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This dissertation contains the result of almost 10 years of studying the experience 
economy. What started with a nagging feeling that there had to be more about this 
economy than what was often described in theory and discussed and implemented in 
practice has finally resulted in the answers I was looking for. 
 
The title of this dissertation, �‘For the love of experience�’, was not just chosen because 
love is often connected to the colour pink, so that I would have a good excuse to make 
a pink cover. Everyone who knows me also knows that I need no excuses to make 
anything pink. Instead, the title was inspired by the name that the artist Damien Hirst 
gave to his diamond-covered skull: �‘For the love of God�’, allegedly based on a 
question his mother asked him: �“For the love of God, what are you going to do next?�”  
 
�‘For the love of God�’ has evoked strong emotional reactions and controversy that 
reminded me of reactions to the experience economy. Reactions to the alleged sale of 
the work and the marketing around it spawned great controversy on the commercial 
nature of the art piece. The commercial focus of the experience economy has also 
been something that has often been met with strong negative emotions, for example 
when a piece of the public domain was fenced off to make it into a paid-for 
experience. Reactions to the exploitation of a piece of a human body, in the name of 
art, were in line with reactions to the alleged exploitation of human emotions in the 
experience economy. Finally, the idea of extravagantly decorating something that in 
itself is often considered ugly I recognized in the many efforts of organizations to 
�‘funnify�’ or bling regular products and services and then call them experiences.  
 
The critique on the commercial and marketing interpretations of what experience 
entails have often made me think seriously about dropping the term for once and for 
all. But every time in the end I decided not to do this. Notwithstanding the inflation of 
the word experience and the misuse of it in many cases, experience has been around 
for longer than the people who don�’t use the word in a proper way. Experience is 
about people, about meaning, about learning, about value. For the love of �‘experience�’ 
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giving up on the term was not an option. Repairing the existing bias in the 
discourse on experiences was.   
 
The �‘love�’ in �‘for the love of experience�’ also denotes one other important aspect 
of my fascination for the topic. Love doesn�’t only make the world go round, but it 
is also one of the things in life you can�’t control. It is my strong conviction that 
experiences cannot be produced, managed, sold or directed either. You can 
however do your best to support, facilitate, and help people in having their 
experiences. You can also do your best to hinder, prevent and ruin the experiences of 
people. This lack of complete control is not new but somehow many people are still 
under the impression that they do have control over things like these. I always use 
love to explain how I see it. You cannot force someone to love you; it is the loved one 
who decides whether he or she will love you back. You can however do many things 
that result in the loved one not loving you anymore. The same goes for experience. It 
is the individual who decides whether he or she has an experience and what type of 
experience it is. But you can do all sorts of things to make sure the experience will not 
happen or that it will be a bad experience. 
 
And obviously: I could have never stayed focused and inspired and enthusiastic about 
this topic for all this time if it hadn�’t been for my love of experience. 
 
As I will explain in this dissertation, basically an experience is an encounter of an 
individual with his or her environment. For the most part my experience was an 
encounter of me with my computers, books and articles, pens and paper and when I 
was completely lost a paintbrush and canvas, but fortunately my environment 
consisted also of many people that have made my experience into what it has been. I 
cannot name all, but I want to express my gratitude to some who have coloured my 
experience brightly and made it definitely more fun and meaningful for me. 
 
I would like to start with Rik Maes, my promotor. I remember that at the beginning 
of this endeavor I thought that it would take me three years to finish. Unfortunately I 
expressed this thought, and not unconvincingly because I believe you even bet some 
wine on it. Sorry Rik, I owe you. But although it took me longer I always felt you 
trusted that I would somehow, one day, finish and I appreciated your trusting way of 
supervising. I also want to say thank you for starting the European Centre for the 
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Experience Economy together with Joe Pine and Albert Boswijk, which ended up 
financing the first couple of years of this study and brought me in contact with many 
people who are working in the field of experience. You know that I was kind of 
surprised about, but also very grateful for the trust you had when you asked me to 
coordinate the EMIM-program. This work gave me the opportunity to discover that I 
am much more organized than I thought I was and to execute the insights I had 
thanks to this research. The incredibly pleasant cooperation has given us the 
opportunity to get to know each other much better and I also want to thank your wife 
Simone for the immense hospitality all those times we had meetings at your house. I 
am more than glad that even though this dissertation is finished, we will continue to 
work together on making the world more meaningful and inspiring. And having a lot 
of fun along the way!  
I am still waiting for my pink ostrich feather boa though�… 
 
Then there is Erik de Vries who in all these years I have always blamed for being the 
instigator of this whole project so the least I can do is to finally thank him for this. Erik 
has kind of been a linking pin for all sorts of events that have led up to today: our 
shared interest in the service economy after I came back from Italy, the guest lectures 
on online service quality and flow experiences you allowed me to give in your course 
at the University of Amsterdam, my filling in for you when Joe Pine became a visiting 
professor and came to present his book �‘The experience economy�’, and bringing me 
into contact with Rik. I seriously think that the omission of just one of these things 
would have led to me never having done this research. 
 
The same thing of course goes for Joe Pine and Jim Gilmore. I have never met Jim 
but have been assured that he exists, and I have had the chance to meet Joe Pine on 
several occasions during this period. If you hadn�’t coined the term experience 
economy and written an article and book about it, I seriously doubt that this 
dissertation would have ever seen the light of day. Often the thought crossed my mind: 
what if this experience economy proves to be a hype, a passing fad, what will I do 
then? But I believe we can safely say that experiences are here to stay, which also 
shows from the update on your book �‘The experience economy�’ that you have 
published this summer. 
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Persons who have without a doubt changed my perspective on experience were of 
course the alumni I interviewed who had completed their educational experience 
at SIOO, Kaos Pilot or the EMIM-program. I have promised you anonymity but 
you know who you are and I want to thank all of you for inviting me to your 
homes and offices and for the time you all took, up to 4 ½ hours (!), for telling me 
about your experiences, sometimes on a very personal level for which I am 
incredibly grateful! I hope I have done justice to what you have taught me!  
 
Mijke, Anniek, Marjolijn and Edith: you were my checks and balances for the coding 
process of the interviews. Thanks for all the work you have put in this process, to give 
feedback on the themes, and I wish you all the best with your own research. Hope to 
see you soon in the Netherlands again! 
 
Then there are the recent and current participants in EMIM who I sincerely want to 
thank, together with all the people who work hard at making this a wonderful 
program, like the organizers, teachers, the supervisors and coaches, the examination 
committee and the Creative Board. You all have been a great inspiration for the ways 
in which many of the ideas and insights that were derived from the interviews were 
implemented in practice. My work often seems like leisure with all the fun, inspiration 
and beautiful moments we shared and it has been and still is a privilege to know you 
all. I hope, as I say at the end of chapter 8 that we will stay in touch for a long time to 
come. And for those who haven�’t finished their Master Proof yet: chop chop! 
 
I am grateful to the students that have followed courses I have taught at the 
University of Amsterdam. You can read about learning and teaching for the rest of 
your life but this will never teach you as much as the experience of standing in front of 
a class of students and trying to motivate, inspire, enthuse and educate them. Before I 
never knew that I would love teaching so much and that I was a proud owner of a 
�‘juffenhart�’. 
 
Also the students of the Executive Courses of the European Centre for the Experience 
Economy have been a great audience. They have helped me during the very first 
years of this research to understand the field and to develop my line of thinking. All 
the examples from practice have absolutely helped in getting my initial ideas in order.  
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I want to thank the PhD committee for their very valuable feedback on my work. All 
have, knowingly or unknowingly, influenced my thoughts and insights on experience 
through the years: Prof. dr J.J. Boonstra in the context of change processes in which 
the individual is put in the centre of business, Dr A. Huizing in the context of how 
meaning is shared in communities and the importance of immaterial values, Prof. dr 
L. Introna in the context of phenomenology and technologically mediated vicarious 
experiences, Prof. dr M.W. de Jong in the context of the service economy and Prof. dr 
A. Klamer in the context of cultural and social values.  
 
Monique Beemster was the first designer who understood immediately what I meant 
when I told that I wanted �“a design for my cover, I don�’t know, something with pink 
and experience�”. She has not only designed the cover and everything that�’s pink in 
this dissertation but has also relentlessly worked with me to finish the project. You 
probably know more about Word now than you would have liked to know but you 
have succeeded in making the stressy completion of this experience a lot more relaxed 
for me and I absolutely love the result, Monique!  
 
My friends deserve the credits for keeping me kind of sane this whole period. It�’s very 
easy to have all the fun sucked out of parties and events when there�’s someone in your 
midst who keeps explaining how a venue could be much more successful if they would 
only change this or that, or who tries to recognize parts of theories everywhere. But 
you have always listened patiently to my brainwaves and acted like you completely 
understood my enthusiasm about �“brilliant�” Eureka-moments, even when I didn�’t 
fully understood yet what they meant ;-).  
 
A special thanks goes to my paranymphs Patricia and Berry. Patricia has been my 
partner in crime for almost 20 years when it comes to everything that is over the top, 
and has been the source of many very memorable experiences. Our �‘therapeutic 
painting�’ session has been the cause of me grabbing my paintbrush and canvas every 
time I got completely lost in the details of my research so you are partly responsible 
for the many Eureka-experiences that I have had. But above all, you are a wonderful 
friend, a beautiful person and I hope we�’ll enjoy many more over the top experiences 
together!  
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Berry has without a doubt been the most precious gift that the study of experience 
has given me. We met because of Zumba, got to know each other because of our 
mutual interest in the world of experience and became friends because of all the 
hilarious fun and the many things we have in common. Thanks for always being 
there for me, for sharing your eye for detail and experience in the world of events, 
for helping me with my website, for not hanging up, for kickstarting many of my 
days with a soundtrack, for sending me out of the Pijp and giving me directions in 
Amsterdam as if I were a tourist, for lack of words: thanks for being you and 
thanks for being my friend. 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 

 
What do education on autism1, a website for jeans2, tents on a camping site3, gift 
vouchers for bungee jumping4, funeral services5, a dinner in a hot air balloon6, a car 
showroom7, an MRI scanner for children8, mascara9 and a venue for cooking 
workshops10 have in common? 
 
The answer to this question is that these are some examples of what nowadays is 
called an �‘experience�’.  
 
In the last decade the term �‘experience�’ has proliferated in areas as diverse as 
marketing, design, hospitality, education, architecture, tourism, human-computer 
interaction, retail, museums, healthcare, landscaping and travel, and this list is 
expanding all the time. What the uses of the term experience in these diverse areas 
have in common is that attention is growing for the role of the customer. This 
development has been termed the emergence of the �‘Experience Economy�’ in a 
Harvard Business Review article in 1998, by Joseph Pine II and Jim Gilmore. �“As 

                                                   
1 Multimedia theatre �‘Het Hoofdkwartier�’ (http://www.rocvantwente.nl/ROC-Voorpagina/ROC-Nieuws/kennismaken-met-belevingswereld-autist) 

2 Jeans.com, the ultimate jeans experience (http://www.jeans.com/) 
3 Safaritent of Eurocamp 

(http://camping.eurocamp.nl/Deorganisatie/Persberichten/PersberichtMetEurocampopsafariinEuropa/tabid/1085/Defa

ult.aspx) 
4 Total Experience gifts vouchers (http://www.totalexperience.com.au/) 
5 Brandexperience in funeral industry (Rust zacht, plakje cake (Rest in peace, piece of cake) (Enklaar, 2008)) 
6 CuliAir Hot Air Balloon Restaurant (http://www.culiair.nl) 
7 Peugeot Experience (http://www.peugeot.nl/peugeot-experience/) 
8 Philips�’ Panorama scanner in an ambient suite 

(http://www.healthcare.philips.com/phpwc/main/shared/assets/documents/about/events/2009/ecr/pdf/mr/mr_panor

ama_hfo_pediatrics.pdf) 
9 Max Factor Xperience volumising mascara (http://www.maxfactor.nl/nl/products/eyes/mascara/xperience/detail.aspx) 
10 Miele Inspirience Centre (https://www1.miele.nl/MIC/Pages/default.aspx) 



 

 

  
25 

1 | R
esearch outline 

goods and services become commoditized, the customer experiences that companies 
create will matter most�” (Pine & Gilmore, 1998, p. 97) (see figure 1.1).  
 

Figure 1.1 �– Progression of Value (Pine and Gilmore, 1999, p.72) 

 
Based on the argument that goods and services have become or are rapidly becoming 
commoditized, Pine and Gilmore claim that companies need to focus more on the 
customer and offer experiences as distinct economic offerings to be able to 
differentiate themselves from the competition. The raison d�’être of the experience 
economy is then the need to decommoditize economic offerings, hereby maintaining 
or increasing profit margins and making sure that customers choose economic 
offerings not solely based on price. 
 
Attention for decommoditization and the customer�’s role in interactions with 
companies already increased when the economy shifted from an industrial economy 
to a service economy. In the industrial economy organizations offered utility to a 
customer, who paid money in return. In the service economy on the other hand, the 
offering to the customer did not consist of mere utility anymore, but also of the 
process of service delivery. In return, attention was not merely paid to the price of the 
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service, but also to other costs of acquiring the service, like the time and effort it takes 
to acquire the service. In the experience economy companies have to do even more. 
They have to create or �‘stage�’ memorable experiences and evoke emotions in their 
customers, and allegedly the customer will pay more money for these experiences. 
Two famous examples of this progression of value are shown in table 1.1. 
 

Table 1.1 �– Examples of progression of value towards experience economy (based on Pine & Gilmore, 1998, 
p.97; 1999, p.1) 

 
The increased attention for the customer can not only be recognized in theories 
referring to experiences, but is also alluded to in literature in which the emergence of 
a dream society, an attention economy, an empathy economy, an entertainment 
economy and an emotion economy is described (e.g. Jensen, 1999; Davenport & Beck, 
2001; Nussbaum, 2005; Wolf, 1999; Maes & Parson, 2000), but in the end one can 

BIRTHDAY CAKE EXAMPLE   
Economic 
offerings 

Commodities Goods Services Experiences 

 Making 
birthday cakes 
from scratch, 
mixing farm 
commodities 
(flour, sugar, 
butter, and eggs) 

Betty Crocker 
premixed 
ingredients 

Ordered cakes from 
the bakery or 
grocery store 

�“Outsource�” the 
entire event to Chuck 
E. Cheese�’s, the 
Discovery Zone, the 
Mining Company, or 
some other business 

Price Mere dimes Dollar or two $10 or $15 $100 or more 

COFFEE EXAMPLE   
Economic 
offerings 

Commodities Goods Services Experiences 

 The coffee bean Manufacturer 
grinds, packages 
and sells the same 
beans in a grocery 
store 

Brew the beans in a 
diner, coffee-shop, 
bodega 

Five-star restaurant, 
espresso bar 

Price One or two 
cents a cup 

Between 5 and 25 
cents a cup 

50 cents to a dollar 
per cup 

$2-$5 per cup 
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recognize the growing attention for the customer�’s role as a result of the risk of 
commoditization as a basic principle of all these concepts.  
Although attention for experiences has increased enormously in the last decade, 
the idea that the customer and how he or she experiences things is a very 
important aspect of consumption has existed for much longer. The sociologist 
Gerhard Schulze wrote his book �‘Die Erlebnisgesellschaft�’, German for �‘the 
experience society�’, in 1992. In this book he argues that current society is more and 
more focused on experience and he describes what he calls �‘Erlebnis Rationalität�’ 
(experience rationality), the growing focus of people on adapting their environment to 
be able to have more or more intense experiences. In 1982, Hirschman and Holbrook 
wrote an article on hedonic consumption, or �“the multisensory, fantasy and emotive 
aspects of one�’s experience with products�” (Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982, p. 92), in 
which they argued that the traditional, more utilitarian, perspective on consumer 
behaviour was not sufficient anymore to explain how and why people consume what 
they do. In 1976, MacCannell�’s book The Tourist was published, in which he 
described how contemporary tourists are on the continuous search for touristic 
experiences. Toffler�’s book Future Shock, published in 1970, contains an entire 
chapter titled �‘The Experience Makers�’ which discusses the rise of whole industries 
that are dedicated to the production of experiences for people. In 1964 Daniel 
Boorstin, in his book �‘The Image�’, described at length what the consequences for 
individuals and society have been of the fact that we think we can fabricate and 
market experiences. And even as early as in 1959, Levy described the way in which 
consumption should be considered as a symbolic process because of the growing 
recognition of the importance of the customer in this process. 
 
Although there exists a vast amount of articles and books on this development and 
although the attention for experiences in the economy can be traced back to more 
than 50 years ago, the experience economy is still theoretically ill-founded. Besides 
this, there is also a strong bias in the experience economy discourse as I will explain. 
 
One of the reasons for the current bias in the experience economy discourse is that 
scholars in the fields of marketing and business appear to only look at a part of what 
experience is. Based on an overview of definitions of the term experience in chapter 2, 
I argue that experiences in general, not just experiences as economic offerings, per 
definition consist of three essential interrelated elements: something in the 
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environment that is experienced, an individual who experiences and an encounter of 
the individual and his or her environment. One problem of the current experience 
economy discourse in the fields of marketing and business is that scholars often seem 
to focus on mainly one of these three essential elements. Since a focus on one of the 
elements means that one is approaching experience from a specific angle, I want to 
argue that there are three approaches that can be distinguished in the current 
discourse.  
 
One approach is focused on the �‘experienced being�’, or �‘what�’ it is that is experienced 
in the individual�’s environment, for example events, activities, occurrences, things, 
and so on. I have named this approach the environment-centred approach. The 
second approach is focused more on the �‘experiencer�’, and the effects that he or she 
experiences, hence I have called this approach the effect-centred approach. The third 
approach is focused on the characteristics of the encounter of the individual and his or 
her environment. This approach is called the encounter-centred approach. A review 
of current literature on the experience economy in chapter 2 shows that scholars in 
the fields of marketing and business usually focus on one of these three specific 
elements and therefore take a specific approach as their basis. This bias does not 
necessarily lead to problems if one consciously makes a specific choice for a specific 
element and approach, and is aware of the consequences of this choice. However, 
given the theoretically ill-founded nature of the subject, one may doubt whether this 
choice is always made intentionally. One first has to be aware that there is in fact a 
bias in one�’s perspective, but after this recognition one can deal with it. �“Fortunately 
for serious minds, a bias recognized is a bias sterilized�” (Taylor, 1855). 
 
Although the choice for one approach or the other may have unintended 
consequences, this still does not fully explain my argument that the current bias in the 
experience economy discourse is problematic. An additional problem is that even 
within the specific approaches marketing and business scholars take a limiting and 
quite objectivist view. Scholars usually theorize about the experience economy from 
an organizational perspective. The assumption that decommoditization is the main 
reason for the emergence of an experience economy, can clearly be recognized in the 
current experience economy discourse. This causes a search for new ways to add 
value to economic offerings, so that one can differentiate one�’s offerings from those of 
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the competition. Since the assumption seems to be that it is always the 
organization that has to add value to the economic offerings, the organizational 
perspective is highly dominant in current literature. To balance the experience 
economy discourse one should also take into account the individual�’s perspective. 
The individual plays a decisive role in experiences and if this role is neglected by 
taking solely the organizational perspective, organizations run the risk of not offering 
experiences to their customers but mere adapted goods and services.  
 
In the environment-centred approach for instance, the view of what is experienced 
according to marketing and business scholars is often restricted to treating experiences 
as if they are products or environments with objective qualities that can be produced 
and managed. The objectivist perspective can be recognized in this approach in many 
ways. Experiences are staged, produced, sold, managed etc., as if they are separate 
objects in the individual�’s environment. In the effect-centred approach, the marketing 
and business scholars�’ focus lies mainly on how hedonic effects can or should be 
invoked and managed. Also here one can notice a clear objectivist perspective, since 
the effects, be they for example emotions, feelings or moods, are dealt with as if they 
are entities separate from the individual that can be given or sold to him or her. 
Thirdly, the role of the individual in the encounter-centred approach in marketing 
and business literature is primarily restricted to the investment of money. The 
encounter is often described as a transaction between an organization that functions 
as �‘experience-provider�’ and a customer, in which the organization gives something of 
value to the customer and the customer gives something of value, usually money, in 
return. The way in which these �‘somethings-of-value�’ are discussed resembles a 
discussion of objects, separate from the organization and separate from the individual, 
that are transacted. Again one can recognize the objectivist perspective. In the 
discussion of the three approaches the objectivist perspective will be explained in 
more detail. 
 
The bias in the experience economy discourse thus not only refers to scholars focusing 
on one of the three elements of experiences by taking a specific approach to the 
subject, but even within a specific approach in literature usually a quite objectivistic 
view is taken on only one conceptualization or effect or value that is selected and 
discussed. In figure 1.2 the bias in the experience discourse is depicted by illustrating 
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how usually the choice for one approach of experience, and within that approach for 
one objectivistic aspect, results in a very restricted focus on what experience entails. 

 

Figure 1.2 �– The objectivistic perspective within the three approaches of experience 

 
Again, the focus on just one aspect of one approach does not have to pose a problem 
for marketing and business scholars, as long as they are aware of the fact that they are 
discussing only a part of what experience entails. But without a clear overview of what 
experience is and means, of the complete experience economy discourse, one runs the 
risk of thinking that one has covered the whole subject, potentially resulting in 
inappropriate choices related to the three elements of experience.  
 
