issue, Belinda; “yes, things you’re interested 
in become more fun if one gets to be a part of it and affect the outcome, but then there are 
many other things that I almost find annoying… like God, we pay people to do certain 
things and then I think I shouldn’t have to”. Above interest, knowledge evolved as an-
other important matter that the participants found troublesome when participation 
was forced upon them. Belinda also touched upon this aspect when she stated that 
“everything is hard work when you don’t know how something should be done”. The im-
plication that has evolved through this discussion is that unless consumers have a cer-
tain interest (or the proper knowledge) in regards to a particular topic or occurrence, 
companies may have a difficult time trying to stage experiences that force the con-
sumers to be active. 
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5 Conclusions 
 In this chapter we state the conclusions drawn from the analysis, connect the essence of 
them to each other and the purpose of our thesis. Finally we present our contribution to 
Experience Economy theory. 

In the problem discussion of our thesis we placed ourselves a bit hesitant to Pine and 
Gilmore’s (1999) ideas on the emergence of the Experience Economy. Consequently 
we decided to explore the concept from the perception of consumers to be able to 
comment upon the authors’ proposal. We chose to examine consumers’ view on ex-
periences as the concept is explained by theorists. We thus accepted aspects such as 
involvement, transportation through time and space and the four realms as important 
to consider in the Experience Economy. 

Here we present our conclusions as they relate to our four research questions, before 
we discuss the essence of them in conjunction.   

• Overall, the concept of experiences was perceived as being positive across the con-
sumer groups. However, as the consumers first and foremost referred to experiences 
in rather grand terms, we believe that companies may face a difficult time in provid-
ing offerings that consumers perceive and would refer to as experiences. On the other 
hand, as the consumers also meant that experiences include small occurrences too, 
and since they believe experiences are positive in nature, we believe this indicates that 
a foundation for the Experience Economy exists.   

• Consumers do not want to be involved in all of their consumption all the time, 
only when a product is perceived as responding to an interest. This implies that the 
Experience Economy should be viewed with skepticism as staged experiences would 
probably create a lot of negative experiences instead of positive ones if consumers are 
forced to get involved. However, we argue that one does not have to be involved at 
all times in order to have a positive experience, indicating that involvement can at 
least not be viewed as constituting a barrier to the Experience Economy.  

• The consumers in our study did not link escaping the ordinary to company-staged 
offerings. This could possibly be due to the fact that they viewed company-staged ex-
periences as demanding a certain effort, while the motive behind escaping the ordi-
nary was to relax. However, the consumers did express that they viewed companies 
staging experiences that offer a transportation through time and space as positive, 
which is why we believe that this aspect can at least not be said to constitute a barrier 
to the Experience Economy. On the contrary, since the consumers claimed they were 
escaping the ordinary for the non-ordinary to a great extent, the Experience Econ-
omy might indeed be welcomed if it can offer experiences that answer to this need.  

• The fact that the consumers viewed all four realms as interesting favors the 
emerging of the Experience Economy. However, since the four realms were deeply 
linked to interest, experiences may not be craved in all consumer contexts. Still, as 
the experience realms were deemed interesting, it can be argued that a foundation for 
the Experience Economy exists.   
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The discussions regarding each research question above suggests that a foundation for 
the Experience Economy exists. By that we claim that we have at least not been able 
to identify substantial barriers for the emergence of it. However, in order to talk 
about experiences as constituting a fourth level of economic value for all industries, 
and thus making up an economy, we believe one needs to take a step away from the 
definition of experiences as explained by theorists. During the process of this thesis 
we have come to believe that theorists on the subject are currently ascribing greater 
meaning to company-staged experiences than the value these experiences will most 
likely be able to offer consumers. We do not believe that consumers can expect every 
day to be filled with great and truly memorable experiences, nor are they likely to 
desire this. We do however argue that to the extent that an experience can be viewed 
as any positive alteration of a person’s mind resulting from experience-related interac-
tion with a company and/or its offerings, we can talk about an Experience Economy. 
As an addition to theory of the Experience Economy, we have thus decided to in-
clude a model of the spectrum we believe experiences to exist on (see Figure 5-1). We 
believe this will facilitate the understanding of what a general experience is and what 
makes up an experience in the Experience Economy. 