This brings me to the statement of the objective of my research: 
 
The objective of my research is to offset the current bias in the experience economy 
discourse, by constructing a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the 
experience economy from the individual�’s perspective. 
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The construction of a sound theoretical foundation for the experience economy 
helps to see which options are available to choose from when one needs to choose 
a specific focus. However, the objectivistic focus on separate entities is always 
problematic, since the objectivistic perspective is not a useful perspective when 
trying to gain insight into experiences. Knowledge according to objectivists should 
�“adequately describe some objective reality�” (Jonassen, 1991, p. 7). However, 
experiences are not parts of �‘some objective reality�’ but constructions in a social 
reality as I intend to make clear in this research, and knowledge of experience will 
therefore not come about based on the same principles that are used for studying the 
�‘objective reality�’ of objectivists. Where objectivists believe that they can gain 
knowledge on the world by adhering to the principles of positivism, I consider these 
principles not useful for constructing a sound theoretical foundation for the 
experience economy. As Lee (1991) states: �“people, and the physical and social 
artifacts that they create, are fundamentally different from the physical reality 
examined by natural science�” (p. 347). People attach meanings to what they 
experience and these meanings may vary from one person to the other. In this sense, 
the way knowledge can be gained on experience is via interpretation of the meanings 
individuals attach to their experience. For gaining this knowledge one cannot rely on 
the same principles of positivism that are used for natural science, but one needs 
different principles. To construct a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for 
the experience economy I will therefore explicitly take into account knowledge on 
experience derived from disciplines outside of the fields of marketing and business, 
which adhere more to interpretivistic principles. 
 
By constructing a theoretical overview of experience solely based on existing literature, 
I will not yet have attained my goal of offsetting the current bias in the experience 
economy discourse. Assuming that I would have, would mean making the mistake of 
discussing the subject from an outside point of view without taking into account the 
actual individual�’s experience. The personal nature of experience requires one to try 
to approximate the perspective of individuals themselves. They are the only ones who 
truly know what they have experienced, the experts on their own experience. I 
therefore have chosen to interview 15 individuals who have had a �‘free choice 
learning experience�’. The analysis of these so-called existential-phenomenological 
interviews, in which the interviewees are in fact treated as the experts, renders insight 
into the main themes that the interviewees themselves deem important in the context 
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of their experience. By combining these insights with the insights that were derived 
from the presented literature on experience, I not only attain my objective of 
offsetting the current bias in the experience economy discourse, by constructing a 
sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the experience economy, but I also 
attain my objective of constructing this theoretical foundation from the individual�’s 
perspective.  

 

1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

To attain my research objective presented in paragraph 1.1, I will need to answer 
several research questions. Since the theoretical foundation that I intend to construct 
in this research will not be the first theory that has been constructed for the 
experience economy, I will first answer the question �“What is the current state of 
affairs regarding theory on the experience economy?�” 
 
Based on an analysis of a varied range of definitions and theories of experience I 
distinguish three elements that are essential for an experience to exist and three 
related approaches of experience: the environment-, effect-, and encounter-centred 
approaches. I will explain what these approaches of experience entail and what their 
respective foci are. I will also describe and explain the bias I argue that each 
respective approach by itself suffers from and the gaps in knowledge caused by this 
bias in chapter 2. The way that business and marketing scholars have so far theorized 
about experiences, based on the assumption that the reason for the emergence of the 
experience economy is the risk of commoditization of economic offerings, has caused 
a quite restricted perspective on the concept of experience, on the effects of 
experiences and on the values that are invested in experiences, resulting in the bias 
that I intend to offset in this research. 
 
In chapter 3 I will answer the question �“How can experiences be conceptualized from 
an individual�’s perspective?�” The answer to this question will help to see experiences 
in a broader perspective than the organizational perspective taken by marketing and 
business scholars in the environment-centred approach. This organizational 
perspective is the main reason why experiences are treated as manageable economic 
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offerings as I will explain in chapter 2. By reconceptualizing experiences from an 
individual�’s perspective and by making use of the extensive amount of literature on 
experiences that is available in disciplines outside of the field of marketing and 
business literature, a spectrum of experience-concepts can be constructed which 
gives insight in different conceptualizations of experience and how these are 
related. This spectrum is intended to increase awareness of the current bias in the 
experience economy discourse in terms of the conceptualizations of experience and to 
help in offsetting this bias.  
 
Chapter 4 addresses the excessive focus on the management and production of 
predetermined hedonic effects that characterizes the effect-centred approach to 
experiences in business and marketing literature. In this approach it is assumed that 
individuals are not looking for functional benefits anymore but that they desire 
hedonic effects. A further assumption is that the organization�’s role is to produce and 
manage these effects. By referring to literature from various disciplines outside of the 
fields of business and marketing, I want to give insight into various other potential 
effects of experiences and into the roles that organizations can play in the emergence 
of these effects, since the question is whether effects can be produced or managed at 
all. The answer to the question �“Which kinds of effects can experiences have from an 
individual�’s perspective?�” will broaden the perspective to incorporate effects beyond 
immediate hedonic effects, and it will clarify the roles that individuals and 
organizations play in experiences. The result of this chapter will be a spectrum of 
experience effects that is intended to increase awareness of the current bias in the 
experience economy discourse in terms of the different effects that experiences can 
have and to help offset this bias. 
 
Question 4, �“Which types of values do individuals invest in the experience?�” 
addresses the myopic vision that is taken by marketing and business scholars on the 
role that individuals play in experiences. Their primary focus is the role of 
organizations in determining which values individuals should invest during the 
experience, hereby neglecting values that individuals invest in the experience beyond 
financial values. Individuals invest more than just financial values in the experience. 
They are active participants in the creation of value, and not merely passively 
absorbing whatever they are confronted with and have paid for. The neglect of the 
active role of individuals and of the different values they invest is becoming even more 
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problematic nowadays because of many developments that allow individuals to 
become more active than they have ever been. This does not mean that organizations 
have no role in the experience anymore, but their roles will change. Three roles for 
organizations in the experience economy will be presented and explained in chapter 5. 
The different view on values and the changes in the roles of organizations and 
individuals alike in the experience economy increase awareness of the current bias in 
the experience economy discourse related to the values that individuals invest and are 
intended to help in offsetting this bias. 
 
These first four questions represent the theoretical aspect of this research, the current 
state of affairs in the marketing and business domain of experience literature (question 
1) and the concepts, effects and values of experience from a multidisciplinary 
theoretical perspective (questions 2, 3 and 4). Most of these multidisciplinary 
perspectives on the concepts, effects and values of experience contain the individual�’s 
perspective. However, for the construction of a truly sound and integrative theoretical 
foundation for the experience economy from the individual�’s perspective I argue that 
incorporating the opinion of real individuals is necessary. For this reason the research 
also contains an empirical component in the form of 15 existential-phenomenological 
interviews that were held with individuals who have experienced a free choice 
learning experience. The choices underlying the research design and methodological 
aspects of the interviewing process and analysis will be presented in chapter 6. In 
chapter 7, an answer will be provided to the question �“Which themes emerge from 
the existential phenomenological interviews on individuals�’ free choice learning 
experiences?�” 
 
Finally, in chapter 8 the themes and insights from the existential-phenomenological 
interviews will be confronted with the theoretical insights from chapters 3 through 5 
to answer the question �“How can the insights on experience derived from the 
theoretical analysis in chapters 3 through 5 and the insights on free choice learning 
experiences derived from the existential-phenomenological interviews be related in 
order to construct a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the experience 
economy?�” 
By combining the collected theoretical and empirical insights on experience, I will not 
only have constructed a theoretical foundation for the experience economy that is 
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sound and integrative in the sense that it incorporates the three essential elements 
of experience by combining the three different approaches of experience, but the 
theoretical foundation will also be constructed based on the individual�’s 

perspective, 
 

Figure 1.3 �– Research model according to Verschuren and Doorewaard (1998) 

 
since not only in the selection of theoretical insights the individual�’s perspective has 
been an important criterion, but also because the insights from the interviews 
represent the meanings that individuals have given to their own experience. By 
answering the abovementioned 6 questions, which are depicted graphically in the 
research model in figure 1.3, I intend to attain my research objective of offsetting the 
current bias in the experience economy discourse, by constructing a sound and 
integrative theoretical foundation for the experience economy from the individual�’s 
perspective. 
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Before presenting the research context in chapter 2, I would like to present the 
structure of this thesis and the academic, professional and societal contributions I plan 
to make. 

1.3 STRUCTURAL OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 

The thesis before you, in short, has been structured as graphically depicted in figure 
1.4.  
 

 

Figure 1.4 – Research outline 

 
This figure will be presented before each chapter as a point of reference. After this 
introductory chapter I will present the research context in chapter 2. There are 3 
assumptions that underlie my view on experience: 1) experiences are a sign of a 
dematerializing economy, 2) there are per definition three essential elements that 
constitute an experience and therefore also three ways in which experiences can be 
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approached, and 3) the perceived risk of commoditization of economic offerings 
has led business and marketing scholars to treat experiences in an objectivistic way, 
which has limited their view on the concept of experience, the effects that can 
result from experiences and the values that are invested in the experience-
encounter. These issues I will explore as the problems related to respectively the 
environment-centred, the effect-centred and the encounter-centred approaches. In 
chapters 3, 4 and 5 I will propose a solution to these problems by offering a broader 
interpretivistic perspective on experience. In chapter 3 I will broaden the perspective 
on experience by presenting a spectrum of experience-concepts, which shows that the 
current focus of scholars on experiences as objects, events or activities in the 
individual�’s environment with objective qualities that can be produced and managed, 
is a too limited way of viewing experiences. In chapter 4 I will focus on the fact that 
although current literature on experiences within the effect-centred approach is 
mainly concerned with the management of hedonic effects, one can question whether 
managing effects is at all possible. Furthermore, hedonic effects can be criticized as 
being just one sort of potential effects that can result from having an experience. I will 
therefore conclude this chapter with a spectrum of experience-effects. In chapter 5 I 
will explore what happens during the encounter of the individual and his or her 
environment, and what consequences the specific characteristics of experiences have 
for the exchange of values in this encounter. In current literature the perspective on 
the role of the individual in the encounter is usually limited to him or her investing 
financial value but I will show that there are various other values that the individual 
may invest and that this requires a change in the roles that organizations play in the 
encounter. The broader perspective on experience, resulting from chapters 3 through 
5, will result in an overview of experience-concepts, - effects and �–encounters which 
can be used to make more sensible decisions when working in the experience 
economy. 
 
After the theoretical exploration of the conceptualizations, effects and values of 
experiences in chapters 3 through 5, I will introduce the empirical section of my 
research design in chapter 6. To construct a foundation for the experience economy 
from the individual�’s perspective, I will have to integrate the individual�’s perspective. I 
will explain why I have chosen for existential-phenomenological interviews to do 
exactly this and present my research design for the empirical part of this research. 
The analysis of the interview data is presented in chapter 7, resulting in three main 



 

 

 

 
38 

themes that have emerged from the interviews. Finally, I will confront the theoretical 
insights from chapters 3 through 5 with the empirical insights from chapter 7 to 
construct a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the experience economy 
from the individual�’s perspective with the aim of offsetting the current bias in the 
experience economy discourse, which is the objective of this research. 

 

1.4 CONTRIBUTIONS 

The objective of any study is to make a contribution to knowledge. In terms of Locke 
and Golden-Biddle�’s (1997) distinction between two different possible types of 
contributions, the contribution of this study falls under the problematization of the so-
called �“intertextual field�”, or the existing body of literature and publications that are 
seen as relevant to the study. The intertextual field can be problematized in three 
ways: incompleteness, inadequacy and incommensurability. 
 
When gaps are identified in the existing literature (incompleteness problematization), 
when different, relevant, and important perspectives are not sufficiently incorporated 
in existing literature (inadequacy problematization) or when claims are made that are 
inaccurate in the existing body of literature (incommensurability problematization), 
one can make a contribution to knowledge by solving these limitations. I will refer to 
the different types of problematizations in the following discussion of the contributions 
that I intend to make with this study. I have grouped the intended contributions in 
terms of my research objective.  
 
�“A sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the experience economy�…�” 
Although the term �‘experience economy�’ was coined more than a decade ago (Pine 
and Gilmore, 1998) and references to experiences as economic offerings have been 
present for over half a century, to this date there is still no overarching theoretical 
foundation for what this so-called experience economy entails. In chapter 2 I will 
present a variety of theories on experience and the experience economy and show 
how confusing and often even contradictory the existing body of knowledge is at this 
moment. The lack of a sound theoretical foundation for the experience economy 
makes it difficult to do research in this area and to build upon the existing body of 
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research and literature. If different scholars adhere to different definitions or 
concepts of experience, it becomes problematic to compare the different theories 
and research results. One of the contributions I therefore intend to make is to offer 
such an overview, of how the experience economy can be conceptualized, 
resulting in an intuitive vocabulary to be used by scholars who are interested in 
studying the experience economy. This contribution clearly belongs under the 
incompleteness problematization, since the existing body of knowledge on the 
experience economy suffers from a lack of an overarching theoretical foundation of 
what the experience economy entails. 
 
�“�…from the individual�’s perspective�…�” 
One of the problems I see in the existing body of literature on the experience 
economy is the dominant organizational perspective. Although the role of the 
individual is often heralded to become ever more crucial for success, the perspective 
from which many theories on experience economy have been written is still that of 
the organization and not that of the individual as I will show in chapter 2. This 
dominance of the organizational perspective may have been unproblematic for 
theories on products that are produced in a factory at a distance from the individual 
but since the individual is involved in the experience his or her perspective necessarily 
has to be taken into account. By constructing a theoretical foundation for the 
experience economy from the individual�’s perspective I make a contribution related 
to the inadequacy problematization of the intertextual field since I notice that this 
different, relevant, and important perspective has up to now not been sufficiently 
incorporated in existing literature on the experience economy. Yet another 
contribution I want to make with this study is more methodological in nature. There 
is still a dominant quantitative perspective in research within the fields of business and 
marketing although there are signs of a growing call for more qualitative or at least 
mixed-method-designs (Koller, 2008). The growing importance of the customer 
experience and concepts like meaning and symbolism in these fields may be a reason 
for this. By conducting qualitative interviews in this study I want to contribute to the 
knowledge on how qualitative research methods can be used to incorporate the 
individual�’s perspective in the context of research on the experience economy.  
 
�“�…to offset the current bias in the experience economy discourse.�” 
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The main motivation for wanting to construct a sound and integrative theoretical 
foundation for the experience economy from the individual�’s perspective, is that I 
want to offset the current bias in the experience economy discourse. As I have stated 
in short above and as I will explain more in depth in chapter 2 there are three 
essential components in every experience: something that is experienced, someone 
who experiences and the encounter between these two. Three approaches can be 
recognized in the existing body of knowledge on the experience economy: one that 
mainly focuses on the something, one that mainly focuses on the someone and one 
that mainly focuses on the encounter, or the environment-centred approach (focused 
on the something), the effect-centred approach (focused on the someone) and the 
encounter-centred approach (focused on the encounter). Since all three components 
are equally important for an experience to happen, a focus on one of these means that 
the other two are lacking. Claims about experiences based on notions of only one 
component are then bound to be incomplete or even inaccurate, when one is not 
aware of the fact that one has a mere partial and thus biased, view on experience. By 
constructing a theory that incorporates all three components this bias becomes 
explicit and can be offset. 
Besides the bias in the experience economy discourse because of the focus on only one 
component of experiences, also within the approaches there exists a bias in the 
discourse. As I will thoroughly discuss in chapter 2, the discourse in existing literature 
on the experience economy is biased towards a quite objectivistic view, in which the 
organization, and not the individual, is in command. I will discuss the contribution I 
wish to make with this study for each approach specifically. 
 
Literature belonging to the environment-centred approach is biased towards a view of 
experiences as economic offerings with objective features that can be produced by 
organizations. However, as will be discussed in chapter 3, experiences are not objects 
that can be produced and many instances of what in current literature and practice 
are called experiences are not experiences at all. Without a clear understanding of 
what experiences are and what types of experiences can be distinguished, there will 
remain confusion in the experience economy discourse. If non-experiences and 
experiences are grouped together under the name experience, then inaccurate claims 
about experience are bound to be made. A contribution that I want to make in the 
context of this incommensurability problematization is that I want to present a 
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spectrum of different intuitive and logically related experience conceptualizations 
that will help the discourse on the experience economy.  
Literature belonging to the effect-centred approach is biased towards a view of 
experiences as hedonic effects that can be managed. In chapter 4 I argue that 1) 
the claim that the effects in individuals can be managed is inaccurate since there is 
a process of meaning making involved and 2) the dominant focus on hedonic effects 
causes one to neglect other potentially valuable effects. Especially longer-lasting effects 
that are more difficult to achieve fall short of attention. For the experience economy 
discourse it is important that these inaccurate claims are addressed and an alternative 
and broader perspective is offered since much of the critique on the the experience 
economy has to do with its alleged focus on the management of hedonic effects and 
the resulting so-called Disneyfication of society. By presenting an overview of different 
effects that experiences can have, the potential broader scope of the experience 
economy becomes apparent. 
 
Literature belonging to the encounter-centred approach is biased towards a view of 
experiences as products that are sold to individuals in exchange for money. However, 
claims made based on this view of experience are bound to be inaccurate since the 
neglect of other values causes a faulty understanding of how individuals dealing with 
immaterial products like experiences behave. For example: the investment of money 
in exchange for a product is often seen as detrimental to the perceived value by a 
customer, but the investment of other types of values can be beneficial for the 
perceived value. A mere focus on the money exchange would cause a neglect of these 
beneficial effects of value investments during experiences. Also, when immaterial 
products are involved, as is more and more the case in our society, a focus on money 
causes one to neglect other types of business models in which other types of value 
investments are dominant. A societal effect of the dominant focus on charging money 
for experiences that is often alluded to is the fact that this may come at the cost of the 
public domain. As can be seen, and as will be explained in depth in chapter 5, the 
view of experiences as products that are sold to individuals in exchange for money 
causes one to have a very narrow, and even inaccurate view of the roles of individuals 
in the experience. By investigating how the roles of the individual and the 
organization during an experience can be perceived based on a broader meaning of 
value than just financial value, I want to contribute to a better understanding of the 
value exchanges in the experience economy.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 
Experiences have been a highly debated topic of discussion in marketing and business 
literature for more than a decade, but there is still much ambiguity on what 
experiences are and what their value is or could be. The problems that, as I will argue, 
originate from the way in which business and marketing scholars have dealt with the 
concept of experience, have motivated me to look beyond the boundaries of business 
and marketing literature to find out how experiences can be conceptualized and what 
the implications of a broader concept of experience are for organisations and 
individuals. The goal of this chapter is twofold: 1) to get the reader acquainted with 
the conceptualizations of experience as they are described in marketing and business 
literature, and 2) to present the reader with the logic which underlies my research 
objective, which is: to offset the current bias in the experience economy discourse, by 
constructing a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the experience 
economy from the individual�’s perspective. To attain these goals I will answer my first 
research question: �“What is the current state of affairs regarding theory on the 
experience economy?�” since the answer to this question will not only clarify the 
discourse on the experience economy of scholars in the fields of business and 
marketing, but it will also show the gaps that I argue are present in the current 
experience economy discourse.  
 
The reason that I have decided to use multiple disciplines in this research lies in the 
fact that the greater part of contemporary literature on the experience economy 
originates from business and marketing scholars. These seem to have patented 
experiences as new economic offerings. However, to my knowledge, there exists no 
clear overview of the experience economy discourse and a broader perspective from 
which these commercial experiences can be approached is lacking. Because of the 
amount of different examples of new economic offerings and different interpretations 
of the term experience, this overview and broader perspective are needed to be able 
to arrive at a clear discourse on what the value of experiences is or might be, for 
organisations as well as for individuals. 
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First of all, in paragraph 2.2, I will give an overview of economic developments 
that have led to an increased focus on immaterial consumption and the ways in 
which this dematerialization is expressed in the market; experiences as economic 
offerings being one of its expressions. To this end, the concept of market has been 
extended because of the increasing commodification of cultural, social and 
psychological resources, as I will explain in this chapter. The main reason given in 
literature on the experience economy for the increasing interest in immaterial aspects 
of consumption, but also the immaterial aspects of work, design and other areas, is the 
risk of commoditization. If offerings become commoditized, this means they are so 
widely available and interchangeable, that the only differentiating factor that a 
customer can use as a basis for his choice is price. Commoditization thus leads to 
competition based on price, which in the end will lead to lower profit margins for the 
organizations involved. By finding new immaterial differentiating factors, 
organizations hope to escape commoditization and maintain or even increase profit 
margins. 
 
From the broader context of which experiences are part I will then move on to 
paragraph 2.3 in which I will zoom in on the concept of experience and how it can be 
approached. Based on a review of definitions of experience I conclude that there are 
three approaches of the concept, related to three essential components of experiences. 
These different approaches are the environment-centred approach, the effect-centred 
approach, and the encounter-centred approach. 
In paragraph 2.4 I will discuss how experiences are dealt with in current business and 
marketing literature and show how this literature can basically be subdivided into the 
three approaches of experience mentioned above. Based on the distinction between 
these three approaches in literature I will explain what I see as important gaps in the 
current theories on experiences within the fields of business and marketing. These 
gaps are caused by a biased perspective of business and marketing scholars:  
 
- for the environment-centred approach: by focusing primarily on the role of 
organizations in producing experiences as economic offerings with the �‘right�’ 
objective features and hereby neglecting the variety of different conceptualizations of 
experience. 
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- for the effect-centred approach: by focusing primarily on the role of organizations in 
managing and producing predetermined hedonic effects, hereby neglecting the role of 
the individual and the existence of other effects, and  
- for the encounter-centred approach: by focusing primarily on the role of 
organizations in determining which values should be invested during the experience-
encounter, hereby neglecting values that individuals invest in the encounter beyond 
financial values. 
 
The dominant focus on the role of the organization and the resulting gaps in theory 
can be related to the search for ways to escape commoditization, as I will explain for 
each of the three approaches. The exploration and explanation of the three gaps in 
theory can be found in paragraph 2.4. Finally I will show how the gaps in the three 
theoretical approaches and my research objective are connected.  

 

2.2 EXPERIENCES AS A SIGN OF A DEMATERIALIZING ECONOMY 

In business and marketing literature, there is a noticeable growing interest in the 
subject of dematerialization. Already in the nineteen eighties, Herman, Ardekani and 
Ausubel (1989) began to explore the question of whether the dematerialization of 
human societies was under way. At that time, dematerialization was defined primarily 
as the decline over time in the weight of materials used in industrial end products or 
in the �“embedded energy�” of the products. More broadly, dematerialization referred 
to the absolute or relative reduction in the quantity of materials required to serve 
economic functions (Herman, Ardekani & Ausubel, 1989). A review of different 
definitions of dematerialization shows that dematerialization is taking place in various 
areas. Three of these areas, digitization, eco-efficiency and the focus on immaterial 
aspects of consumption, are receiving much attention in literature.  

 

TYPES OF DEMATERIALIZATION 

Digitization means the replacement of a physical or substantial item with electronic 
signals. By using ICT, formerly physical objects are transformed into non-tangible 
digital data. Especially in money markets this development can clearly be recognized 
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(Rifkin, 2000), but dematerialization is happening in every area where objects are 
being produced or used, that can be translated into bits and signals. This 
digitization, or virtualization, also has consequences for the relationships between 
people, e.g. telecommunication services can, within limits, substitute for physical 
presence (Hilty & Ruddy, 2000). 
 

 

Figure 2.1 �– Three processes that are part of dematerialization 

 

Eco-efficient product design is a second area in which dematerialization is a heavily 
debated topic. In this area the goals are the optimization of processes and products as 
regards their material and energy efficiency and the redesign of products with the aim 
to reduce the necessary resource input or to increase the products�’ life cycle. By 
inventing new ways to use resources more efficiently and to recycle them, solutions 
are searched by taking into consideration the finiteness of material resources and the 
reduction of waste in the world (Hilty & Ruddy, 2000). 
 
A third definition of dematerialization has to do with the focus on the immaterial 
aspects of consumption. This development could already be seen in the replacement 
of the agrarian and industrial economy by the service economy, where intangible 
processes and activities performed by service providers became more important in 
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terms of value than the physical objects and products people bought from farms and 
factories. Various authors have speculated that dematerialization is the logical 
outcome of advanced economies in which material needs are substantially fulfilled 
(Colombo, 1988; Bernardini & Galli, 1993), while empirical research in consumer 
behaviour shows that consumers still buy more material products even though their 
needs are already fulfilled (Wernick, Herman, Govind & Ausubel, 1996). In advanced 
economies the wants and desires of consumers play a greater role in consumption 
behaviour than their needs. The transformation from economies with materialized 
offerings to economies where dematerialization is taking place at a growing rate is 
shown in figure 2.2. 
 

 

Figure 2.2 �– Dematerialization of economic offerings (after Pine & Gilmore, 1999) 

 
The earliest commodity economy was concerned with the extraction of various 
mutually exchangeable substances from the natural environment. Since these 
commodities are largely fungible, the markets of supply and demand determine prices. 
Industrialization made supply numbers increase, causing organizations to search for 
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ways one could generate higher value returns in a so-called manufacturing 
economy. In a manufacturing economy the primary economic offerings are goods: 
tangible items that are produced by using commodities as their raw material. 
When companies started to standardize these goods for economies of scale, the 
value returns diminished and companies began to substitute services for goods to 
yield higher profits. Services are more or less intangible activities performed on behalf 
of a particular customer. Because of developments like disintermediation and the 
growing use of ICT, many services are also being commoditized, which is driving 
down value returns.  
 
This decline in value returns for services and products is one of the main reasons 
organizations are looking for new economic offerings with higher value returns. The 
dematerialization of economic offerings means that economic value is embedded in 
immaterial units, as opposed to offerings in which economic value manifests itself in 
concrete, physical, and material form (Quah, 1996a; Quah, 1996b). The economic 
value of dematerialized offerings, like for example stories and ideas, is independent of 
the physical medium containing them.  

 

COMMODITIZATION CAUSES A GROWING INTEREST IN DEMATERIALIZATION 

The interest in the dematerialization of economic offerings is reflected in a growing 
quantity of theories and books that state the importance of doing business differently, 
or even the necessity of doing business differently. Although the names that different 
authors have given to the new economic offerings vary (e.g. Attention Economy 
(Davenport & Beck, 2001), Experience Economy (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), 
Information Economy (Porat, 1977), the Age of Access (Rifkin, 2000), Support 
Economy (Zuboff & Maxmin, 2002), Economy of Meaning (Ter Borg, 2003), 
Emotion Economy (Maes & Parson, 2001; Prast, 2010; Hill, 2007; Piët, 2003)), they 
seem to agree on the need for taking into account the immaterial aspects of 
consumption. The main reason that is given for entering a new economy is that since 
many economic offerings are nowadays similar in characteristics, features, quality, 
and price, the importance of other differentiating aspects as an opportunity for 
competitive advantage in the marketplace increases (Dumaine, 1991). Material goods 
and services will continue to become increasingly abundant which will cause a pattern 
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of decreasing costs and commoditization (e.g. Pine & Gilmore, 1999). 
Commoditization refers to a situation in which products become so widely available 
and mutually interchangeable that consumers cannot distinguish them from each 
other anymore and make their choices based on price. According to many authors 
commoditization of economic offerings and the resulting situation in which 
competition is solely based on price, is the main reason why companies have to add 
immaterial differentiating aspects to their offerings:  
 
�“ (�…) businesses perish from relying on low prices as a means of hawking their offerings. (�…) in 
industry after industry, that system of competition no longer sustains growth and profitability�” (Pine 
& Gilmore, 1999, p. ix) 
 
�“ Increased price volatility as market forces take over awaits the sellers of all commoditized goods and 
services�” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 14) 
 
�“ (�…) the greater part of future consumption growth will be of an immaterial nature. (�…) the story 
connected to the product will play an ever greater role in the purchase decision.�” (Jensen, 1999, p. 52) 
 
�“ (�…) entertainment content has become a key differentiator in virtually every aspect of the broader 
consumer economy. (�…) Without entertainment content, few consumer products stand a chance in 
tomorrow�’s marketplace.�” (Wolf, 1999, pp. 4-5) 
 
The increasing focus on emotional and other immaterial aspects can be seen in many 
different areas. Emotions involved in the consumption experience have become an 
important object of study in consumer behaviour. Examples of studied aspects are 
affective reactions to consumption situations (Derbaix & Pham, 1991), the 
relationship between emotions and satisfaction in consumption (Westbrook & Oliver, 
1991), and post purchase affective responses (Westbrook, 1987). All of these studies 
have indicated that emotions are an important component of consumer response. 
This type of studies may provide insight into how organizations can offer something 
else to their customers, preventing their offerings from being commoditized. Also 
emotions elicited by product appearance are an important object of study. It is 
acknowledged that emotions elicited by products can enhance the pleasure of buying, 
owning and using them (Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982). These emotions elicited by 
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products are strongly influenced by the appearance of the product (Desmet, 
Overbeeke & Tax, 2001), but emotions are in most cases rather elicited by 
meanings yielded from the product than by the product as such. In those cases, the 
emotion is not elicited by tangible product attributes but by intangible and highly 
personal construals of the product (Desmet, Hekkert & Jacobs, 2000). The 
personal nature of emotions could give insight into how organizations can adapt their 
offerings to escape the commoditizing effects. 
 
Many findings in studies about product design have also been used to change the way 
in which service providers develop interactions with customers. Especially the design 
of the environment in which interactions take place has received a lot of attention 
lately. In the past, places, physical as well as virtual, were designed on the basis of 
functionality and usability principles, to render the interaction between customer and 
company as effective and efficient as possible. These principles are still essential, 
although designers now have to take into account also the way in which the customer 
experiences the environment in which the interaction takes place. Shops are now part 
of �“cathedrals of consumption, which point up to the quasi-religious, �“enchanted�” 
nature of these new settings�” (Ritzer, 1999, p. x), but also public spaces as churches, 
schools and hospitals are emulating the new means of consumption (Ritzer, 1999). 
This development in public space is also described by Mommaas (2000) as the 
increasing decisiveness of the consumptive-symbolic order in directing the functional- 
morphological order of public space. Besides in designing physical environments, the 
user experience has become a critical factor to take into account in the design of 
virtual spaces (Cain, 1998; Alben, 1996; Forlizzi, 1997; Hudspith, 1997; Rhea, 1992). 
Especially in the fields of website design and virtual reality the affective responses of 
individuals using ICT have received a lot of attention. One of the research areas in 
which the experience of users is considered critical is called Presence Research, which 
is described as �“the study of the subjective experience of �‘being there�’ in mediated 
environments such as virtual reality, simulators, cinema, television, etc.�” (Presence-
research.org, 2006) (also see the discussion of presence in paragraph 3.3.2). 
 
An unmistakable sign that emotional, immaterial aspects have begun to be considered 
as important in economic science is the fact that psychologist Daniel Kahneman was 
one of the winners of the Nobel Prize for Economic Sciences in 2002. His studies have 
shown that economic research often assumes that people are motivated primarily by 
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material incentives and make decisions in a rational way, following the so-called 
expected-utility theory, which is the predominant economic theory for decisions 
under uncertainty. Kahneman has called into question the assumptions of a homo 
oeconomicus motivated by self-interest and capable of making rational decisions, and 
has shown that in various decision situations, immaterial and irrational elements like 
perception, mental models, attitudes and emotions have to be included in the process, 
which resulted in winning the Nobel Prize. 
 
In much the same way that immaterial factors are becoming the focal point of the 
design of products and places, also the design of activities of individuals is changing in 
a less material direction. Issues like pleasurable work, emotional intelligence, 
authentic leadership, play and creativity are a number of the immaterial, 
psychological aspects of the working situation that have become very prominent in 
management literature (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; 2003; Crofts, 2003; 2005; 
Gardner, 1983; Cherniss & Goleman, 2001; Grün, 2002; 2005; De Bono, 1992).  
The examples mentioned above all indicate a search of new differentiating aspects, be 
it in design, consumption or work, to find ways in which to differentiate what 
organizations do from what their competitors do, to prevent the commoditization of 
what they do. 

 

DEMATERIALIZED OFFERINGS ABIDE DIFFERENT RULES 

The nature of dematerialized economic offerings has serious consequences for the 
way in which people can perform tasks related to the offerings (Quah, 1996a). First of 
all dematerialized economic offerings are claimed to be infinitely expansible. An 
economic object is said to be infinitely expansible �“when its use by someone does not 
physically detract from its usefulness to someone else�” (Quah, 1996a, p. 3), more or 
less like a public good. The two concepts, dematerialized economic offerings and 
public goods, differ in that infinite expansibility itself says nothing about the legal 
structure or property rights surrounding the economic object in question. A public 
good, by contrast, is not owned by any private agent. This raises questions about how 
people should behave in relation to intellectual property rights, who is the owner of 
the object and who can sell it, what is the right or fair price to be paid for the 
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immaterial object etc. These are important issues in a time of dematerialization 
and I will explore them in-depth in chapter 5. 
 
Dematerialized objects cannot be transferred but at most merely replicated, which 
causes a situation in which an agent in a transaction cannot physically gain 
ownership of the object. For these objects, trade is not exchange, but at most 
reproduction and/or recombination. When neither the economic offering being 
shared nor the corresponding payment can be measured, economic value will have no 
clear points of physical entry and exit and tasks like buying, spending, paying, 
investing, importing and exporting get a different meaning. Questions about these 
issues are the focal point of debates in industries where dematerialized objects are 
inherent to the business.  
 
One can also see a need for a shift in attention from the supply-side to the demand-
side. In the case of attention for example, an important scarce resource (Davenport & 
Beck, 2001), it is not the organization that manages who gives attention but it is the 
individual who is in control over what he or she pays attention to and what not. In the 
same way also trust, an aspect of commercial relationships that has grown in 
importance in the dematerializing economy (Bryant & Colledge, 2002), is not under 
the control of organizations but it is the individual who determines whether to trust 
something or someone. One cannot force an individual to pay attention, to feel a 
certain way, to trust someone or to love something, in the way that individuals could 
be forced to accept or reject the options that organizations presented to them in 
earlier times of mass-production.  
 
Dematerialization will continue to cause problems for every industry that tries to hang 
on to the rules of the traditional model, that was invented for tangible objects, while 
offering �‘objects�’ that lend themselves to the so-called reversed trade model or 
superdistribution (Cox, 1996). In such a model, ease of reproduction of the object 
becomes a virtue, not a disadvantage, and the object itself can be given away freely 
because the maker of the object receives financial and other benefits each time it is 
used. These objects thus become more valuable when more people use them. 
However, one can immediately see the problem with this model and this mode of 
thinking for organizations that are used to be in control. One first has to give away 
the object, without the guarantee that people will in fact start to use it and therefore 
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without a guarantee of the benefits that it will provide. The same issue goes for trust, 
attention, feelings, etc. that will either grow or not, a process that is not in control of 
the organization. 
 
After this review of different examples that show an increasing dematerialization of 
the economy, the reader has a broader view of the context of developments of which 
the experience economy is part. In the next paragraph I will focus more specifically 
on how the concept of experience economy is dealt with in business and marketing 
literature. 

 

2.3 THREE APPROACHES OF THE CONCEPT OF EXPERIENCE 

To be able to understand the research problem I deal with in this thesis, it is necessary 
to have knowledge of the context of the problem. For this reason I wish to give an 
overview of literature that has appeared on the subject of economic experiences in the 
recent years, after which I will present an overview of different approaches and 
definitions of experience in general. Insight in how the concept of experience has 
been dealt with and discussed in recent literature, helps in understanding which 
assumptions authors in the field seem to have in relation to the concept of �‘experience�’ 
in the fields of marketing and business. The overview of different approaches and 
definitions of experience in general, by exploring how the concept has been defined 
and described in various dictionaries and encyclopaedias, will show how broad the 
concept of experience really is.  

 

CONFUSION AND INFLATION IN THE EXPERIENCE ECONOMY DISCOURSE 

When reviewing the vast quantity of articles and books in the fields of business and 
marketing that have experiences as their subject, the amount of use of �‘ex-post 
rationalization�’ (Williamson, 1999) found is remarkable. Ex-post rationalization 
means that the author shows a success story, and then filters out the aspects or 
competences that according to the theory in question are responsible for the success. 
This strategy is often part of marketing management texts (Hackley, 2003). Also 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) notice this phenomenon, which they call �‘exampling�’, or 
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opportunistically finding cases that fit the proposed theory. The reasoning usually 
resembles the following: the author predicts that the economy will shift from an A 
economy to a B economy. An explanation is given of the necessity of this shift and 
the risks of not coming along. Factors that are important for success within the B 
economy are listed and examples of successful companies are used to prove the 
effectiveness of the factors. However, anecdotal evidence of the financial success 
accompanying experiences, though perhaps inspiring, not always helps one 
understand the building blocks of successful commercial experiences (Poulsson & Kale, 
2004). There can even be risks involved in copying successful elements without the 
appropriate understanding of how this success has come about (Bills, 2003; Carbone, 
2004; Ransom, 1998). 
 
The growing recognition of the importance of experiences, of the dynamic nature of 
customers and what they value (Hamel & Prahalad, 1994; Woodruff, 1997; Morrison 
& Schmid, 1994) and of experience-based perceived value, causes a greater need for 
research in this area (Mathwick, Malhotra & Rigdon, 2001; Poulsson & Kale, 2004) 
since there is little evidence that organizations understand these phenomena (Flint, 
Woodruff & Gardial, 1997; 2002; Hamel & Prahalad, 1994; Woodruff, 1997; 
Woodruff & Gardial, 1996; 2002; Hamel & Prahalad, 1994). 
According to Poulsson and Kale (2004) the area of experience creation suffers from 
poor conceptualization and fuzzy directions. There is a lack of understanding of what 
experiences exactly are, how they differ from services and goods, in what way they 
create value for companies and customers and what the impact is of each element on 
the overall value of an experience.  
 
Experiences in the business and marketing literature are often linked with concepts as 
fun, excitement, meaning, nostalgia, identity, authenticity, hedonism, engagement 
and especially many concepts from theatrical science, adding to the definitional 
confusion. According to Hackley (2003) authors use this tactic for reasons of �‘extra-
disciplinary legitimization�’ with the aim of conferring upon their texts a sense of 
�‘quasi-scientific plausibility�’, but Gronhaug (2000) warns of the risks involved in using 
concepts from other disciplines without a consideration of their disciplinary context or 
theoretical assumptions.  
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When reviewing the business literature on experiences, it is difficult to extract a clear 
and concise definition of what exactly is an experience. Some authors even claim that 
a definition of an experience is nowhere to be found in marketing literature and that 
there has been no attempt made to systematically define what exactly constitutes an 
experience (Poulsson & Kale, 2004). A reason for the lack of a definition could be the 
dynamic, personal and unique nature of experiences, which makes it difficult for 
someone else to know what someone�’s experience has been like (Battarbee, 2004). In 
this sense experience is considered to be private instead of public, it cannot be shared 
with other persons.  
 
However, without a clear definition of what an experience is and what it is not, the 
term can suffer from inflation. In fact, the problem is not that there is no definition to 
be found, but that with all the definitions and descriptions given in literature and all 
the different distinctions made between different types and kinds of experiences based 
on many different dimensions, it is not clear what experiences are and what they are 
not. Inflation of the term has already set in which has encouraged Forlizzi and 
Battarbee (2004) to make a distinction between different kinds of approaches of the 
term: the product-centred, person-centred, and interaction-centred approach.  

 

PRODUCT-, PERSON- AND INTERACTION-CENTRED APPROACHES OF EXPERIENCE 

The product-centred approach aims to connect product features to experience and 
aims at creating elaborate checklists with criteria describing the product-related 
experience contexts. This approach is focused on practical ways in which experiences 
can be defined, distinguished, designed, evaluated and produced. There are many 
examples of experience theories within this approach, usually having titles containing 
the words managing, building or delivering experiences. Person-centred approaches 
on the other hand, take the perspective of the individual and focus primarily on the 
individual�’s experience and the elements that contribute to this. Instead of giving 
product-centred checklists, they usually give descriptions of general characteristics of 
experiences that are relevant. For example, the inherently personal nature of the 
effects of experiences is a salient characteristic in definitions belonging to this category 
(e.g. Nijs & Peters, 2002; Schmitt, 1999). 
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The difference between the product-centred approach to experience and the 
person-centred approach to experience can be clarified by using the distinction 
that Van Gool & Van Wijngaarden (2005) have made between two meanings of 
the term experience. The first way in which they define experiences is as the 
stimulus that can be sent or directed by a provider (for example an event, an 
attraction or an environment). The second meaning of the term experience is the 
reaction to this stimulus. The focus in the first definition is on the �‘something�’ the 
individual is experiencing, and for this reason it belongs to the product-centred 
category. The second definition is focused on the effect on the individual, the reaction 
of the individual, and therefore belongs to the person-centred category. 
 
The third, interaction-centred category is not specifically focused on the product, nor 
on the person, but on the relation between these: the interaction. Experiences within 
this category are described with terms like interaction, co-creation and participation 
(e.g. Poulsson & Kale, 2004; Millet & Millet, 2002; Shaw & Ivens, 2002; Shaw, 2005; 
Battarbee, 2004). The interaction, or the reciprocal relationship between the 
individual and the product, is what determines the experience within this approach. 
In fact, for the interaction-centred approach to experiences the product is merely the 
connective node in a network of the individual and his surroundings. The product is 
something around which people have experiences. Some have even conceptualized a 
product as �“no more than an artifact around which customers have experiences�” 
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000, p. 83). Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) consider the 
interaction-centred view as the most valuable perspective for understanding 
experiences. By visualizing an experience as an act of co-creation, one is encouraged 
to consider the interaction of both the individual and the object the individual is 
experiencing in any discourse on experiences (Poulsson & Kale, 2004). 

 

THE TRIPARTITE COMPOSITION OF THE CONCEPT OF EXPERIENCE 

The distinction that Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) have made between three 
approaches of experience which respectively focus more on the product, or what is 
experienced, the person, or the effects for the person having the experience, and the 
interaction, or the encounter between individuals and their environment, is not 
reserved for the description of experiences alone. Also in descriptions of concepts like 
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creativity (e.g. agent, process and product in Couger, 1990), the distinction between 
objectivism and subjectivism (e.g. subjects, being part of or separated from, changing 
and being changed by and the environment in Huizing, 2007) and learning (e.g. 
organism, interaction and environment in Bateson, 1972 and Neuman, 2006) the 
triad of an individual, something in an environment and the encounter between these 
two can be recognized. However, an exploration of the three components in 
definitions of experience can help in conceptualizing the concept of experience. This 
tripartite composition of the definition of experience, can for example be seen in the 
writings of John Dewey (1938), who states: �“An experience is always what it is because 
of a transaction taking place between an individual and what, at the time, constitutes 
his environment�” (p.43). Also various dictionaries, thesauri and encyclopaedias show 
three different components in the definition of experience. In the remaining part of 
this paragraph various definitions of experience are presented, grouped on the basis of 
whether the focus is on what is experienced, the effects that the individual experiences 
and the encounter between the individual and the environment.  

 

FIRST COMPONENT OF EXPERIENCE: WHAT IS EXPERIENCED 

As can be seen in the definitions in table 2.1, these all begin with stating �‘what�’ it is 
that is experienced: events, activities, occurrences, things, and so on. However, in the 
definitions also certain conditions to these events, activities, occurrences, things, etc. 
have been defined. To be able to call them experiences, they should affect one in 
some way, cause someone to learn something and /or have been personally lived 
though. Not every event, activity, occurrence or thing in the individual�’s environment 
should be called an experience according to these sources, but only those that satisfy 
the conditions. 
 
In the following figure (figure 2.3) I have distinguished the core of the definitions in 
table 2.1 from the conditions. I have colour-coded every part of the definitions, to 
clarify which parts of the definitions refer to �‘what�’ is experienced (green), the effects 
the individual experiences (red) and the encounter between individuals and their 
environment (purple).  
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Table 2.1 �– Definitions of experience that are focused on what is experienced11 

 
The core of the definitions, on the left side of figure 2.3, consists of green entries, since 
�‘what�’ in the individual�’s environment is experienced is the focus of the definitions 
named in table 2.1. All statements referring to effects (red) and encounters (purple) are 
placed on the right side, since these can be considered as conditions that the �‘what�’-
components have to satisfy for them to be called experiences.  
 