 

Figure 5-1 The Experience Spectrum. 

Figure 5-1 illustrates how experiences can range from the extremely negative to the 
extremely positive. As the model shows, we have included a neutral area between the 
negative and the positive experience spheres, which signifies no experience. Company 
staged experiences will probably exist somewhere on the right of this spectrum, 
whereof most will be towards the middle rather than at the positive extreme. The 
most important illustration we wish to make by including this model is that experi-
ences exist on a spectrum, implying that the positive extreme is likely to be a desir-
able exception rather than the norm when companies stage experiences. Rather than 
attempting to offer the extraordinaire, companies should focus on using experience-
related means to make the customers leave with a positive impression and thoughts of 
wanting to come back.  

 

Negative Experi-
ence 

Positive Experi-
ence 

Neutral 

Extra-
ordinary 

Extra-
ordinary 
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6 Final Discussion 
In this final chapter we present some of the thoughts and findings that have arisen through-
out the process of the thesis. Further, we make some suggestions as to what new directions 
further research can take.  

6.1 Collecting the Thoughts 
When we started writing this thesis, we had difficulties in grasping the concept of the 
Experience Economy, which was a contributing reason to why we decided to explore 
it down to the last letter. As was concluded in the previous chapter, we found that 
experiences are indeed difficult to grasp and that an experience-based economy is 
much more than what Pine and Gilmore (1999) sought to illustrate in their bestseller. 
We do believe that Pine and Gilmore (1999) were to the point in some respects, 
mainly regarding the current and future importance of experiences, but we find their 
discussion of experiences insufficient as it tends to refer to all experience as being 
rather grand in nature, thus leaving out the spectrum-aspect we have identified 
through our thesis. We believe the concept of the experience spectrum to be of great 
importance as it widens the claim of the concept of the Experience Economy in a 
way that we find evident and of uttermost importance if we are to discuss the emer-
gence of it at all. If the spectrum is not included, we believe that the emergence of 
what is currently referred to as the Experience Economy will be limited, and experi-
ences will stay at being a tool for most industries. If it is included however, it be-
comes evident that the Experience Economy is all around us. So while consumers to-
day may claim that they do not want to experience all the time, we claim that they 
are in fact making experience-related consumption choices every day. We therefore 
believe that companies stand to gain a lot from exploring the possibility of including 
experiences in their offerings.  

6.2 Go Ahead and Try! 
Prior to our study, we did not find any studies completely focused on the consumers 
in relation to experiences, and though we might have somewhat bridged the gap, we 
believe there are plenty of opportunities for further research. We now present some 
of the ideas that have come to us through our work. 

• We think it would be of interest to investigate how companies are currently stag-
ing experiences. One could for an example see how they minimize negative cues, such 
as line ups, or how they try to communicate the experience to customers through e.g. 
interior design or staff. This could then be compared to how consumers perceive the 
staged experience. 

• In relation to the Knowledge Foundation’s effort to support the creators of ex-
periences (e.g. the music industry or designers) it would be of interest to examine if 
there has indeed been a spill-over effect to more ‘traditional’ industries, such as the 
car industry. The car industry is of particular interest as it has focused a lot on ex-
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periences in e.g. advertising. It would be interesting to take a closer look at the col-
laboration between these two types of industries. 

• As we claim that experiences are all around us, we find it interesting to examine 
how the public sphere is filled with experience-oriented messages. This could be done 
by for an example dedicating a certain period of time to being attentive to all mes-
sages communicated in the public sphere (e.g. through billboards, TV, magazines, 
newspaper placards, product packaging etcetera).  

• We also find it of interest to concentrate on one particular industry and see how it 
can implement the concept of experiences to its offerings.  
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Appendix 1 – The Ground Rules 
• Each participant is expected to participate in the conversation 

• Each participant’s input is valuable, and should be respected by all 

• Please speak up – only one person should talk at a time 

• There are no right or wrong answers but rather different points of view 

• There is no need to reach consensus 

• Please feel free to share your point of view even if it differs from what others 
have said 

• Keep in mind that we are only here to lead the discussion, feel free to discuss 
amongst yourselves 

• Keep in mind that we are interested in negative as well as positive comments 
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Appendix 2 – The Initial Questioning Route 
Introduction 

Welcome the participants, introduce ourselves briefly, and introduce the subject area 
without giving away too much information. Explain how this session is conducted, 
i.e. what our roles are, that they are anonymous and that they will hence not be 
linked to any particular opinion. 

Ground Rules 

Bring up and briefly explain each one. Give each participant a paper copy of the 
ground rules and a name tag. Each one gets the opportunity to briefly introduce him- 
or herself. 

Question Route 

(1) EXPERIENCE 

What is an experience to you? 

What do you think about when you hear the word experience? 

What emotions does the word evoke in you? 

Can you describe an experience you have had? 

What makes this occurrence an experience? 

(2) INVOLVEMENT 

What is involvement? 

Can you describe a purchase that you were involved in? 

Can you describe a purchase that you were not involved in? 

What, if anything, could have made you feel involved in that particular purchase? 

If you think back on the experience you described earlier, how, if at all, were you in-
volved in that experience?  

(3) ESCAPE THE ORDINARY 
It is often said that people want to escape the ordinary, what do you think is meant 
by this? 

Does this have any meaning to you and if so what? 

Can you tell us about an occasion where you actively tried to escape the ordinary? 

Is escaping the ordinary always connected with leaving/traveling – why/why not?  

Regarding the experience we discussed earlier, can it be related to a need to escape the 
ordinary – why/why not?  
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(4) THE EXPERIENCE REALMS  

What do you feel before the statement that your everyday life will be filled with ex-
periences in the future?  

You have earlier described an experience you have had, can you describe an experi-
ence you would like to have?  

In what consumption situations, i.e. situations where you pay for something, do you 
wish to influence the end result? 

To what degree can you consider to influence the end result actively? 

In what consumption situations do you prefer to be more passive?  

Concluding 

Explain further the motives behind our study and how their input will be used. 
Thank them for their participation and give them our e-mail addresses so they can get 
in touch with us if needed. Further, ask them to fill out a short form where they state 
their age, occupation and other characteristics. 
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Appendix 3 – The Interview Guide 
What is an experience for you in your professional life? What qualities do experiences 
have? How do you define an experience in general terms? What specifically separates 
experiences from commodities/products and services?  

What do you think an experience is from a consumer perspective? Do consumers 
know what an experience is in the experience economy context?  

How do you look upon the growth of the experience economy? Are there reasons to 
talk about an experience society – motivate? What does the future hold for experi-
ences?  

The positive future for the experience economy is often discussed, however it seems 
like the consumers have been neglected in these discussions. How do you look upon 
experiences and demand? What types of experiences do consumers want? Can you 
create a need to experience – how?  

Some say all industries must become experience oriented. How do you look upon 
this?  

It is also discussed that experiences essentially takes place in the mind of the cus-
tomer, and some say that for this to be even possible, the customer must be involved 
in the purchase. How do you view customer involvement and experiences? Must the 
customer be involved in order for him or her to get an experience?  

If this is connected to those who claim that society as a whole will be characterized 
by experiences, there will be a necessity to constantly involve the customer – how do 
you look upon this? Can we (as consumers) get tired of experiencing, why/why not? 
Are there certain situations that are more or less appropriate for experiences – which?  

If you compare experiences with tourism you can find certain similarities. Some say 
that e.g. someone experiencing travels through time and space much like someone 
who travels. To what degree do you think consumers use experiences to escape the 
ordinary? How is this displayed?  

Is there something in particular that you think we should include in our focus group 
studies?  
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Appendix 4 – The Questioning Route Revised 
Introduction 

Welcome the participants, introduce ourselves briefly, and introduce the subject area 
without giving away too much information. Explain how this session is conducted, 
i.e. what our roles are, that they are anonymous and that they will hence not be 
linked to any particular opinion. 