                                                   
11 AHD: The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language; CALD: Cambridge Advanced Lerner�’s Dictionary; 

CD: Cambridge Dictionary of American English; D: Dictionary.com; MW: Merriam Webster; OAL: Oxford Advanced 

Learning; OC: Oxford Compact; OD: Oxford Dictionary; OED: Oxford English Dictionary 

Definition 

an event or activity that affects you in some way (OAL) 

An event or a series of events participated in or lived through (AHD) 

An event or action from which you learn (OD) 

an event or occurrence which leaves an impression on one (OC) 

an event by which one is affected (OED) 

something that happens which has an effect on you (CD) 

something personally encountered, undergone, or lived through (MW) 

something that happens to you that affects how you feel (CALD) 

the things that have happened to you that influence the way you think and behave (OAL) 

the conscious events that make up an individual life (MW) 

all that is perceived, understood, and remembered (D) 
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Figure 2.3 – Environment-centred definitions of experience, with distinction between core and conditions 

 

SECOND COMPONENT OF EXPERIENCE: THE EFFECTS THAT AN INDIVIDUAL 

EXPERIENCES  

Not all definitions in the dictionaries, thesauri and encyclopaedias that were consulted 
are focused on ‘what’ is experienced. All the sources give multiple definitions of 
experience, and in table 2.2 the definitions focused on the effects the individual 
experiences are presented. 
 
The definitions in table 2.2 can be analyzed based on their core, which is focused on 
the effects on the individual, and the conditions these effects have to satisfy according 
to the sources. In figure 2.4 the distinction between core and conditions for these 
definitions is presented. Again I have used the same colour-codes, with all the red text, 
representing the core of the definitions in table 2.2 that refer to the effects that the 
individual experiences, on the left-side of figure 2.4. 

Core: Environment

• Event/ a series of events/ the 

conscious events

• Activity/ action

• Occurrence/ something/things that 

happen, that have happened

• All

Conditions

• that affects you in some way/ by which 

one is affected/ to you that affects how 

you feel/ which leaves an impression 

on one/ which has an effect on you/ to 

you that influence the way you think 

and behave

• participated in or lived through/ 

personally encountered, undergone, or 

lived through

• that make up an individual life

• from which you learn/ that is 

perceived, understood, and 

remembered
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Table 2.2 �– Definitions of experience that are focused on the effects for the individual12 

 
 

                                                   
12 AHD: The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language; CALD: Cambridge Advanced Lerner�’s Dictionary; 

CE: The Columbia Encyclopedia; D: Dictionary.com; MW: Merriam Webster; OAL: Oxford Advanced Learning; OC: 

Oxford Compact; OD: Oxford Dictionary; OED: Oxford English Dictionary; R: Roget�’s II 

Definition 

knowledge or skill which is obtained from doing, seeing or feeling things (CALD) 

knowledge or practical wisdom gained from what one has observed, encountered, or undergone (D) 

knowledge or skill acquired over time (OC) 

Knowledge or skill gained over time (OD) 

the knowledge and skill that you have gained through doing sth for a period of time; the process of 
gaining this (OAL) 

The knowledge or skill so derived (AHD) 

Knowledge resulting from actual observation or from what one has undergone (OED) 

practical knowledge, skill, or practice derived from direct observation of or participation in events or in a 
particular activity (MW) 

Personal knowledge derived from participation or observation (R) 

the impression on a person or animal of events (CE) 

the totality of the cognitions given by perception; all that is perceived, understood, and remembered (D) 

The fact of being consciously affected by an event. Also an instance of this (OED) 

the fact or state of having been affected by or gained knowledge through direct observation or 
participation (MW) 
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Figure 2.4 – Effect-centred definitions of experience, with distinction between core and conditions 

 

THIRD COMPONENT OF EXPERIENCE: THE ENCOUNTER BETWEEN INDIVIDUAL AND 

ENVIRONMENT 

Besides definitions that are focused on ‘what’ is experienced and definitions that are 
focused on the effects that individuals experience, there are also definitions that focus 
mainly on the process of an individual interacting with, or encountering the world 
around him. In table 2.3 these definitions are presented. 
Again, parts of the definitions were colour-coded to separate the core, the part that is 
focused on the encounter between individual and environment, from the conditions. 
Figure 2.5 shows the core and conditions for the definitions in table 2.3. 
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cognitions

• the impression on a person or animal
• The fact of being consciously affected, 
Also an instance of this, the fact or 
state of having been affected by or 
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derived from doing, seeing or feeling 
things, from what one has observed, 
encountered, or undergone, so derived 
(so refers to Active participation in 
events or activities), resulting from 
actual observation or from what one 
has undergone, from direct observation 
of or participation in events or in a 
particular activity, through direct 
observation or participation, given by 
perception

• acquired/gained over time, that 
you ...have gained through doing sth 
for a period of time;  the process of 
gaining this

• of events, by an event, 
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Table 2.3 �– Definitions of experience that are focused on the encounter between individual and 
environment13 

 

THE THREE COMPONENTS OF EXPERIENCE: ENVIRONMENT, EFFECTS AND 

ENCOUNTER 

As has been shown in figures 2.3 to 2.5, although definitions can be grouped together 
based on the focus they have on a certain approach of experience, they also contain 
elements of the other approaches that serve as conditions for what may be named an 
experience. To construct a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the 
experience economy, all three aspects, the environment, the effects and the encounter 

                                                   
13 AHD: The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language; CALD: Cambridge Advanced Lerner�’s Dictionary; 

CD: Cambridge Dictionary of American English; CE: The Columbia Encyclopedia; D: Dictionary.com; MW: Merriam 

Webster; OC: Oxford Compact; OD: Oxford Dictionary; OED: Oxford English Dictionary; R: Roget�’s II 

Definition 

(the process of getting) knowledge or skill that is obtained from doing, seeing, or feeling things (CD) 

(the process of getting) knowledge or skill which is obtained from doing, seeing or feeling things (CALD) 

a particular instance of personally encountering or undergoing something (D) 

Active participation in events or activities, leading to the accumulation of knowledge or skill (AHD) 

direct observation of or participation in events as a basis of knowledge (MW) 

encounter or undergo (an event or occurrence) (OC) 

living through events (CE) 

practical contact with and observation of facts or events (OC) 

Practical involvement in an activity, event, etc. (OD) 

the act or process of directly perceiving events or reality (MW) 

The actual observation of facts or events, considered as a source of knowledge (OED) 

The apprehension of an object, thought, or emotion through the senses or mind (AHD) 

the observing, encountering, or undergoing of things generally as they occur in the course of time (D) 

the process or fact of personally observing, encountering, or undergoing something (D) 

To be physically aware of through the senses (R) 

To participate in or partake of personally (R) 

Undergo or be involved in (OD) 
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should therefore be taken into account. Figure 2.6 summarizes what has been 
presented in figures 2.3 to 2.5.  
 

 

Figure 2.5 – Encounter-centred definitions of experience, with distinction between core and conditions 

 

 
Before exploring how the three components of the concept of experience can be 
recognized in current business and marketing literature, it is good to take a step back 
to see how the different concepts that have been discussed so far are related with each 
other. Figure 2.7 shows the relations between the different concepts that have been 
discussed in this chapter.  
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Figure 2.6 – Three components of the definition of experience 
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• Event/ a series of events/ 

the conscious events
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• Action
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• All
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occurrence, reality, an 

object, thought, or 

emotion , things generally 

as they occur in the 

course of time

Encounter

• participated in or lived 

through/ personally 

encountered, undergone, 

• obtained, gained, 

acquired, derived from 

doing, seeing or feeling, 

observed, encountered, 

given by perception, 

acquired/gained over time

• the process of gaining 

this, the apprehension, 

through the senses or 

mind

• (a particular instance of) 

Active participation, 

direct observation of, 

(personally) encountering 

or undergoing, living 

through, practical contact 

with, practical 

involvement in, the act or 

process of directly 

perceiving, The actual 

observation, To be 

physically aware of 

through the senses, To 

partake of

Effects

• that affects you in some 

way/ by which one is 

affected/ to you that 

affects how you feel/ 

which leaves an 
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has an effect on you/ to 

you that influence the way 

you think and behave

• that make up an 

individual life

• from which you learn/ 

that is perceived, 

understood, and 
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• Practical/ personal 

knowledge, skill, practice, 

wisdom , the totality of 

the cognitions

• the impression on a 

person or animal

• The fact of being 

consciously affected, Also 

an instance of this, the 

fact or state of having 

been affected by or 

gained knowledge

• leading to the 

accumulation of, as a 

basis of, considered as a 

source of knowledge or 

skill

• Personally
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Figure 2.7 �– Aspects of experiences in a broader context of dematerialization 

 
Experiences are one of the expressions of the development in the economy I have 
called dematerialization, and there are three components to be distinguished within 
the definitions of experience, each representing a different approach of the concept, 
each with a different perspective on the phenomenon. The perspective that is taken in 
the environment-centred approach is on �‘what�’ is experienced in the individual�’s 
environment. The effect-centred approach focuses on the effects that this individual 
experiences. Finally, the encounter-centred approach focuses on the encounter 
between individuals and their environment. In the next paragraph I will show how 
these three approaches can also be recognized in current business and marketing 
literature and how the way the concept of experience is dealt with within each 
approach in this literature causes a bias in the discourse on the experience economy.  
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2.4 RESEARCH PROBLEM: EXPERIENCE ECONOMY AS A MEANS FOR 

DECOMMODITIZATION 

When recent literature on experiences within the contexts of business and 
marketing is viewed in the light of the three different approaches described in 
paragraph 2.3, a bias in the discourse on experiences becomes apparent for each of 
the three approaches. As I indicated in paragraph 1.1, the reason that is usually given 
for the emergence of an experience economy, is that goods and services have been 
commoditized and that new ways for differentiating one�’s offerings have to be found 
to prevent competition based solely on price. Commoditization means that products 
become so widely available and mutually interchangeable that consumers cannot 
distinguish them from each other anymore and make their choices based on price. By 
finding ways to add value to the offerings, one can prevent this commoditization and 
maintain or even increase profit margins. Or at least, this seems to be the assumption 
in the experience economy discourse if one studies current literature in the fields of 
marketing and business. Whichever of the three approaches in literature one looks at: 
one can clearly recognize a bias towards an organizational perspective, in which the 
focus lies on what the organization can and should do to add value to the offerings 
and prevent commoditization. In this paragraph I will give an overview of how 
experience is interpreted in each of the three approaches in current literature on the 
experience economy, and indicate how commoditization has caused a bias towards 
the organizational perspective, which in its turn causes a gap in the existing 
knowledge on experience. I will present the gaps I notice in the way experiences are 
dealt with in current business and marketing literature and argue that incorporating 
the individual�’s perspective offsets the bias in each of the three approaches. 

 

2.4.1 BIAS AND GAPS IN THE ENVIRONMENT-CENTRED APPROACH OF THE 

EXPERIENCE ECONOMY 

As was explained in the former paragraph, the environment-centred approach is 
focused on �‘what�’ (events, activities, objects etc.) is experienced. In the current 
experience economy discourse there is still much debate on whether experiences are 
enhanced products, enhanced services, distinct economic offerings or bundles of 
features, which causes confusion on what in fact is an experience. Another topic of 
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debate is whether experiences are produced by organizations or not. By neglecting 
the individual�’s perspective, experiences are dealt with as if they were physical 
products with objective features which can be managed by organizations and it will 
remain unclear what the organization is exactly offering as I will show.  

 

EXPERIENCES AS ENHANCED PRODUCTS OR SERVICES OR AS DISTINCT ECONOMIC 

OFFERINGS 

In business and marketing literature on experience, experiences are often seen and 
dealt with as if they are products. The focus then is on the features and internal 
processes within the organisation that can be managed in order to produce an 
experience. Literature is for example focused on connecting product features to 
experience, creating elaborate checklists with criteria describing the experience 
contexts, and practical ways in which experiences can be defined, distinguished, 
designed, evaluated and produced. Books that belong within this approach, for 
example contain self-assessment tests (e.g. Shaw, 2005) or tests and �‘lessons learned�’-
sections at the end of each chapter (e.g. Ford & Heaton, 2000). Other books present a 
toolkit that readers can use to design an experience (e.g. Smith & Wheeler, 2002) and 
subdivide the experience into manageable stages (e.g. the Driving Improved 
Customer Experience model (Shaw & Ivens, 2002)), levels (e.g. the Customer 
Experience Pyramid�™ (Shaw, 2005; Shaw & Ivens, 2002)), touch points (e.g. the 
Experience Touchpoint Charts and Pallettes (Millet & Millet, 2002)) or moments (e.g. 
Moment Mapping® (Shaw, 2005)). 
 
In a way, organisations are doing what they have always done: they try to avoid 
commoditization and create new ways of differentiating themselves from competitors. 
The alleged commoditization of products and services is exactly the reason that is 
given in theories within this approach for paying attention to experiences. The staging 
of memorable experiences, using goods as props and services as a stage to engage 
customers, is what Pine and Gilmore (1999) see as the solution to the problem of 
commoditization. In fact their solution appears to be convincing to business since the 
richest fifth of the world�’s population now spends almost as much of its income 
accessing experiences as on buying manufactured goods and basic services (Rifkin, 



 

 

  
69 

2 | R
esearch context 

2000). Pine and Gilmore (1999) see the staging of experiences as distinct economic 
offerings as a logical new economic phase in the progression of value, after the 
phases of commodities, products, and services.  
 
According to Pine and Gilmore (1999), experiences are distinct economic offerings, 
distinct from services, as services are distinct from goods, and goods from 
commodities. However, not in all literature within the environment-centred approach 
this distinct nature of experiences is present. To use the categorization of O�’Sullivan 
and Spangler (1998), there appear to be three kinds of organizations active in the 
experience industry: experience makers, experience enhancers, and experience 
infusers. Experience makers create experiences as entities in themselves. Here we find 
companies that create experiences as distinct offerings. Examples would be the 
amusement, leisure, and entertainment industry, plus certain segments of the 
hospitality industry. Experience enhancers use experiences to enhance the viability 
and attractiveness of their services. Enhancers are generally found in the more 
personalized segments of the service industry, for example hospitals, airlines, shopping 
malls, etc. An example of this idea is the Experience Engagement Process (LaSalle & 
Britton, 2003, pp. 47-69) in which the stages of the decision-making process a 
consumer has to go through are analyzed, and in each stage negative cues are 
removed and experiential elements are added, helping the consumer go through the 
stages more smoothly.  
 
Experience infusers deal with experiences in yet another way. They infuse elements of 
experiences into their products to increase sales. They identify the experiences their 
clients find desirable and the psychic needs their clients have and then connect to 
these. Usually infusers incorporate these elements in the marketing mix. One way of 
doing this is by incorporating one or more of Schmitt�’s (1999) �‘Strategic Experience 
Modules�’: Sense, Feel, Think, Act, and/or Relate (p. 64), respectively with the aim of 
appealing to the senses of the individual, to his mood and emotions, to his intellect, to 
his behaviour and lifestyle, or to his desire to belong to a certain group. Jensen (1999) 
on the other hand, speaks of connecting stories to the offerings. By connecting stories 
about adventure, love and friendship, care, self-identity, peace of mind, or beliefs or 
convictions to the offering, value is allegedly added to the offering. 
The environment-centred approach thus consists of three very different types of 
experiences:  experiences as distinct economic offerings, services enhanced by 
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experience and even products infused with experience, all considered to be parts of 
the experience economy. When the economy shifted from a goods or industrial 
economy to a service economy, it was also difficult to draw a straight line between 
pure goods and pure services because of all the offerings that were neither in a pure 
form. For this reason scholars have made a continuum of goods and services 
depending on their mix of tangible and intangible aspects (e.g. Rathmell, 1966; 
Shostack, 1977; 1987; Zeithaml, 1981), which is shown in figure 2.8. As this 
continuum indicates, �“teaching services might be at one end of such a scale, intangible 
or I-dominant, while salt might represent the other extreme, tangible or T-
dominant�”(Shostack, 1977, p.75, italics in original).  
 

Figure 2.8 �– Scale of market entities (Shostack, 1977, p. 77) 

 
The scale of market entries, or the goods-services-continuum as it is also named, has 
been expanded to also apply in the experience economy. The location on the 
continuum shown in figure 2.9 is determined by the extent to which the benefits of 
goods take precedence over the benefits of services and the extent to which the 
elements of experience take precedence over the components of services. 
However, it remains difficult to understand experiences when the term experience is 
used for products, services as well as distinct economic offerings. With many of the 
post-rationalized examples that are found in literature and considering the fact that 
many authors see products, services and experiences as lying on a continuum, one can 
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ask oneself if the alleged success of cases was indeed caused by the experiential 
elements or instead by exceptional functional features of products or service 
benefits. 

 
 
 

Figure 2.9 �– Goods-Services-Experience Continuum (O�’Sullivan & Spangler, 1998, p. 19) 

 

EXPERIENCES AS BUNDLES OF FEATURES 

According to many authors, every time a customer comes into contact with a product 
or a company, he has an experience; the only thing that has changed is that 
companies should now focus on managing the experience and all elements, or clues, 
that are part of it (Adcox & Wittenstein, 2003; Carbone, 1999; 2004; Shaw & Ivens, 
2002; Shaw, 2005; O�’Sullivan & Spangler, 1998; Schmitt, 1999; Millet & Millet, 2002; 
Jones, 1999). Improving the experience by managing experience clues can be done in 
two ways: by improving the breadth and by improving the depth of clues (Carbone, 
2004). Experiential breadth refers to the boundaries of the system used for managing 
the experience. Are the clues in every phase of the experience managed or only in 
some phases or parts of the phases? Experiential depth, on the other hand, refers to 
the quantity, uniqueness and sensory diversity of clues. In this theory, the more phases 
that are managed and the more clues that are incorporated, the better the experience. 
 
However, a problem with this way of dealing with experiences is that if exceptional 
experiences can be offered to people by exceptional management of experience clues 

Relatively 

pure good 

Good/ 

service 

hybrid 

Relatively 

pure 

service 

Relatively 

pure 

experience 

Service/ 

experience 

hybrid 



 

 

 

 
72 

and features, then knowledge of these clues and how to manage them would give 
everyone the same advantage in the experience economy and destroy the 
differentiating function of experiences. Benchmarking, checklists and blindly copying 
elements from competitors in practice rarely help in becoming successful in the 
experience economy (Carbone, 2004). Indeed, success of economic offerings will also 
be dependent on what the customer finds important in the specific situation and 
context he finds himself in.  
 
In some situations consumers are primarily interested in what they can gain from the 
physical characteristics or technical performance of a product, from the so-called 
objective features of the product that are under control of the organization. The 
relevant features of the product in this case are a big influence on the functional 
benefits for the consumer. Products that primarily provide this type of value are called 
utilitarian, since it is their use, their utility, that motivates individuals to buy and 
consume them. Examples are many use products, such as cooking oil, detergent and 
cartridges. These are all products that are instrumental to some goal outside of 
themselves, which is why we call the motivation for consuming these products 
�‘extrinsic�’. These products are functional, and this functionality is the core value of 
consuming them. Functionality is mainly dependent on the objective features of the 
product and the subjective response of the individual usually has little or no influence. 
�“If we are upset about something or especially nervous or unusually happy, our 
feeling has no impact on the way the flashlight works�” (Addis & Holbrook, 2001, p. 
59). Extrinsically motivated experiences that mainly have utilitarian value are often 
called errands or work (Batra & Ahtola, 1991; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). They 
are �‘productive experiences�’ that have a practical goal (Shedroff, 1994) and the 
consumer is often just glad when the transaction is over and done with (Babin, 
Darden & Griffin, 1994).  
 
However, this view that the value or quality of an experience is dependent on the 
objective features that are under the control of the organization is not shared by 
everyone. Many claim that quality is not what the organisation puts in, but what the 
customer gets out; quality or value are not objective features of an object but depend 
on the perception of an individual (Heskett, Sasser & Schlesinger, 1997; Zeithaml, 
Parasuraman & Berry, 1990). The inward focus of the environment-centred approach 
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in marketing and business literature on the role of the organization in producing 
experiences as economic offerings with the �‘right�’ objective features is not sufficient 
for understanding the experience economy, because it causes the organization to 
neglect the various possible conceptualizations of experience.  

 

THE PRODUCTION OF EXPERIENCES 

Much attention is given to the fact that goods and services have been commoditized 
and that it is time to find new differentiators to create value. Focusing on aspects as 
reliability and functional quality is not enough anymore, these are taken for granted 
nowadays, and organizations should make, infuse or enhance experiences. Still, many 
organizations are focused on the supply-side of the experience and on the internal 
production processes. They want experiences to be measurable and repeatable so they 
invent elaborate systems for managing the stages of the exchange as they see them (e.g. 
Shaw, 2005; Ford & Heaton, 2000; Smith & Wheeler, 2002; Shaw & Ivens, 2002; 
Millet & Millet, 2002). However, if the quality or value of an experience is �‘in the eye 
of the beholder�’, is determined and judged by individuals, knowledge on the supply of 
experiences and on the internal production-procedures for producing an experience is 
clearly not enough for understanding experiences. By trying to manage and 
standardize all aspects in the process, for example by describing specific clues and 
themes that organizations should use in the experience, organizations are 
standardizing their offerings, which leads to commoditization. This development has 
led to more and bigger experience environments and the phenomenon of spaces that 
are �“over retailed�” (Adcox & Wittenstein, 2003, p. 89), which means that there now is 
more space per capita than ever dedicated to retail, movie theatres and amusement 
centers. Retail has become a stage or �‘Brand Theater�’ (Beck, 2003) and a �‘pleasure 
periphery�’ has emerged, which refers to areas just outside cities where huge 
multifunctional leisure centers have been built to �‘give�’ people experiences (Metz, 
2002). Another term for these centers that combine retail, cinema, restaurants, and 
attraction projects is �‘Location Based Entertainment�’ (Beck, 2003), in which the focus 
on the environmental aspect of the experience is clear. With all the passive 
entertainment elements and architecturally-based décor that is integrated into the 
environment to attract and entice individuals, everything is starting to look the same 
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(Bills, 2003; Lengkeek, 2000), which has caused some people to plead for �‘experience-
diversity�’ (De Vries, 1999).  
 
Another problem is that organisations that script and stage complete productions for 
their customers and that try to maximally stimulate the senses of their customers, run 
the risk of eventually boring their customers. Overwhelming sensory experiences may 
excite curiosity but not loyalty (Ransom, 1998) and they are associated with 
superficiality (Norton, 2003). Experience is not about presenting something, however 
exciting as it may be, in the environment of the individual, but it is about real 
engagement of the individual (O�’Sullivan & Spangler, 1998) and about connecting to 
the individual�’s value system and worldview (Nijs & Peters, 2002). In fact, in 2003 
Van der Loo and Rohde have done research into the attitude of young people 
towards the experience economy. Only 17% claimed to have a positive attitude 
towards experiences, 13% stated that they thought experiences contributed to a 
meaningful life. A majority (51%) indicated that their attitude towards experiences 
had become more negative compared to one year earlier. The research was focused 
on �‘first generation experiences�’, experiences that are related mostly to entertainment 
and escapism. When panel members were asked for positive associations they had 
with first generation experiences they named terms like Attractive (e.g. young, fresh, 
dynamic), Active (e.g. adventurous, will to fight), Interesting (e.g. exciting, playful), 
Kicks and Fun. Negative associations were: Incredible (e.g. manipulative, exploitative, 
hypocritical), American (e.g. artificial, commercial, superficial), Commercial (e.g. 
expensive, not your money�’s worth), Uniform (e.g. boring, restrictive, all the same), 
Aggressive (e.g. pushy, loud, bluff), and technical (e.g. cold, uninterested, insensitive) 
(Van der Loo & Rohde, 2003, pp. 32-33). These associations, the positive as well as 
the negative, do not indicate a connection to the individual and his or her values and 
worldviews. When the respondents were asked for what characteristics their ideal 
experiences would have, they indicated that they did desire this connection. They 
preferred small-scaled, intimate and personal experiences. However, to be able to 
connect to the individuals�’ values and worldviews and offer these intimate and 
personal experiences, it is necessary to understand how individuals experience the 
world (Ford & Heaton, 2000; Sheth, Newman & Gross, 1991).  
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FROM AN ORGANIZATIONAL TO AN INDIVIDUAL�’S PERSPECTIVE ON EXPERIENCE 

What happens when the organizational perspective is replaced by the individual�’s 
perspective is that knowledge that was first neglected comes into view (Addis & 
Holbrook, 2001; Falk & Campbell, 1997; Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982). For 
example, from the viewpoint of an organization, products can be seen as fixed 
bundles of functional features, but from the individual�’s perspective a product may 
have a narrative (Forlizzi, 1997), symbolic (Levy, 1959; Addis & Holbrook, 2001; 
Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982; Solomon, 1988; McCracken, 1988a; Belk, 1988; 
Dittmar, 1992) and dynamic (Battarbee, 2004; Rhea, 1992) nature. Also, the 
distinction between products, services and experiences is a distinction that may be 
useful from an organization�’s perspective, but it is doubtful that individuals care much 
about it as long as they receive what they want. This change of perspective also has 
implications for the roles that organizations and individuals play in the experience 
economy.  
 
Focusing on the context of consumption, the individual�’s role traditionally consisted of 
two phases: the transaction, and the use of products transacted for. This second role 
has often been neglected but is attracting much attention nowadays (Cain, 1998; 
Margolin, 1997) in an attempt to arrive at a clear understanding of the �‘whole system�’ 
(Boyd & Levy, 1963). Authors speak of �‘inging the thing�’ to divert attention away 
from the object and toward the use-phase (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 15), and the need 
for creating �‘holistic�’ experiences in which companies don�’t sell soap, cars and lipsticks, 
but cleanliness, transportation, and beauty (Kotler & Levy, 1969; Schmitt, 2003; 
Goossens, 2000). More attention is required for the rituals surrounding the use of 
products (Hudspith, 1997; Hummels, 1999), and the meaning these products have for 
individuals (Gengler & Reynolds, 1995; Holbrook & Schindler, 2003). The growing 
recognition of the importance of the meaning of products and use of the product 
beyond the point of purchase causes a greater need for knowledge about the 
individual�’s perspective on experience and the value experiences may have for 
individuals. With this shift of attention from the organization�’s perspective to the 
individual�’s perspective, comes also more attention for the influence that individuals 
have on the experience. The techniques used for gaining an understanding of the 
individual�’s perspective are also radically different from the ones that are used in 
traditional inward focused organizations (Carbone, 1999; 2004; Zaltman, 1997; 
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Zaltman & Higie, 1993; Adcox & Wittenstein, 2003; Levy, 1981), which lead to self-
referential results (Fornell, 1976; Baudrillard, 1983). �“Customers don�’t break their 
experiences down into twenty-seven different operational-based processes, analyze the 
execution of each process, and tabulate and average the results to determine whether 
they�’ve had a great customer experience,�” (Millet & Millet, 2002, pp. 42-43). 
Customers don�’t care about the fact that �“we can build multiattribute models that 
predict preference toward toothpaste; we can generate complex multidimensional 
spaces that represent perceptions of cigarettes; we can construct devilishly clever 
procedures that trace the acquisition of information on cereal brands; we can �— with 
our bare hands �— construct mighty regression analyses that relate detergent usage to 
300 separate life-style variables. In short �— when it comes to factors of least 
importance to the consumer�’s emotional, cultural, and spiritual existence �— we excel�” 
(Holbrook, 1980, in (Christensen & Cheney, 2000). Research, to provide meaningful 
results, should make use of techniques found in for example ethnography (Adcox & 
Wittenstein, 2003; Berthon, Holbrook & Hulbert, 2003) and most importantly, it 
should view the experience as a whole, as a Gestalt, not as a series of distinct 
components (Chartrand, 1987; Holbrook, 1986). 
 
Some authors speak of a customer revolution (Seybold, 1998) or even a Copernican 
revolution that is happening (Zuboff & Maxmin, 2002), changing the approach to 
business as a whole (Yastrow, 2003). Organizations, from the individual�’s perspective, 
are not the centre of the universe. The individual is the centre of his or her own 
universe, and organizations are part of his or her environment, part of society. Not 
only does this mean that organizations should reconcile their self-enhancing values 
with other values (Kotler & Levy, 1971; Schumacher, 1973; Norton, 2003), but it also 
means that organizations should disembed from their own viewpoint to see what the 
individual sees. Individuals, for example, �“intuitively look at a function being 
performed, such as checking in at an airport, and ask themselves why their 
supermarket will open another checkout if there are more than three people queuing, 
but the airline doesn�’t: a reasonable question. This means you have to look across 
industries�” (Shaw & Ivens, 2002, pp. 31-32). 
 
Of course, knowledge about the viewpoint of the individual may be used in different 
ways. Millet and Millet (2002) speak of customer-focused and customer-manipulative 
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organizations in this respect. A customer-focused organization uses the knowledge 
to provide customers with the offerings and experiences they need and want. 
Customer-manipulative organizations on the other hand use the knowledge to 
convince customers to buy whatever the organization wants to sell. Of course this 
distinction between orientations does not have to do per se with companies and 
customers, but it can just as easily be applied to teachers and students, politicians and 
citizens, or in whichever situation one party tries to manage, control, and influence 
what the other party does. The problem with the manipulative orientation is that it is 
completely inward focused and the connection with the outside world is lost.  

 

THE BIAS IN THE ENVIRONMENT-CENTRED APPROACH OF EXPERIENCE 

According to literature in the environment-centred approach organizations in an 
experience-economy should be focused on producing experiences as economic 
offerings with the �‘right�’ objective features and experiences are seen and dealt with as 
products by focusing inward on production processes. Within this perspective, the 
focus remains on the organisation. The organisation offers the experience, it manages 
all elements of the experience and it is the organisation that creates value. When one 
focuses exclusively on the elements that are under control of the organisation, a large 
part of what makes an experience valuable is not recognized. Experiences are not 
under complete control of the organization and therefore one should doubt the 
usefulness of how-to guides for producing, staging and building experiences with the 
goal of combating commoditization. Furthermore there is more and more critique on 
the commodification that goes along with certain parts of the experience economy as 
I have shown in this paragraph. To be able to deal with this critique and to be able to 
really face commoditizing forces in the economy, the perspective of the individual will 
have to be accounted for in the experience economy discourse. The experience 
economy discourse should be broadened by not just focusing on the organizational 
perspective on what experience is, but by incorporating other conceptualizations of 
experience from an individual�’s perspective. 
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2.4.2 BIAS AND GAPS IN THE EFFECT-CENTRED APPROACH OF THE EXPERIENCE 

ECONOMY 

As was shown in paragraph 2.3, the effect-centred approach focuses primarily on the 
effects the individual experiences and the role of organizations in managing and 
producing predetermined hedonic effects. In this paragraph I will explore what kinds 
of effects the current literature on experiences is focused on and what role 
organizations play in the experience economy according to this literature. The 
assumption that the experience economy is an answer in preventing the 
commoditization of economic offerings, has caused a bias towards the organizational 
perspective of managing hedonic effects and a neglect of the influence that the 
individual has on the effects he or she experiences (for example in terms of the 
intensity of the effects, the type of emotions he experiences and the meaning he 
attaches to what happens to him). Incorporating the individual�’s perspective will offset 
the bias towards the organizational perspective and will make clear that there are 
other types of effects individuals can experience besides hedonic effects. 

 

IN SEARCH OF NEW DIFFERENTIATORS 

As I explained in paragraph 1.1, the commoditization of goods and services is 
presented as the cause of the rise of the experience economy. The perception of value 
is therefore seen to consist of more than a trade-off between quality and price 
nowadays. Satisfiers, aspects of products or services that, when present, should cause 
satisfaction, have become dissatisfiers, aspects that are expected and taken for granted 
and can only cause dissatisfaction when absent (e.g. Green & Jordan, 2002). 
According to many authors there is a lack of attention for the emotional and irrational 
aspects involved in experiences and an excessive focus on functional and utilitarian 
aspects (Schmitt, 1999; Snowden, 1999; Mathwick, Malhotra & Rigdon, 2001; Sheth, 
Newman & Gross, 1991). Quality, reliability, pricing, brand, or for that matter any of 
the traditional differentiators �“have become unspoken requirements, tickets to entry�” 
(Shaw & Ivens, 2002, p. viii). When viewing value from a traditional inward 
perspective, it is usually interpreted narrowly as a tradeoff between traditional 
differentiators like quality and price (Dodds & Monroe, 1985). But while most authors 
agree that value involves trading off benefits against sacrifices, they consider the 
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benefits to consist of more than quality (Flint, Woodruff & Gardial, 2002; Bolton 
& Drew, 1991; Sweeney & Soutar, 2001).   
 
Many models have been developed to show the different kinds of benefits 
individuals can receive besides the functional quality. Examples of these types of 
�‘extra benefits�’ are Sheth, Newman and Gross�’s (1991) social, emotional, epistemic 
and conditional value, Schmitt�’s (1999) values of Sense (entertainment), Feel (self-
actualization), Think (learning), Relate (social relationships) and Act (participation), 
and Campbell Jr.�’s (2002) symbolic and experiential benefits. These �‘extra�’ benefits 
are often presented as the connection between the attributes of objects and the values 
of individuals. According to procedures like the Means-End theory, laddering 
technique and Meaning Structure Analysis (Gengler & Reynolds, 1995; Goossens, 
2000; Reynolds & Gutman, 1988; Woodruff, 1997; Clemons & Woodruff, 1992) 
individuals translate attributes into benefits. The features of objects are thus 
interpreted by individuals as symbols of the associated benefits or consequences. 
Based on the goals and values of the individual, he or she attaches importance to 
these benefits. Using these procedures one can gain an understanding of why an 
individual attaches a certain meaning to certain objects and how he or she arrives at 
certain choices. The basic structure of attributes, benefits and values can be made 
more specific by distinguishing between concrete and abstract attributes, functional 
and psychosocial consequences and instrumental and terminal values, to gain an even 
deeper understanding of the relationships between these construals (Bagozzi & 
Dabholkar, 2000; Bagozzi & Dholakia, 1999).  

 

A FOCUS ON HEDONIC EFFECTS 

In search of new differentiators many assumptions have been made about what 
individuals value and what their desires are. A review of literature on this subject 
provides a myriad of potential, mostly hedonic, differentiators. Individuals allegedly 
want to be surprised, mesmerized, seduced, enhanced, enriched, pampered, 
entertained, inspired, scared, touched, amused, shocked, stimulated, dazzled, 
enthralled (Dagevos, 2001; Jensen, 1999; Wolf, 1999; Mommaas, 2000; Schulze, 
2000; Cauter, 1995; Scheerder, 2000; Goossens, 2000; Poulsson & Kale, 2004; 
Postman, 2005) and this list is not exhaustive.  
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The effects that individuals are claimed to search for in the experience economy do 
not merely consist of good results and a qualitative process anymore, but also of 
effects like fun, surprise, seduction etc. De Cauter (1995) sums up the growing 
concern with hedonic effects by stating that the late modern society we live in is 
characterized by �‘experience hunger�’. Even in churches people are claimed to be 
looking for kicks, events and entertainment, and reading the bible should be fun and 
personally engaging (Oevermans, 1999). Agritainment, edutainment and entertailing 
are some of the other terms that show that entertainment is pervasive nowadays. 
Everything seems to revolve around entertainment:  
 
�“For all practical purposes, the U.S. today is a 24- hour, TV entertainment society. 
Everything in contemporary America is an entertainment, from sporting event to big 
business, politics, certainly religion, and even academia. If it isn�’t fun, cute, or 
packaged in a ten-second sound bite, then forget it. If it can�’t be presented with a 
smiling, cheerful, sexy face, then it ain�’t worth attending to�” (Mitroff & Bennis, 1989, 
p. 7). 
 
�“The creative and technical prowess of entertainment has escaped the theme park 
and now services an international marketplace hungry for experiences, not things... 
The entertainment agenda has exploded in the last decade, influencing the character 
of commercial, leisure, cultural, and educational design projects. Entertainment 
attractions have leapt out of their traditional locations to become the new anchors for 
retail centers, or stand alone urban development magnets. Museums and Science 
Centers now seek entertainment technologies to tell their stories�” (Beck G. , 2003, pp. 
2-4). 
 
With everything becoming entertainment the question is whether pleasurable 
emotions and moods are even the effects organisations should strive for. With the 
growing critique on the superficiality of spectacular staged experiences (e.g. Van der 
Loo & Rohde, 2003), one could better aim for other kinds of effects. According to 
Norton (2003) the largest unmet need consists of meaningful experiences in which one 
can participate. Wolfe and Snyder (2003) speak of �‘being experiences�’ that facilitate 
personal growth and development. If one looks at the objects that people are most 
attached to, one sees that these are indeed the objects that are imbued with personal 
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meaning and that have become symbolic of meaningful experiences and personal 
concerns of the individual (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Holbrook 
& Schindler, 2003). 
 
However, organizations go out of their way to invent even more, even bigger and 
even more impressive spectacles, turning feelings into commodities (Debord, 1994). 
The problem is that the connection with the individual is often missing. Only the kick, 
the immediate stimulus, the rush of the moment, is of importance (Scheerder, 2000). 
Also, with so many choices between possible kicks and rushes and a fixed amount of 
time at one�’s disposal, efficiency and effectiveness become important criteria for 
experiencing, and the experiential return-on-investment should be guaranteed 
upfront to individuals (Mommaas, 2000). However, evoking all those feelings and 
emotions in individuals through staged experiences is not as simple a process as is 
often argued. There is a human being involved and emotions and other effects are the 
result of a complex psychological process, in which the individual him- or herself plays 
a big role.   

 

THE INDIVIDUAL�’S INFLUENCE ON HEDONIC EFFECTS 

In hedonic consumption experiences, the relative weight of the individual�’s subjective 
response is greater than that of the objective features of the product. While �“If we are 
upset about something or especially nervous or unusually happy, our feeling has no 
impact on the way the flashlight works�” (Addis & Holbrook, 2001, p. 59), our feelings 
do have an impact on our hedonic consumption experiences when consuming for 
example products like ice cream or dinners in one�’s favourite restaurant. These 
products and the value they elicit are called hedonic since the motivation for 
consuming them has to do with the, hopefully pleasurable, feelings the experience 
provides. Figure 2.10 shows the relation between products in which the objective 
features are dominant in determining the value and products in which the subjective 
responses are more dominant.  
Gamelike (Deighton & Grayson, 1995) or �‘creative experiences�’ that allow individuals 
to create, make, entertain, or do something themselves (Shedroff, 1994) .  
The emotions, expectations and motivations with which individuals enter the 
experience, have a great influence on their experience. Understanding the nature of 
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the individual�’s motivation is important for many reasons. Fun, in opposition to work, 
is intrinsically motivated (Hassenzahl, 2004). In fun the process itself, the activity, is 
important and the goals are subservient to the activity. They serve only to frame the 
action. Conditions that are exciting and challenging in a fun situation will cause stress 
when one is working and in the same way conditions that are beneficial in a work 
situation may spoil the fun in a fun situation according to Hassenzahl (2004). 
Holbrook and Gardner (1998) noted comparable effects. Their research on the 
duration of consumption experiences has shown that pleasure only contributes 
positively under intrinsically as opposed to extrinsically motivated orientations. When 
the individual is extrinsically motivated he wants to achieve his goal in the most 
effective and efficient way possible, whereas an intrinsically motivated individual is 
enjoying the process and would like it to last. To understand what an organization 
should and should not do one therefore should have a clear idea of the nature of the 
individual�’s motivation. The difference between extrinsic and intrinsic motivated 
orientation can even account for seemingly strange behaviour in which an individual 
subjects himself to a very negative experience. Usually one wants to �‘collect�’ positive 
experiences (nice dinners, listening to the music one likes, enjoying a movie) and avoid, 
or at least not repeat, the negative ones (travel delays, unpleasant interaction with 
personnel). But sometimes, when there is a strong enough extrinsic motivation, one 
deliberately searches out negative experiences. One could think of aversion training 
(negative experience) to overcome a phobia or addiction (strong extrinsic motivation). 

 

THE INTENSITY OF EFFECTS 

Just like there are some motivations that are stronger than others (compare buying a 
pencil to write something down, with the abovementioned aversion training to 
overcome an addiction) there are also more and less intense effects that an experience 
can have. Many smaller emotional responses build up to yield larger experiences over 
time. As time passes by the smallest experiences are forgotten or become sub-
conscious. One typically only remembers the larger experiences, the extremely 
emotional experiences and experiences that connect to other experiences (Forlizzi & 
Battarbee, 2004). These experiences can be said to be highly involving; they become 
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�‘events�’ in people�’s lives, and may provide grounds for talk and even critical 
reflection (Christensen & Cheney, 2000). 
 

Figure 2.10 �– The weight of objective features versus subjective responses in consumption experiences (Addis 

and Holbrook, 2001, p. 58) 

 
Also Van Gool and Van Wijngaarden (2005) distinguish levels in the effects a person 
can derive from experiences, ranging from basic to transforming. The impact of a 
basic experience is low, it is not strong enough to change the person or have him 
remember the experience for a long time. They mention some possible reasons for the 
lack of impact: prior expectations may not have been satisfied, the engagement or 
involvement of the individual in the activity may have been insufficient, or the 
experience was not sufficiently connected to the relevant personal values of the 
individual. 
 
Memorable experiences are on a higher impact-level. They are more intense than the 
basic experience, and are remembered for a longer time partly because personal 
engagement is higher, the experience is sufficiently challenging or the experience 
connects to the personal value system according to Van Gool and Van Wijngaarden 
(2005). Although the impact of a memorable experience is greater than that of a basic 
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experience, it does not have to lead to permanent change. Permanent change in the 
individual is what characterizes �‘transformations�’. The life-shaping effect of these 
experiences seems to go beyond the level of memorability that is often stated as the 
goal of experiences (e.g. Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Nijs & Peters, 2002). According to 
Van Gool and Van Wijngaarden (2005) transformation is the highest level of 
experience, a claim that also Pine and Gilmore (1999) make. The transformative 
experience causes a permanent personal change or enrichment in which emotions are 
very important. The individual is highly involved personally, and he feels connected 
to the experience.  
 
The fact that the transformative experience is said to be the �‘highest�’ level experience 
definitely does not mean however that permanent change of the individual should be 
the effect that providers should always strive for. In most cases experiences that have a 
higher impact involve high levels of engagement and involvement by the individual, 
and great expenditures of what Hirschman and Holbrook call �“imaginal-emotional 
energy�” (1982, p. 97). Not everyone is always willing to get completely involved in an 
experience with the resulting maximum investment of energy so there are cases in 
which a life-changing cathartic experience is not the optimal solution. Again this will 
depend on the person and the context. Not every person in every context is prepared 
to have the same emotions and also the type of emotions that individuals feel are 
personally determined. 

 

HOW EMOTIONS COME ABOUT 

Although emotion is considered to be one of the most central aspects of human 
experience (Ackerman, 1990; Davidson & Cacioppo, 1992; Battarbee, 2004), there is 
not yet a definition, theory, or approach of emotions that has been universally 
accepted. There are theories on the historical origination of emotions, on the social 
and cultural function and origination of emotions and on the emotion process, how 
the perception of a stimulus leads to emotion. For the purposes of this research the 
latter theories are most relevant, since they deal with the way in which stimuli in the 
environment of the individual or internal stimuli like thoughts or memories are 
supposed to lead to effects. Theories that deal with the emotion process generally can 
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be divided into two groups, cognitive and non-cognitive theories. The main 
difference between these two theoretical stances is whether they consider the 
cognitive processes needed for the judgment and evaluation of stimuli as part of 
the emotion process, as the cognitive theories do, or not, as the non-cognitive 
theories do. The fact is that non-cognitive theories see emotions as separate from 
rational and cognitive functions of the mind and deny that cognitive functions like 
judgment and evaluation are necessary for emotions (Johnson, 2009). However, some 
observations lead the cognitive theorists to conclude that the way an individual judges 
and evaluates stimuli is a determining factor in what kind of emotions he or she will 
experience. For example, different individuals may experience different emotions 
when confronted with the exact same stimuli. Two friends can go to a concert 
together and one may enjoy himself while the other does not.  
 