Ground Rules 

Bring up and briefly explain each one. Give each participant a paper copy of the 
ground rules and a name tag. Each one gets the opportunity to briefly introduce him- 
or herself. 

Question Route 

 (1) EXPERIENCE 

What is an experience to you? 

What do you think about when you hear the word experience? 

What emotions does the word evoke in you? 

Can you describe an experience you have had? 

What makes this occurrence an experience? 

How do you look upon the statement that companies can stage and sell ex-
periences? 

 (2) INVOLVEMENT 

What is involvement? 

Can you describe a purchase that you were involved in? 

Can you describe a purchase that you were not involved in? 

What, if anything, could have made you feel involved in that particular pur-
chase? 

If you think back on the experience you described earlier, how, if at all, were 
you involved in that experience?  

 

(4) ESCAPE THE ORDINARY 
It is often said that people want to escape the ordinary, what do you think is 
meant by this? 

Does this have any meaning to you and if so what? 
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What factors do you think are required in order for you to feel like you are 
escaping the ordinary? 

Can you tell us about an occasion where you actively tried to escape the ordi-
nary? 

Must escaping the ordinary always be connected with leaving/traveling – 
why/why not?  

Regarding the experience we discussed earlier, can it be related to a need to es-
cape the ordinary – why/why not?  

How do you look upon the statement that companies can stage and sell ex-
periences that make you feel like you are escaping the ordinary? 

 

(4) THE EXPERIENCE REALMS  

Discuss Examples 

Assume that you have heard about Jan Guillou’s books about the medieval 
hero Arn. This has evoked a certain interest for the medieval in you. There 
are different ways to pursue this interest. We will here discuss three situations 
that we have put together which are supposed to answer to your interest. We 
would like you to discuss these situations in regards to what you find posi-
tive/negative/difficult/fun etcetera with each one of the situations, or when 
they are more or less appropriate.  

• An exciting medieval drama that you can take part of through TV, cinema 
or theatre.  

• An occasion where you have the opportunity to learn more about the me-
dieval. 

• A tour in a medieval setting where you can imbibe the medieval atmos-
phere.  

• A visit to a staged medieval village where you can both watch and partici-
pate in different activities.  

 
(When explaining the four offerings we display four pieces of paper (see Ap-
pendix 5) which illustrate each situation). 

If needed: If we start with the first one, the medieval drama, what are your fe-
elings regarding that situation? 

What do you consider to be required in each situation in order for that par-
ticular situation to give you an experience?  

In what of the four situations do you think you would get the greatest positive 
experience?   
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These situations we have discussed can be said to be characterized by different 
levels of active and passive participation. How do you look upon the fact that 
you as consumers are expected to be more active and have more influence in 
connection to your consumption? (Give practical example if they have diffi-
culties in understanding the question).  

What do you feel before the statement that your everyday life will be filled 
with experiences in the future?  

Concluding 

Explain further the motives behind our study and how their input will be used.  

(5)  WRAPPING-UP QUESTIONS 

Have you heard of the experience economy or the experience society before? 
What do you think is the meaning of the concepts? Do they evoke any inter-
est in you?  

Is there anything else you would like to add to this discussion?  

Thank them for their participation and give them our e-mail addresses so they can get 
in touch with us if needed. Further, ask them to fill out a short form where they state 
their age, occupation and other characteristics. 
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Appendix 5 – Illustrating the Examples 
 

 

 

 

A Visit to a Staged 
Medieval Village with 
the Possibility to try 
different Activities 
(Cross bow, role playing, 

cooking) 

 

 

 

A Tour in a Medieval 
Setting 

 

(Museum, castle, exhibition) 

 

 

 

An Exciting Medieval 
Drama 

 

(TV, cinema, theatre) 

 

 

 

 

An Opportunity to 
learn about Medieval 

Times 
(Course, lecture, seminare) 