Also, an individual may experience different emotions when confronted with the same 
stimulus at different times. For example, it is common that when an adult watches the 
favourite TV show of when he or she was a child, the emotions that watching this TV 
show will evoke may be very different. One can also simply think of the first ride in a 
new rollercoaster and the tenth time, these experiences will evoke different emotions, 
while the individual is confronted with the same stimuli.  There also exist many 
seemingly unrelated stimuli that may result in the same emotion. One can feel happy 
about just about anything, one�’s birthday, good news at the doctor�’s, losing one�’s job, 
finally understanding how a piece of software works, etc., all depending on how one 
evaluates the event. Based on these observations one has to conclude that how the 
individual judges and evaluates the stimulus is a determining factor in what kind of 
emotions will be experienced. Based on the individual�’s knowledge, past experience, 
context and worldview for example, he will become angry when someone insults him, 
or he will not. In the end, it is the judgment and evaluation of the situation that will 
determine the emotions that the individual experiences. Based on these judgments, 
emotions regulate behaviour in the sense that they attract the individual towards 
beneficial stimuli and direct him away from detrimental stimuli (Desmet, 1999). What 
happens is that a stimulus elicits an emotion when the individual appraises it as 
important for some personal concern. Figure 2.11 shows this emotion process. 
 



 

 

 

 
86 

 

Figure 2.11 �– The emotion process (based on Desmet and Hekkert model of product emotions (Desmet et. al., 
2001)) 

 
A concern is �“a more or less enduring disposition to prefer particular states of the 
world. A concern is what gives a particular event its emotional meaning�” (Frijda, 
1988a, p. 351). The difference between positive and negative emotions can then be 
explained in terms of a difference between appraisals that correspond or conflict with 
the concern, that favour or harm the concern. Frijda (1988a) argues that we will try to 
approach the stimuli that give rise to positive emotions and likewise we will try to 
avoid stimuli that collide with our concerns and thus evoke negative emotions. An 
intriguing characteristic of aesthetic products is that individuals may also choose to 
consume them even with foreknowledge that they will evoke negative emotions, as for 
example in the case of sad movies (Suomi and Harlow, 1976). The search for negative 
emotions is especially clear in the growing interest in touristic experiences associated 
with death, atrocity and disaster, described under the names of �“dark tourism�” (e.g. 
Lennon & Foley, 2000), �“thanatourism�” (Dann & Seaton, 2001), where thana refers 
to Thanatos, the Greek mythological figure that represented death, �“holidays in hell�” 
(O�’Rourke, 1988) and �“milking the macabre�” (Dann, 1998). 
 
Since concerns are personal, also the appraisals based on the concerns will be 
personal, as will be the resulting emotions. It is thus not merely a matter of designing 
a �‘one size fits all�’- stimulus that will magically evoke the same intended emotion for 
everyone. Mood management, or the use of stimuli to influence or evoke specific 
moods, suffers from the same problem. Research shows that there are many variables 
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one has no control over that play a strong moderating role in the influence of 
stimuli on moods (e.g. Swinyard, 1993). At the same time research has for long 
failed to address the complexity of the process in which individuals create meaning 
(Bengtsson, 2002). This clearly shows in texts in which authors recommend using 
stories, themes, and theatre to entertain and engage customers in the experience 
(e.g. Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Schmitt, Rogers & Vrotsos, 2004; Jensen, 1999). 
Oftentimes these subjects are discussed in terms of scripting, staging, plots, climaxes, 
dramatic structures, narrative lines, props and actors, without taking into account the 
fact that experiences are recursive; that the audience, to stick with the theatrical 
metaphor, actively interprets the event or story and attaches meaning to it. In reality 
experiences are not passively received or absorbed resulting in predetermined hedonic 
effects (Battarbee, 2004).  

 

HOW INDIVIDUALS GIVE MEANING TO EXPERIENCES 

The way in which individuals interpret experiences does not consist of one activity. 
To explain this, Wright et al have described this process as the compositional thread 
of an experience, consisting of different activities (2004). The first is anticipation. An 
individual will not enter the experience unprejudiced. There are expectations, 
possibilities, needs, motivations and ways of making sense that are brought into the 
experience. Connecting is a second activity used for sense making. Individuals will 
connect every sensation they come into contact with to prior expectations, experience 
and knowledge and generate some response. The interpretation of the experience, the 
third activity, consists of placing the experience in a greater context to make sense of 
it, to find structure, by connecting it to prior experience and knowledge. Within the 
activities of anticipation, connection and interpretation the individual brings his whole 
life with him. In fact, the meaning the object experienced has for the individual can 
be influenced by many factors as diverse as for example their own prior experience, 
cultural meanings, meanings attached to the category the object belongs to, mass 
media, tradition and history, contemporary events, politics, stories of other people, 
fashion and trends and so on. With all these factors to be taken into account, it would 
be highly improbable that the construals of the individual would match those of the 
designer of an experience (Desmet, 1999; Huizing, 2007). 
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Three other activities of sense making, reflecting, appropriating and recounting, go 
beyond the immediate experience to consider it in the context of other experiences. 
These three activities are highly interrelated. For example, reflection can cause the 
appropriation of different elements of experiences, resulting in different accounts of 
the experience. Recounting the experience can also cause a change in reflection. The 
main point according to Forlizzi (1997) is that individuals shape their life experiences 
to form a narrative. In an experience narratives are juxtaposed, creating a tension 
where values are maintained, tested, or transformed. In this sense the object that has 
been staged by the organisation is a display of �‘raw materials�’ for a user to consider 
and interpret. The interaction with the raw materials may lead to new realizations, 
insights and change and form a new narrative that meshes with the series of extended 
experiences that shape one�’s life story (Forlizzi, 1997; Forlizzi & Ford, 2000; Stern, 
1995; Stern, Thompson & Arnould, 1998).  
 
Not always does the activity of individuals in experiences lead to life changing 
realizations. The appropriation of new skills and knowledge has for example been 
described as the effect of engagement (Laurel, 1993), optimal, or Flow, experiences 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), and enjoyment (Brandtzæg, Følstad & Heim, 2004). In 
appropriating an experience it becomes part of the individual. The degree to which 
an experience changes the individual depends on the extent to which the individual 
identifies with the experience. It may thus be that the skills and knowledge learned in 
the experience are so defining for the sense of self of the individual that to him the 
experience is life-changing.  

 

THE BIAS IN THE EFFECT-CENTRED APPROACH OF EXPERIENCE 

With all the factors mentioned above that come into play in experiences and that 
cannot be controlled or managed by the organisation (e.g. the weight of the subjective 
response, the individual�’s concerns, the way in which the individual gives meaning to 
what happens), it should by now be clear that speaking of managing the effects of an 
experience or giving people certain emotions or feelings is a too simplistic way of 
explaining what is actually a quite complex process.  
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The effect-centred approach is focused primarily on the role of organizations in 
managing and producing predetermined hedonic effects, hereby neglecting the 
role of the individual and the existence of other effects. What is needed is insight 
into what kinds of effects can result from experiences in general, which means that 
a broader view will be taken than the sole view on hedonic effects. By 
incorporating the individual�’s perspective in the effect-centred approach of the 
experience economy discourse, the bias towards the organizational perspective can be 
offset. 

 

2.4.3 BIAS AND GAPS IN THE ENCOUNTER-CENTRED APPROACH OF THE 

EXPERIENCE ECONOMY 

As was explained in paragraph 2.3, the encounter-centred approach is focused on the 
encounter of individuals and their environment. There are various ways in which 
authors have tried to explore the nature of the encounter between an individual and 
the environment around him or her. The descriptions of experiences that are given in 
the encounter-centred literature can be grouped based on 1) whether the individual is 
given an active or passive role in the encounter, 2) whether in the encounter the 
individual is changed by the environment or the environment is changed by the 
individual, 3) whether the individual enters the environment or the environment 
enters the individual, 4) the amount of interaction between individuals and 
organizations in the encounter, and 5) the values that the organization wants the 
individuals to invest in the encounter.  
 
The first three topics in the encounter-centred approach are seen from a dominantly 
organizational perspective as I will show. It is the organization that allegedly 
determines whether the individual should be active or passive etc., and in what 
measure. However, because of the increasing interaction between individuals and 
organizations, the latter have to give up some of the control they traditionally had and 
allow more initiative for the individuals in some cases. The bias towards the 
organizational perspective therefore has to be offset by taking into account the 
individual�’s perspective in the experience economy discourse. From an organizational 
perspective the main role of individuals in the encounter is that of paying money for 
experiences, which causes a neglect of the other values that individuals invest. By 
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incorporating the individual�’s perspective these other values become apparent and the 
gap in the understanding of what actually happens during the experience is filled. 

 

PASSIVITY VERSUS ACTIVITY 

The first distinction that can be made in regards to the encounter-centred approach 
of experience refers to the activity dimension of experiences, ranging from a reactive 
or passive nature to an active or participative nature. Concepts that are used for 
describing this activity dimension are presented in figure 2.12. 
 

 

Figure 2.12 �– The activity dimension 

 
Active or participative value implies a heightened interaction or collaboration 
between the individual and the environment, reactive or passive value on the other 
hand implies a lesser amount of interaction  (Holbrook, 1994). These qualifications 
are not necessarily dichotomous but are points on a continuum that can be used to 
indicate the degree of interaction. Also according to Shedroff (1994), interactivity and 
passivity are two points on a continuum of interactivity (see figure 2.13). The most 
passive experiences according are activities like reading a book or watching a movie. 
At the other end of the continuum are highly active experiences like having a debate, 
cooking a meal or building a house. As an individual shifts from the passive pole of 
the continuum in the direction of the active pole, he is no longer a passive observant 
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but an active participant and co-creator of value (Gummesson, 1998; Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2000; Deighton & Grayson, 1995; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). 
 

 
Figure 2.13 �– Continuums of interactivity (Shedroff, 1994) 

 
Also Pine and Gilmore (1999) speak of levels of participation that run from passive to 
active. Passive guests are pure observers or listeners that do not directly affect or 
influence the performance. Active guests on the other hand are guests that actively 
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partake in the performance. Between these two levels of guest participation there 
exists a grey area. However, according to Pine and Gilmore also spectators are in a 
way active guests, since �“simply by being there, they contribute to the visual and aural 
event that others experience�” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 30).  
On the contrary, Deighton and Grayson (1995) include the aspect of invested value 
by the individual in their description of collaboration, which shows that �‘simply by 
being there�’ a spectator does not become an active participant. With the shift from 
passive to active, the individual invests multiple values like cognitive, behavioural 
and/or financial values in the experience. The expenditure of values is closely 
connected to the involvement in the experience and the resulting impact of the 
experience. Experiences that offer more possibilities for interaction and participation 
are expected to be more involving according to Deighton and Grayson (1995).  
 
One should not confuse the amount of involvement with a normative distinction of a 
more or less valuable experience. A highly participative experience is not always the 
best solution. The correct amount of interactivity depends on many factors. The more 
interactive an experience is, the more control the individual has and the less control 
the provider has over the experience. One could think of the difference between a 
play in a theatre that people come to watch versus improvisational theatre in which 
what happens on stage is determined by the input of the audience. The amount of 
control and security the provider of the product wants to have will determine how 
much control will be given to the individuals. But anxiety can also exist on the side of 
the individuals themselves, which can be offset by offering assistance, help and advice 
on how to co-create the experience. 
 
In so-called advanced creative/ productive experiences individuals have much control 
over the activity. These experiences do not only allow individuals to use tools and 
products to make, do and create things themselves, like in the �‘normal�’ creative 
experience, but they also allow individuals to make new tools which they can then use 
(Shedroff, 1994). This degree of interaction can for example be seen in software 
applications, where the user is allowed to create his own macros, templates, fonts, 
apps, and even help develop open source software. Communicative experiences allow 
individuals to talk to each other, share opinions, stories, solutions, give advice, etc. 
Examples of these experiences are chat applications and low-moderated communities. 
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Here the individuals decide what they do and say and the product is merely a 
platform where the experience takes place. 

 

CHANGING THE ENVIRONMENT VERSUS BEING CHANGED BY THE ENVIRONMENT 

A second aspect of that is often discussed in literature within the encounter-centred 
approach of experiences is whether the individual adapts the environment or is 
changed by the environment. In an adaptive experience for instance, the environment 
adapts itself to the behaviour of the individual (Shedroff, 1994). When a download is 
complete, an icon jumps up and down without explicit further actions of the user. 
When certain results have been attained, the computer game sends the player to a 
higher level. This type of experience is now also being explored outside of the virtual 
world, where companies use ambient technology to make certain features in a house 
adapt themselves to the preferences of the residents.  
 
In �‘expressive interactions�’  (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004) on the other hand, the 
individual is active and deliberately creates or changes something in the environment. 
Individuals change, modify, or personalize (objects in their) environment, investing 
effort in creating a better fit between them and the environment. In �‘cognitive 
interactions�’  (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004) the individual has to adapt himself, has to 
change. Usually in these situations the individual is confronted with a new experience 
and has to learn a new skill or solution to understand the new situation. Forlizzi and 
Battarbee (2004) give the examples of encountering foreign toilets, taps and kitchen 
utensils when abroad. When an experience does not match the available knowledge, 
the individual has to learn to be able to make sense of the situation. Of course, 
individuals are not adapting their environment or adapting themselves to their 
environment consciously all the time. In the context of user-product interactions, 
Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) speak of �‘fluent�’ user-product interactions, �“the most 
automatic and well-learned ones... (which) do not compete for our attention�” (Forlizzi 
& Battarbee, 2004, p. 262). Examples of these interactions are using a pen, riding a 
bicycle or making coffee. Usually these routine interactions are not remembered as 
much as highly intense and emotional interactions (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004). 
According to Forlizzi (1997) this is because the fluent interactions are part of a so-
called rich experience. When everything happens as expected, or fluently, one will 
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remember the experience of going horseback riding and the memories of the tasks 
one had to complete like successfully preparing the saddle, placing it on the horse, 
and leading the animal out of the stable, are less on the foreground. These activities 
or transactions become components of the larger experience (Forlizzi, 1997). 

 

TAKING IN OR STEPPING INTO THE ENVIRONMENT 

Pine and Gilmore (1999) describe the type of relationship that the individual has with 
the environment in terms of absorption and immersion. They define absorption as 
�“occupying a person�’s attention by bringing the experience into the mind�” (Pine & 
Gilmore, 1999, p. 31), and immersion is defined as �“becoming physically (or virtually) 
a part of the experience itself�” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 31). By combining the 
nature of the environmental relationship and the dimension of participation described 
above, Pine and Gilmore (1999) describe four realms of experience.  
 
As can be seen in figure 2.14, educational and entertaining experiences are called 
absorbing experiences. In these experiences individuals absorb what happens in their 
environment. They watch a movie, listen to music, watch a play, read books and 
listen to lectures. In immersive experiences like escapist and esthetic (sic.) experiences, 
the individual enters an immersive environment. Instead of watching artists, lecturers 
or actors on a screen or on stage, in other words: from a distance, the individual 
enters the theme park, casino, virtual reality, museum, art gallery, nature scene, etc. 
and becomes part of the environment according to Pine and Gilmore (1999). One 
should be aware of what Pine and Gilmore (1999) consider as absorption and 
immersion, since in other literature these terms are used differently. For example 
Unger and Kernan (1983) claim that playful behaviour is reflected in the intrinsic 
enjoyment that comes from engaging in activities that are absorbing, to the point of 
offering an escape from the demands of the day-to-day world. Where Pine and 
Gilmore (1999) call escapism immersive, Unger and Kernan clearly describe it in 
terms of absorption. Also in other contexts absorbing experiences are described as 
experiences in which the individual is absorbed into a different reality (Hirschman & 
Holbrook, 1982; Swanson, 1978), a state which Pine and Gilmore (1999) would call 
immersion.  
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Figure 2.14 �– The experience realms (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p.30) 

 
The question remains whether an objective distinction can be made between with the 
abovementioned qualifications of absorptive versus immersive. One can however 
describe the environmental relationship of individuals and their environment as the 
individual experiences this, resulting in different experiential modes of in- and 
outsideness (Relph, 1976). In figure 2.15 the seven modes of in- and outsideness 
described by Relph (1976) are presented.  
 
As can be seen in figure 2.15, the experiential modes or levels of in- and outsideness 
form a continuum from existential outsideness to existential insideness. Existential 
outsideness is described as a selfconscious and reflective uninvolvement in the 
environment. It is a deliberate stance of separating oneself from one�’s environment. 
Relph compares this with the condition of a poet or novelist who observes his 
environment as though he were outside of it. �“There is an awareness of meaning 
withheld and of the inability to participate�” (Relph, 1976, p.51). Objective outsideness 
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Figure 2.15 �– Levels of intensity with which insideness and outsideness are experienced (based on Relph, 1976, 
pp. 50-55) 

 
can be explained as the condition of a scientist. Again a self-conscious effort is made 
to separate oneself from one�’s environment, but now with the intention of explaining 
one�’s environment in a scientific manner according to laws of logic and reason. The 
next experiential mode in the continuum is incidental outsideness, in which the 
separation between individual and environment is unselfconscious and the 
environment merely functions as a background against which the individual does 
what he or she intends to do. The environment in this sense is merely �‘there�’, it is 
irrelevant to what the individual does. This condition can be compared to the 
condition of the business traveller, who can travel to places to have meetings, but for 
whom the specific place in which he has these meetings is irrelevant. Vicarious 
insideness can be experienced by for example people who read a book. Although they 
are perhaps at home, they can still feel highly involved in the environment that has 
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been depicted by the writer and have a sense of what it would be like to live in the 
depicted environment. Of course the degree in which one can feel vicariously 
inside depends on the skills of the writer in this example as well as the �“imaginative 
and empathetic inclinations�” (Relph, 1976, p.53) of the reader. Behavioural 
insideness, according to Relph, is probably the most commonly understood 
experience of insideness. It can be compared to the condition of an individual visiting 
a monument or museum, when he or she is �“deliberately attending to the appearance 
of the place�” (Relph, 1976, p.53). By being surrounded by walls and other physical 
boundaries, one experiences this behavioural insideness. For empathetic insideness 
this bodily presence is not enough, but one needs also to make a conscious effort to 
perceive one�’s surroundings. The individual in this case is not so much concerned 
with the physical appearances of the environment he or she is in, as was the case with 
behavioural insideness, but is more emotionally involved in the environment, �“much 
as a person might experience a holy place as sacred without necessarily believing in 
that particular religion�” (Relph, 1976, p.54). This mode of insideness requires training, 
to be able to see and understand the environment in itself. Finally, the lower extreme 
of the continuum depicted in figure 2,15 is existential insideness. This is described as 
the experience of feeling at home and �“knowing implicitly that this place is where you 
belong�” (Relph, 1976, p.55, italics in original). It is the most fundamental relation that 
an individual can have with the environment according to Relph (1976), in which the 
environment is part of the individual and the individual is part of the environment. 
 
Relph�’s descriptions of the experiential modes of in- and outsideness show that it is 
difficult to determine objectively whether an individual is absorbing things from the 
environment or immersed in the environment. The experience of in- and outsideness 
depends not only on the characteristics of the environment but also on the 
characteristics and intentions of the individual. Also the amount of conscious effort 
that the various modes of experiential in- and outsideness demand differs. For 
example, as was described above, objective outsideness, or the condition of the 
scientist who wants to behave like a neutral observer of the environment, may require 
much effort, while incidental outsideness requires much less effort; the environment is 
just there, one does not need to direct one�’s attention to it. In the same way, 
empathetic insideness requires more deliberate effort of perception than behavioural 
insideness. These different states of in- and outsideness require different investments 
of effort by individuals. However, authors belonging to the encounter-centred 
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approach to experience that see the individual as a passive receiver who merely takes 
in what the organisation provides in the environment, are more prone to stress the 
importance of aspects like surprise, novelty and the unexpected. After all, the first 
time the individual experiences the staged offering, the experience is new, but if the 
active role of this individual is neglected, it would seem that the second and third time 
would consist of exactly the same experience. One could compare this to a theatre 
play. The play has been scripted and one observes the same play time and again, 
allegedly resulting in boredom (Bills, 2003). However, the use of terms like sender and 
receiver does not do justice to the complexity of the interactive process of sense 
making that takes place in experiences. Rather than being passive receivers of 
whatever the organisation is trying to transmit, individuals are active co-producers of 
the meanings that the environment has for them (Bengtsson, 2002; Desmet, 2000). 

 

INTERACTION BETWEEN INDIVIDUALS AND ORGANIZATIONS 

Especially now that the number of communication channels and messages has grown 
explosively, it becomes more and more obvious that not what is provided to 
individuals, but the attention of individuals is the scarce resource (Davenport & Beck, 
2001; Lewis & Bridger, 2001; Simon, 1971; Christensen & Cheney, 2000). Instead of 
grabbing the individual�’s attention and informing him what he is supposed to think 
about something, a process that in the context of marketing has been named �‘Brute 
Force Branding�’ (Yastrow, 2003), organizations should recognize that individuals are 
active participants in an experience and construct their own relationships with their 
environment.  
 
The interaction between individuals and products during consumption is one of the 
research areas that is getting much attention. People are not only said to use 
consumption to actively produce meanings (Bengtsson, 2002; Hirschman & Holbrook, 
1982; Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981) but this sense making capacity is 
also claimed to be the primary function of consumption nowadays (Douglas & 
Isherwood, 1979; Ter Borg, 2003).  
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These developments make it more difficult to stick with the traditional �‘produce 
and sell�’-attitude. Individuals resist being treated as a sales-target anymore and 
demand dialogues with organisations as valid interlocutors (Duijvestein, 2001; 
Adcox & Wittenstein, 2003; Vavra, 1995), or even �‘multilogues�’ with organisations 
and other constituents (Berthon, Holbrook & Hulbert, 2003). This form of 
communication requires a relationship between the parties, in order that they get to 
know each other and build trust. Besides a dialogue, Individuals also demand a more 
active role in the experience itself, as co-producers (Ford & Heaton, 2000; LaSalle & 
Britton, 2003). In fact, partnerships between traditional consumers and producers are 
becoming ever more common nowadays (Lewis & Bridger, 2001), which could resolve 
the issue of not being able to design experience unilaterally (Battarbee, 2004). 
 
The active role in production by individuals is not entirely new. Self-service concepts 
have been around for quite some time. However, there is now more recognition for 
the fact that consumers do not just get involved because they have no choice or to 
save time or money, but that they also can reap personal benefits from the activity 
and increase their enjoyment (Lewis & Bridger, 2001). The interaction between 
individuals and organizations can take different forms. Sanders (2003) has identified 
four levels of activity: doing, adapting, making and creating. �‘Doing�’ means that 
individuals just use products in a satisfying way, requiring minimal skill and effort 
from the individual. At this level there is not much interaction. However, when 
individuals �‘adapt�’ a product, the product is made fit for the context in which the 
individual wishes to use it. This �‘adapting�’-level requires higher levels of skills and 
effort. When the individual �‘makes�’ things, he follows directions or instructions and 
sometimes invests huge amounts of time, money, and other values to do something he 
really cares about. The greatest investments are however made by individuals who 
�‘create.�’ These individuals have no instructions but use the raw materials and the skills 
at their disposal in a creative way to express themselves. 
Besides the fact that this active role often can be enjoyable to the individual, it can 
also have many benefits for the organisation. People can find new purposes, uses, 
practices and applications for existing objects that may result in new business 
opportunities for product development. With all the technology that people have at 
their disposal, this development is having important implications, positive as well as 
negative, for businesses (Zuboff & Maxmin, 2002; Von Hippel, 2005; Godin, 2000; 
1999). 
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VALUES INVESTED IN THE EXPERIENCE BY THE INDIVIDUAL 

The fifth issue related to the encounter-centred approach is the type of values that the 
organization wants the individual to invest in the encounter. Commodification refers 
to a situation in which practically everything is being treated as a possible commodity 
and market value replaces other kinds of values. By focusing on the market value of 
experiences and the financial value that the individual should invest, marketing and 
business scholars are claimed to be responsible for the commodification of experience. 
Rifkin (2000) for example, even describes the experience economy as �“a world in 
which each person�’s own life becomes, in effect, a commercial market�” (p. 7). Space in 
the physical environment is drastically changing because of this development (Rifkin, 
2000; Mommaas, 2000). �“Global travel and tourism, theme cities and parks, 
destination entertainment centres, wellness, fashion and cuisine, professional sports 
and games, gambling, music, film, television, the virtual worlds of cyberspace and 
electronically mediated entertainment of every kind are fast becoming the centre of a 
new hyper-capitalism that trades in access to cultural experiences�” (Rifkin, 2000, p. 7). 
But where space and material have always been more or less commodified according 
to Rifkin (2000), today many more aspects of life have come under the influence of 
commodification, such as time, signs and symbols, human practices, culture, human 
relationships, shopping and identity and even happiness and life itself (Rifkin, 2000; 
Galle, 2004; Richards, 2001; Dagevos, 2001; Falk & Campbell, 1997; Hackley, 2003).  
 
This has led Peñaloza (2000) to add another dimension to the term commodification, 
which she sees �“rather in the semiotic sense of marketers�’ and consumers�’ tendencies 
to imbue and attribute meanings and status to market offerings and practices... The 
term �“commodification�” thus describes the ways cultural meanings and values are 
produced through marketing activities�” (p. 83). In fact, this side of commodification 
receives much criticism. Norton (2003) uses Bourdieu�’s (1986) distinction between 
economic and cultural capital and claims that selling or putting a price on, and 
buying or paying for cultural capital is not only meaningless but also wrong. However, 
this is exactly what is happening in business today. In the end, Pine and Gilmore 
(1999) argue, businesses are defined by that for which they collect revenue. �“You�’re 
not truly selling a particular economic offering unless you explicitly ask your 
customers to pay for that exact offering�” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 62). According to 
the authors the whole �“history of economic progress consists of charging a fee for 
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what once was free�” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 67). Organizations are not active in 
the experience economy unless they charge a fee for the experiences they offer 
these authors claim. This sole focus on financial gain by companies is receiving 
ever more criticism. Jeremy Rifkin (2000) fiercely criticizes this one-sidedness of 
commerce in his best-selling book The Age of Access, with the subtitle �‘The new 
culture of hypercapitalism, where all of life is a paid-for experience�’:   
 
�“We are making the transition into what economists call an �‘experience economy�’ - a world in which 
each person�’s own life becomes, in effect, a commercial market. Selling access to cultural experiences is 
testimony to the single-minded determination of the commercial sphere to make all relations commercial 
ones�” (Rifkin, 2000, p. 7). 

�“The capitalist journey, �… is ending with the commodification of human time and duration. The 
selling of culture in the form of paid-for human activity is quickly leading to a world where pecuniary 
human relationships are substituting for traditional social relationships. (�…) leaving humanity with 
only commercial bonds to hold civilization together. This is the crisis of post-modernity. Can 
civilization survive where only the commercial sphere is left as the primary mediator of human life?�” 
(Rifkin, 2000, p. 9) 

�“Cultural resources risk over-exploitation and depletion at the hands of commerce just as natural 
resources did during the Industrial Age. Finding a sustainable way to preserve and enhance the rich 
cultural diversity that is the lifeblood of civilization in a global network economy increasingly based on 
paid access to commodified cultural experiences is one of the primary political tasks of the new 
century,�” (Rifkin, 2000, p. 12) 

While the influence of commerce on the world and lives of people is ever growing, 
also the resistance coming from these people whose lives are touched is becoming 
more and more explicit (Klein, 2002). Some scholars are trying to transcend the 
opposition between values of commerce and financial gain, and other values in life 
(e.g. Henderson, 1996; Klamer, 1996; Barber, 1996; Quinn, 2000; Witteveen, 2001). 
It could seem as if this were a new development, but criticism of the one-sidedness of 
the focus on financial value of business is not new. In the book �‘Small is Beautiful �– A 
study of economics as if people mattered�’, Schumacher (1973) describes the risks of 
the singular focus on financial values. The focus on financial gain not only implies 
risks for the environment, the culture, social structures and the like, but also for 
business itself. As the experience economy is growing, and more people will pay to 
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participate, issues like rationalization, efficiency and economies of scale will become 
more important. This will inevitably lead to �“disenchantment�”, as Ritzer (1999) calls 
it, causing the loss of �“something of great, if hard to define, value�” (Ritzer, 1999, p. 
96). Enchantment has more to do with the qualitative aspects of experiences than with 
the quantity of experiences. �“An emphasis on producing and participating in a large 
number of experiences tends to diminish the magical quality of each of them. (�…) The 
mass production of such things is virtually guaranteed to undermine their enchanted 
qualities�” (Ritzer, 1999, p. 98). 
 
What seems to have happened in the encounter-centred approach of the experience 
discourse is that at first the encounter was perceived in terms of utility provided by 
organizations in exchange for money provided by customers (see figure 2.16(a)). 
When commoditization of goods and services urged organizations to think about 
other ways to add value to their offerings besides offering mere utility, let�’s call this 
utility+, for some reason most scholars�’ reasoning consisted of charging higher prices 
to the customer (see figure 2.16 (b)) rather than thinking what other values besides 
money were or could be invested by customers in exchange (see figure 2.16 (c)). 
Taking into consideration the individual�’s perspective on the encounter could, and as 
I will discuss in chapter 5 will, open up an immense variety of potential values that 
individuals invest in the encounter, which have up to now been neglected in the 
experience economy discourse. 

 

THE BIAS IN THE ENCOUNTER-CENTRED APPROACH OF EXPERIENCE 

The individual�’s role does not just consist of investing money, but he or she also 
invests other values in the experience as was explained above. The sole focus on the 
monetary investments of individuals even leads to commodification and possible 
disenchantment. By assuming that the individual has a passive role in the experience, 
except for the role of paying customer, the view on the experience-encounter remains 
very restricted and many aspects of the encounter remain out of scope. The primary 
focus in the encounter-centred approach clearly is on the role of organizations in 
determining which values should be invested during the experience-encounter, hereby  



 

 

  
103

2 | R
esearch context 

 

Figure 2.16 �– Change in value exchanges between organization and individual 

 
neglecting values that individuals invest in the encounter beyond financial values. By 
taking into consideration a broader view of what value is and the different values that 
are invested during the experience, the organizational bias in the experience economy 
discourse can be offset and an overview can be created of what happens during the 
encounter can be created. 

 

2.4.4 TOWARDS A SOUND AND INTEGRATIVE THEORETICAL FOUNDATION FOR THE 

EXPERIENCE ECONOMY 

To find an answer to my first research question, �“What is the current state of affairs 
regarding theory on the experience economy?�”, I started by depicting the broader 
context of the experience economy, called dematerialization. I continued by focusing 
on experiences, which based on the conceptualization of experience in paragraph 2.3, 
we have seen always consists of three elements: 1) something in the environment that 
is experienced, 2) an individual enjoying or suffering the effects, and 3) the encounter 
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between the individual and his or her environment. If one of these elements is missing, 
there can be no experience, since there always has to be something to be experienced, 
someone who experiences and an encounter between these two. A review of the 
current experience economy discourse in business and marketing literature shows that 
most scholars focus on one of these three elements and therefore take a specific 
approach of experience. I have named the approach that is focused on what in the 
environment is experienced the environment-centred approach. The second 
approach is focused on the effects for the individual and is therefore called the effect-
centred approach and the third is called the encounter-centred approach since it is 
focused on what happens during the encounter between individuals and their 
environment. 
 
Each approach focuses mainly on just one of the three essential elements of 
experience, which means that it lacks attention for the other two elements. If one 
consciously makes the choice to focus on one element and therefore one approach of 
experience, this does not have to be a problem, but without a clear overview of what 
experience is one should highly doubt whether this choice for a specific approach is 
always made consciously. Also within the specific approaches a bias can be noticed. 
Reviewing the experience economy discourse in current marketing and business 
literature, there seems to exist a bias towards the organizational perspective in each of 
the three approaches (see table 2.4). The origin of this bias may lie in the fact that the 
risk of commoditization of economic offerings is often presented as the main reason 
for the emergence of the experience economy. By finding ways to add value to the 
offerings, one can prevent this commoditization and maintain or even increase profit 
margins. Or at least, this seems to be the assumption of many scholars. By focusing on 
the role of the organization in each of the three approaches, scholars present ways to 
escape commoditization by adding value. 
 
In the environment-centred approach it is the organization that produces experiences 
as economic offerings with the �‘right�’ objective features. In the effect-centred 
approach it is the organization that manages and produces predetermined hedonic 
effects. In the encounter-centred approach it is the organization that determines 
which values should be invested during the experience-encounter. In each of the three 
approaches the organization is seen as the dominant party in the experience. 
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However, this bias towards the organizational perspective comes at the cost of a 
broader perspective on experiences. By focusing primarily on the role of 
organizations in producing experiences as economic offerings with the �‘right�’ 
objective features in the environment-centred approach a variety of other 
conceptualizations of experience is neglected.  
 
In the same way, a variety of other effects besides hedonic effects and the role of the 
individual in the coming about of these effects are neglected because of the primary 
focus on the role of organizations in managing and producing predetermined hedonic 
effects in the effect-centred approach.  
 
Last but not least, by focusing primarily on the role of organizations in determining 
which values should be invested during the experience-encounter in the encounter-
centred approach, most attention is paid to financial value, hereby neglecting values 
that individuals invest in the encounter beyond financial values. In every one of the 
three approaches, the role of the individual is restricted to consuming whatever the 
organization produces for them and paying for it.  
 
The lack of attention for the individual�’s perspective, reflected in other 
conceptualizations, other effects and other values of experience than the ones that are 
focused on now, is a gap in the experience economy discourse that I intend to resolve 
in this research. The research questions that I will answer in order to resolve this gap 
are: �“How can experiences be conceptualized from an individual�’s perspective?�” (to 
be answered in chapter 3), �“Which kinds of effects can experiences have from an 
individual�’s perspective?�” (to be answered in chapter 4) and �“Which types of values do 
individuals invest in the experience?�” (to be answered in chapter 5). Together, the 
answers to these questions will offset the current organizational bias in the experience 
economy discourse.  
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Table 2.4 �– Overview of problems related to the three approaches of experience 

Approach

Environment
-centred

Effect-
centred

Encounter-
centred

Role 
organization

Producing 
experiences 
as economic 

offerings 
with the 
�‘right�’ 

objective 
features

Managing 
and 

producing 
predeter-

mined 
hedonic 
effects

Determining 
which values 

should be 
invested 

during the 
experience-
encounter

Focus

One type of  
experience 
concept: 

experience as 
economic 

offering with 
objective 
features. 

One type of  
experience-

effect: 
predeter-

mined 
hedonic 
effects.

One type of  
invested 
value: 
nancial 

value. 

Neglecting

A variety of  
different 

conceptuali-
zations of  
experience

The role of  
the 

individual 
and the 

existence of  
other effects

Values that 
individuals 
invest in the 
encounter 

beyond 
nancial 
values

Role individual

Consumer

Consumer

Consumer
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In the following chapter I will provide theoretical insights in the different 
conceptualizations of experience, to offset the bias in the experience economy 
discourse in the context of the environment-centred approach. 



NNow experience is not a matter of having
actually swum the Hellespont, or danced 

with the dervishes, or slept in an opium den. 
It is a matter of sensibility and intuition, 

of seeing and hearing the significant things, 
of paying attention at the right moments, 

of understanding and coordinating. 
Experience is not what happens to a man; 

it is what a man does with what happens to him.
It is a gift for dealing with the accidents of

existence, not the accidents themselves.

A L D O U S H U X L E Y, 
T E X T S A N D P R E T E X T S , 

1932, P.5
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
In this chapter I will work towards solving the limitation of the environment-centred 
approach in business and marketing literature: the fact that scholars conceptualize 
experiences as products and focus mainly on the objective features of these products. 
They focus on what the organization can and should do to produce a successful 
experience and seem especially interested in the internal processes that are used for 
the production of a successful experience. By focusing primarily on what the 
organization can and should do internally, the viewpoint of the individual is neglected 
and experiences are being treated as commodities to be bought and sold. The 
environment-centred approach thus consists of a biased discourse of business and 
marketing scholars who focus primarily on the role of organizations in producing 
experiences as economic offerings with the �‘right�’ objective features and neglect the 
variety of other conceptualizations of experience. In this chapter I will therefore give 
an answer to the question: �“How can experiences be conceptualized from an 
individual�’s perspective?�”  
 
When one perspective is made dominant and other perspectives are neglected this can 
lead to problems. A focus or perspective highlights certain aspects of reality and 
downplays others (Dewey, 1958). One should thus be careful with claims concerning 
the truth of one�’s constructed meaning based on this perspective. The fact that 
individuals have an incomplete view of reality becomes even more problematic when 
they are �‘autistic�’ in the Dutch philosopher Arnold Cornelis�’ (1995) words. The 
autistic individual knows that his area of expertise does not cover the whole reality, 
but pretends and claims that it does (Frankl, 1985; Cornelis, 1995). Lear (1998) calls 
this attitude �‘knowingness�’: the individual decides upon a standard or definition and 
becomes uncritical towards it. MacCannell and MacCannell (1982, p. 58) speak of the 
�“illusion of immanence�”, which refers to the individual�’s dogmatic belief in a meaning 
by promoting the individual subjectivity to a position of theoretical and/or practical 
centrality. Being able to deal with multiple viewpoints or perspectives enables one to 
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have a better and more complete view of reality. I will therefore discuss the 
concept of experience from various different perspectives, using literature on 
experience from diverse disciplines, ranging from psychology, to philosophy, 
anthropology, and so on.  
 
I will draw heavily on Martin Jay�’s (2005) extensive study on the evolvement of 
interest in the concept of experience in many different schools of thought over time. 
The discussion of multiple different conceptualizations of experience is meant to show 
the reader that in fact the environment-centred approach of experiences in business 
and marketing literature is biased towards just one conceptualization of experience: 
experience as an economic offering of which the organization can control and 
optimize the objective features and which as I will argue should not be called an 
experience. The distinctions between different conceptualizations will lead to a 
spectrum of experience-concepts that will be presented at the end of this chapter. This 
spectrum is meant to offer conceptual clarity in the often-confusing discourse on 
experiences by showing that there are multiple perspectives on the subject. Whether 
one is discussing, studying, organizing for, or in some other way dealing with 
experiences, one should first reflect on these perspectives and understand their 
implications. 
 
The inward focus of organizations on the objective features of experiences as defined 
in the environment-centred approach is thus one of the possible perspectives on 
experiences and hence provides limited knowledge about experiences. In the next 
paragraph I will draw on literature from various disciplines with different perspectives 
on experiences to find out which concepts of experiences can be distinguished, with 
the aim of attaining a more complete view on experiences. 

 

3.2 DEFINITIONS OF EXPERIENCE 

As was presented in paragraph 2.3, an overview of definitions and descriptions of the 
term �‘experience�’ shows that there are three ways in which experience can be 
approached. Based on these definitions and descriptions one could say that an 
individual gains experience (in the sense of certain effects, like emotions of skills) 
resulting from his experience (in the sense of encounter, personal observation or 
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contact) with an experience (in the sense of events, objects or activities in the 
environment). These are all aspects of an experience, and while one can try to 
distinguish between them, they cannot be separated for together they form what I will 
call experiences.  
 
In �‘Songs of Experience�’, the intellectual historian Martin Jay (2005) does not give an 
account of what experiences are or might be, but of the reasons �“why so many 
thinkers in so many different traditions have felt compelled to do precisely that�” (p. 1), 
why they have felt compelled to explain the concept of experience to the world. In 
this book, Jay has made a comparative analysis of the various discourses related to the 
term �‘experience�’ though time. He has not chosen one specific perspective on the 
term experience but has explored many diverse contexts for understanding experience 
(like for example the epistemological, cultural, political, religious and aesthetic 
contexts) and combined insights from both European and American traditions and 
thinkers. This makes his work an essential source for explaining and understanding 
the many variations that exist in the conceptualization of experience. Within Jay�’s 
analysis of the extensive amount of literature on experiences certain developments can 
be recognized, related to how the concept of experience has been dealt with in the 
past. I will describe these developments and use them to make a distinction between 
various concepts of experiences. 

 

3.2.1 FROM SECONDARY TO PRIMARY EXPERIENCE 

To explore and discuss the different conceptual variations that exist for the term 
�‘experience�’, one first has to find out where experience begins and what is the basis 
for distinguishing what is considered as experience and what is not. The way in which 
experiences are described by business and marketing scholars in the environment-
centred approach, seems to indicate a separation of the individual from the world. 
The focus in this approach is on the objective features of experiences as objects in the 
environment (see paragraph 2.4.1), hereby creating an imaginary, although highly 
influential, boundary between the individual and those objects in the environment. 
The assumption that there exists a boundary, separation or chasm between the 
individual and the world surrounding him or her in experiences causes much 
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confusion about what can be called an experience and what not. By highlighting 
that in an experience an individual is �‘in�’ the world and therefore necessarily in 
contact with the world he or she is in, several philosophy and psychology scholars 
have tried to separate experience from non-experience.  
 
Reed (1996) for instance, distinguishes between primary and secondary 
experiences, the latter not being experiences according to him. Primary or ecological 
experience is defined as �“the information (�…) that all human beings acquire from 
their environment by looking, listening, feeling, sniffing, and tasting - the information, 
in other words, that allows us to experience things for ourselves�” (Reed, 1996, pp. 1-2). 
Because of this experience, people can make sense of the world and their daily life. 
Secondary experience on the other hand, means that �“information is processed - 
selected, modified, packaged, and presented�” (Reed, 1996, p. 3), �“externalized�” in 
Sveiby�’s terms (1997, pp. 81-82), providing at best second-hand or indirect knowledge 
(Reed, 1996). The meaning this secondary experience has, is determined by and 
dependent on one�’s primary experience; it derives from the relation of the processed 
information with its sources. In other words, one needs firsthand experience with a 
subject, to be able to make sense of a story about that subject according to Reed 
(1996). Day expresses this thought as follows: �“Information is pretty thin stuff, unless 
mixed with experience�” (Day, 1921). 
 
The difference between primary and secondary experience can also be found in the 
theories of John Dewey (1958), who claims that an important criterion of what may 
be called an experience is contact of the individual with the �‘raw material�’. To clarify 
the concept of raw material, he uses the metaphor of explorers of a territory, who 
produce a map of the territory and make it available to others. The explorers move 
through the uncharted terrain and record their movements. Reed (1996) would call 
this primary experience. The map that the explorers draw based on their experience 
of the terrain, consists of distilled information, not of the experience itself, and hence 
it would be called secondary experience by Reed (1996). As Dewey (1902) points out, 
the map only represents the information, not the experience. The experience, primary 
experience in Reed�’s (1996) terms, involves contact with the raw material from which 
the information, or secondary experience in Reed�’s (1996) terms, was distilled. In the 
case of the explorers, experience is represented by direct sensory contact and 
interaction with the area. The resulting map can never replace the experience of the 
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journey because it cannot represent this sensory contact and interaction and the 
meaning the experience had for those making the journey. The map is merely a 
reified expression of the experience.  
 
Wenger (1998, p. 58) defines reification as �“the process of giving form to our 
experience by producing objects that congeal this experience into �“thingness.�”�”. 
However, by focusing mainly on certain aspects of the �“thing�” other possible 
meanings are neglected (Jay, 2005; Dewey, 1958). Although an advantage of 
secondary information like a map, would seem that it can be easily communicated to 
others who may acquire the information and then use it to have their own experiences, 
this loss of meaning may cause severe problems as has been discussed by many 
authors. A map, painting, book or other physical embodiment of information, can be 
handed over to someone else. Even non-material expressions can be presented to 
other people, for example by telling a story or singing a song. The actual experience 
and its meaning to the individual, the so-called raw material that was discussed above, 
however, is ineffable, which makes it very difficult, if not impossible, to convey it 
verbally to others (James, 1902; Maslow, 1970; Saane, 1998). The meaning of the 
experience, the raw material, cannot be transferred in any direct way, since it is a 
personal construction. Telling someone about what one has experienced does not 
transfer the experience itself to the other person and can cause the loss of meaning. 
This problem has led for instance the Dutch Resistance Museum (Verzetsmuseum) in 
Amsterdam, to take a different approach in communicating the meaning of 
collaboration and resistance in the Second World War. Telling visitors of the museum 
about the choices people had to make during the war period would give them 
secondary experience, or information. But this museum �“poses the same questions as 
those faced by people living in The Netherlands during the Nazi occupation: Adapt?  
Collaborate?  Strike?  Report?  Go into hiding?  By placing the visitor in the position 
of making choices, the complex issues of resistance and collaboration are brought 
home, and at the same time brought up to date.  Similar choices are faced daily by 
those caught up in modern conflicts around the world.  The material culture of the 
Second World War can in this way be more effectively brought to life�” (Joke Bosch, 
2000 in (Richards, 2001, p. 66)). By placing the visitors in a similar position, it is 
hoped that the raw material, or what it may have meant to people who were alive in 
that period and who were faced with this type of questions in their daily life, becomes 
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more meaningful than if visitors would merely read facts about that period and 
information on the choices that other people in the past have made. Obviously the 
visitors of the museum are not living in a war situation and do not have to suffer 
the perhaps severe consequences of the choices they make, something people 
making choices during the war had to. In this sense one cannot say that they are in 
complete contact with the raw material. I will explore this point deeper in 
paragraph 3.2.2 where I discuss vicarious experiences.  
 
The risks of communicating about experiences and their meaning have been 
explained by Maslow (1970) in the context of religion:  
 

�“Much theology, much verbal religion through history and throughout the world, can be considered to 
the more or less vain efforts to put into communicable words and formulae, and into symbolic rituals 
and ceremonies, the original mystical experience of the original prophets. In a word, organized religion 
can be thought of as an effort to communicate peak-experiences to non-peakers, to teach them, to apply 
them, etc. 

Often, to make it more difficult, this job falls into the hands of non-peakers�… The peak-experiences 
and their experiential reality ordinarily are not transmittable to non-peakers, at least not by words 
alone, and certainly not by non-peakers. What happens to many people, especially the ignorant, the 
uneducated, the naïve, is that they simply concretize all of the symbols, all of the words, all of the 
statues, all of the ceremonies�… In idolatry the essential original meaning gets so lost in concretizations 
that these finally become hostile to the original mystical experiences�… Most religions have wound up 
denying and being antagonistic to the very ground upon which they were originally based�” (Maslow, 
1970, pp. 24-25). 

Not only are experiences not transmittable from people who have had the experience 
to others who have not had it, but often indeed communication involves two people 
who have not had the experience, as could for example be the case when a young 
guide in the abovementioned Dutch Resistance Museum tries to explain the 
dilemmas of people during the Second World War to visitors of the museum who 
haven�’t experienced the war personally either. Other examples would be lessons in 
which a teacher educates students on topics like the French Revolution or the lunar 
territory. The teacher will not have experienced the revolution, nor will he or she 
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have walked on the moon, so he or she will have to rely on the information that exists 
on these subjects.   
 
This does not mean that having an experience is impossible in all situations in which 
secondary experience is involved. Reading a book about cycling gives one primary 
experience with books, not with bikes, just as looking at a map can never substitute for 
making the journey. The map, as all information, summarizes and distils previous 
individual experiences. It can serve as a guide for future experience, preventing 
useless mistakes and leading more efficiently to the desired goals. Reading a book 
about cycling will not be enough for learning how to ride a bike, but perhaps it can 
help in preparing the individual for the experience. 
 
Information is thus not final. Its value is not intrinsic but it is a means to get from the 
more casual, tentative experiences of the past, to more controlled and orderly 
experiences in the future. The information should enable the individual to have better 
experiences in the future (Dewey, 1971), what Bacon (in Jay, 2005, p.31) referred to as 
experientia literata, informed or learned experiences. 
 
Problems arise however when the process of experiencing is neglected in favour of the 
outcome; when the journey is neglected and maps become �“fetishized as timeless 
entities indifferent to their effect on their beholders�” (Jay, 2005, p. 165). Secondary 
experience is valuable if it helps the individual in having primary experiences, but the 
basis always has to be this primary experience in reality. 
 
The main aspects of secondary and primary experiences that have been discussed in 
this paragraph are summarized in table 3.1. 
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Secondary experience Primary experience 

Objective, focus on features of 
objects in the environment 

Subjective, focus on perception of 
subject of experience 

Information, reification Contact with the raw material 

Dogmas and textual authority, 
knowledge is conceptual, 
borrowed 

Sense data, knowledge by 
acquaintance 

Transferable Ineffable 

Value is in the object itself Value is in eye of beholder 

Filtered and selected experience 

 
 
 
  

 

Direct and immediate experience 

 

Table 3.1 �– Characteristics of the shift from secondary experiences to primary experiences 

 
Although very different, primary and secondary experiences both have advantages 
and disadvantages and one cannot universally claim that one is always to be preferred 
over the other, although Reed (1996) and Dewey (1958) do exactly this by stating that 
primary experience is preferable over secondary experience. Over time, the 
acknowledgement and acceptance of secondary and primary experience as sources of 
knowledge have varied. Until the 17th century, primary experience was frowned upon, 
because of the rationalist tradition that held in esteem certainties and intellect, not the 
�“messiness and uncertainty of everyday life�” and �“the imperfections of mere opinion�” 
(Jay, 2005, p. 13) that were related to primary experience. Knowledge that was 
derived from primary experience, as it was conceptualized in those days, was seen as 
perspectivist and fallible knowledge, opposed to the objective and certain knowledge 
and the eternal and universal truths of science (Jay, 2005). Experience was mainly 
viewed as a merely subjective, partial reflection of the world, in which the individual 
sees the world not as it is, but as a source of possible gratifications for his specific 
personal needs and motives. Given the personal nature of the needs and motives, the 
perception of reality is highly subjective within this line of reasoning, and would not 
lead to truth. Therefore some argued that experiences should be dealt with as objects.  
 
In this sense the experience of one person should be equal to that of another person 
(Jay, 2005). By using instruments like microscopes and telescopes for perceiving reality 
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to improve on or augment a person�’s own sensory perception, they hoped that (a part 
of) the uncertainty of sense-based perceptions could be diminished, and that the use of 
instruments would lead to more certain and more equal data (Jay, 2005). In the 18th 
century the focus shifted and sense-data that are derived from primary experience 
became seen as the real foundation of knowledge (Jay, 2005). Knowledge that was not 
based on primary experience, in other words secondary experience, was by some 
considered to be �“borrowed�” (Jay, 2005, p. 92), and not leading to true knowledge. 
The true foundation of knowledge was not to be found in dogmas or textual authority 
anymore, but in the sense data derived from primary experience (Jay, 2005, p. 43).  
 
Even today, there is still discussion on what should be preferred: primary experience 
or secondary experience. Especially developments of technology and mass media 
cause a large increase in the amount of secondary experience that individuals are 
confronted with. On the one hand there are the critics of this development, who say 
that an excessive focus on secondary experience would lead to a �‘Society of the 
Spectacle�’, in which, because of the loss of primary and direct experience, reality is a 
mere accumulation of images and representations (Debord, 1994) and individuals are 
mere spectators of pseudo-events (Jay, 2005; Boorstin, 1964). The selection and 
filtering of what happens in primary experience for creating secondary experience can 
of course pose a risk if one takes the secondary experience as an accurate 
representation of reality. The fact that secondary experience is a selected and filtered 
and therefore by definition a partial representation of reality, means that this 
representation can give a distorted view of reality. Information and images can be 
framed in many different ways that may influence the interpretation of what they 
mean. If one bases one�’s beliefs, views, and opinions on a distorted representation of 
reality, this may cause severe problems, ranging from irrational decision-making (e.g. 
Tversky and Kahneman�’s (1981) �‘Asian disease problem�’) to severe consequences for 
democratic principles in society (Dewey, 2004; Boorstin, 1964). 
 
On the other hand there are those who claim that secondary experience can be 
extremely useful in situations in which primary experience is risky or even impossible. 
The example given above of the Dutch Resistance Museum, is an example of a 
vicarious experience. Vicarious experience is sometimes the best available option that 
exists for approximating the primary experience. Primary experience would 
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necessitate going back in time to the war itself, which is impossible. Pure 
secondary experience, for example in the form of facts and figures on the war in 
history books would lie at the other extreme of the primary-secondary scale. The 
solution that the museum had chosen lies somewhere in between these two 
extremes. It is not primary experience of the war, since this is impossible, but 
being placed in the shoes of someone who has to make choices in a dilemma, it is 
likely that the vicarious experience helps visitors more in understanding what living 
with those dilemmas will have meant for people in that time than facts and figures in 
a book (Pugh & Bergin, 2005). Current technological developments make vicarious 
experiences more feasible and more pervasive, which is why I will pay specific 
attention to this type of experience in the following paragraph.  

 

3.2.2 VICARIOUS EXPERIENCE 

What distinguishes vicarious experiences is that a) the individual is not directly in 
contact with the raw material of the experience (is not having a primary experience) 
and b) although there is no direct contact of the individual with the raw material and 
the experience can therefore be considered to be secondary, something is done to 
create the illusion of contact with the raw material in a less filtered and framed way 
than there would be in a pure secondary experience.  
Based on the degree to which the primary experience is filtered and framed and based 
on the proximity of the actual raw material to the individual having the vicarious 
experience, I want to argue that vicarious experiences can be seen as an in-between 
type of experience, between primary and secondary experiences (see figure 3.1). 
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Figure 3.1 �– Vicarious experiences are an in-between type of experiences, between primary and secondary 
experiences. 

 
As can be seen in figure 3.1 I consider secondary experience and primary experience 
as two extremes on the axes of framing and filtering and proximity of raw material to 
the individual. Secondary experience according to Reed (1996, p.93) has been 
modified, selected, or produced by another person, like a map, text and images in 
books, a movie, etc. I have therefore placed it at the top of the framing and filtering 
axis. The fact that the information has been framed and filtered by someone else, 
means that there is an �“externally imposed limit to one�’s scrutiny of it�” (Reed, 1996, 
p.94). Primary experience consists of direct contact with one�’s surroundings by the 
senses; there is no other person who selects or filters what the individual will be able to 
see, hear, smell, taste or feel. The degree of filtering and framing is minimal.  Primary 
experience also has a very high proximity of the raw material to the individual who 
has the experience. He or she is the one who experiences the raw material firsthand 
by using the senses and the experience has or could have direct consequences for him- 
or herself (Simonsohn, Karlsson, Loewenstein & Ariely, 2008). Secondary experience 
means that there is a large distance between the raw material and the individual and 
his senses and there are no direct consequences for the individual. For instance, in 

Proximity of raw material to individual 

Degree of 

filtering/ 

framing 

Secondary experience 

Primary experience 

Vicarious experience 
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principle everything can be written down, but for the text to have meaning for the 
individual, he or she has to make sense of it based on primary experience. In 
themselves the data have no intrinsic meaning. Symbols on a map for example 
may mean anything, this is why there usually is a legend accompanying the map, 
although the individual also has to know how to read a legend in this case.  
Vicarious experience, I argue, lies somewhere between these two extremes. It is 
often not as filtered and framed as secondary experience and there is no direct contact 
of the individual and his or her senses with the raw material. 

 

VICARIOUS EXPERIENCE: WHEN PRIMARY EXPERIENCE IS IMPOSSIBLE OR 

UNDESIRABLE. 

One can imagine that the use of vicarious experience does not merely exist in 
situations where primary experience is impossible because the raw material takes 
place in the past like in the example of the Dutch Resistance Museum described in 
the former paragraph. It may be that one wants to have someone experience raw 
material that hypothetically takes place in the future, or raw material that takes place 
in a place or space where physical presence is impossible (e.g. the sun or inside a 
bacteria). With the rise of e-commerce and online shopping it also becomes more and 
more useful to offer opportunities to vicariously experience products because of the 
lack of opportunities for the physical evaluation of products beforehand. Also in these 
cases it may be useful to apply technologies that help the individual with having a 
vicarious experience because it makes the process more comfortable and easier (Smith, 
2006).  
 
Martin Jay (in Goodman, 2003) explains in an interview that by creating a distance 
between the individual and the raw material, vicarious experiences are often sought 
for because of their safety and lack of risk. The distance between the individual and 
the raw material makes experiences virtual, which according to Jay go together with 
the commodification of experiences: �“The �‘theme-parkization�’ of history, the 
commodification of tourist experiences and such thrill-seeking activities as bungee 
jumping and extreme sports are all examples of the way that we now purchase 
experiences. It should be noted, however, that for the most part these experiences are 
vicarious. Obviously the experience of jumping off a bridge with a bungee is not the 
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same as jumping without one. But this is even truer of the intense experience of 
horror when we watch a movie or the thrill we get from an amusement park ride. We 
experience these emotions second hand, knowing that we are safe even as we scream. 
In the horror movie, for example, we self-consciously watch a virtual horror and can 
hide our eyes while we sit in our seats rather than run away. The virtualization and 
the commodification of experience seem to go together�” (p. 117). In fact, also Boorstin 
(1964), in his critique on commercialized experiences, makes the connection between 
commodification and virtualization. He claims that democratic revolutions have 
caused people to expect access to art and literature. But to make art and literature 
accessible to all, �“they had to be made intelligible (and inoffensive) to all�… garbled, 
emended, watered down, and taken out of context �– all in order to make them bland 
and digestible to uncultivated palates�” (Boorstin, 1964, pp. 119-120). It shouldn�’t be 
too difficult for people to understand, it shouldn�’t be risky or offensive, in other words, 
it should be safe and comfortable for everyone. Because of the distance between the 
individual and the raw material (see figure 3.2) these vicarious experiences are safer 
than primary experiences. One does not have to be in the middle of a war but one 
can read about it, watch it or play it out on the computer, safely in the comfort of 
one�’s own home. One does not have to struggle through complex literature, as is 
shown in the following fictional passage of a conversation between two young ladies: 
�“First young lady: �“Have you seen Omnibook? It takes five or six books and boils 
them down. That way you can read them all in one evening.�” Second young lady: �“I 
wouldn�’t like it. Seems to me it would just spoil the movie for you.�”�” (Boorstin, 1964, 
p. 118). 
 
Lee (2002) describes a different situation in which primary experience is not 
impossible, but in which it is considered as unacceptable and politically as well as 
culturally undesirable. He explains how vicarious experiences can be used in sexual 
education in Hong Kong. There still lies a taboo on this topic and many teachers 
therefore refer students to images of birth control devices and the human 
reproductive system in books. This secondary experience may lead to the 
accumulation of factual knowledge but the intention of sexual education is of course 
not just to prepare students for an exam where they can reproduce book-knowledge, 
but rather to influence the actions of students outside of the classroom and �“allow 
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them to make sensible and informed decisions in their future sexual lives�” (Lee, 
2002, p. 189).  
 
There are many examples of how vicarious experience can be used to substitute 
for primary and secondary experience, for example by using models or virtual 
simulations, showing movies, telling stories, showing other people�’s behaviour etc., 
to influence things as diverse as individuals�’ attitude towards the police (Rosenbaum, 
Schuck, Costello, Hawkins & Ring, 2005), behavioural reactions to pain (Turkat & 
Guise, 1983), teachers�’ practice (Conle, Li & Tan, 2002), cardiac surgery patients�’ 
recovery (Parent & Fontin, 2000) and individuals�’ self-efficacy in general (Bandura, 
1986). 
 
As was discussed above, vicarious experiences may take many different forms and to 
my knowledge there exists no clear overview of these different forms. I will therefore 
construct a model that clarifies which types of vicarious experiences can be 
distinguished on what grounds. 

 

MEDIATED VICARIOUS EXPERIENCES 

If one takes into account that the individual�’s senses and various perceptual processes 
mediate all experience, one can distinguish between first-order and second-order 
mediated experiences (ISPR, 2000). First-order mediated experience then actually 
refers to primary experience as discussed above, since it is the natural way of 
experiencing reality, by perceiving the environment via the senses. Second-order 
mediated experience according to the International Society for Presence Research, 
refers to experience which has not only been mediated by the human senses but also 
by human-made technology. Human-made technology can refer to electronic media 
(e.g. television, HDTV, radio, film, telephone, computers, virtual reality, simulation 
rides, videogames, videoconferencing systems, text- and graphic-based instant 
messaging systems), traditional print media (e.g. newspapers, books, magazines), 
traditional arts (e.g. paintings and sculptures) or technologies that correct or enhance 
human perception (e.g. visual aids and hearing-aids) (ISPR, 2000; Lombard & 
Campanella Bracken, 2003).  
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Figure 3.2 �– Primary experience versus mediated vicarious experience 

 
I see mediated vicarious experiences as a broader concept than just the 
technologically mediated experience. A vicarious experience may be technologically 
mediated, in the sense that there is a technological device that separates the individual 
from the raw material, or non-technologically mediated. Examples of a 
technologically mediated vicarious experience could be watching webcam-images of 
wildlife or watching an event via the Internet. In these mediated vicarious experiences, 
the individual has sensory contact with the technological device separating him from 
the raw material. In the examples mentioned the device can be a computer screen, a 
mobile phone screen or a TV screen, depending on where the individual has access to 
the Internet. A non-technologically mediated vicarious experience would be hearing a 
friend tell a story about his holidays, reading a book about Harry Potter or seeing a 
play in the theatre. In these examples there is no technological device that separates 
the individual from the raw material, but there none the less is distance between the 
individual and the raw material. The person telling the story, the author who has 
written the story and the director of the play filter the information.  
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Obviously, there are more variations within this category of mediated vicarious 
experiences, besides whether they are technologically or non-technologically 
mediated. A well-known difference between reading a book and watching a 
movie, is for example that a book allows for more imagination on the part of the 
reader (Boorstin, 1964). In movies one can see and hear many things that one has 
to imagine when reading a book, for example what the main characters look like, 
their tone of voice, the environment in which he story unfolds itself, etc. This aspect 
becomes especially clear when one watches a movie that has been based on a book 
that one has read. On the other hand, because the creator of the movie has filled in 
these aspects and because watching a movie is a very visual and auditory experience, 
more senses are directly involved than in reading a book (Boorstin, 1964). However, it 
should be clear that reading about or watching something on screen, is a very 
different experience than being physically present in the events themselves, although 
efforts are made to decrease this difference (see the discussion of presence under 
�‘simulated and immersive vicarious experiences�’).  

 

OBSERVATIONAL VICARIOUS EXPERIENCES 

When one observes someone else having a primary experience, I call this an 
observational vicarious experience. A primary experience has or could have 
consequences for the individual himself, while observing someone else having a 
primary experience, means that that individual suffers or enjoys the consequences, not 
the observing individual (Simonsohn, Karlsson, Loewenstein & Ariely, 2008). 
According to Bandura (1986) this is exactly what observational learning or modelling 
consists of. An individual pays attention to someone else doing something and is able 
to remember it and later on reproduce the action. Attention, retention and 
reproduction are three of the four conditions for modelling or observational learning, 
the fourth is motivation; in other words, the individual needs a reason for repeating 
the action or for not repeating it. Whether the individual will be able to remember 
and reproduce the actions (the second and third criteria) depends on his abilities. 
Whether the individual will pay attention to the model and feel motivated to act on 
the observational learning in his real life (the first and fourth criteria), depends partly 
on the context. If one is in a very busy environment with many distractions for 
example, it will be more difficult to pay attention to the model. If there is very little 
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opportunity in the life of the individual to be involved in the actions of the model, 
there will be little reproduction. However, attention and motivation are also said to 
depend for a large part on the relationship with the model. Individuals will for 
example pay more attention to models who are seen as prestigious, attractive, 
dramatic or similar to oneself (Bandura, 1986).  

Figure 3.3 �– Observational vicarious experiences 

 
The individual does not necessarily have to be in the physical presence of the model 
to have a vicarious experience and to feel related to the model. The model may also 
be a persona in the media. In fact, much research has been done in the relationships 
that individuals may develop with these personas, so-called �‘para-social relationships�’. 
Horton and Wohl (1956) define this type of relationship as the �“seeming face-to-face 
relationship between spectator and performer�” (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Para-social 
interaction �“occurs when individuals interact with a mediated representation of a 
person as if the person were actually present. That is, individuals behave as if they are 
having an interaction with a source when in fact they are only relating to the medium�” 
(Nass & Sundar, 1994, p. 1). The difference between a face-to-face relationship with a 
�‘real�’ person and a para-social relationship is that there is a lack of reciprocity. �“The 
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interaction, characteristically, is one-sided, nondialectical, controlled by the 
performer and not susceptible of mutual development�” (Horton & Wohl, 1956, p. 
215). The individual, who can be seen as a member of the audience of the 
performer, does not necessarily have to repeat or avoid the actions of the 
performer later on, but he can choose to respond to the actions of the performer 
in many ways (e.g. by talking back to the television or by becoming emotional). 
Responses like for example empathy and other vicarious emotions will be discussed in 
the next paragraph. According to Bandura (1986) it would be impossible for an 
individual to learn everything firsthand via primary experience and continuous 
processes of trial and error. Also, there are certain skills, like for example language-
skills, which would be near impossible to learn if not via this type of observational 
vicarious experience. This makes this type of vicarious experience not only very 
frequent but also very important in an individual�’s life. 

 

SIMULATED AND IMMERSIVE VICARIOUS EXPERIENCES 

Where in primary experiences the individual is in direct contact with the raw material, 
in a simulated vicarious experience he or she is in contact, directly or via a medium, 
with a simulation or account of the raw material. A part of the raw material is selected 
by an external party and made into a physical or virtual simulation or an account for 
individuals to experience. In the example of the Dutch Resistance Museum, the 
individual was not brought into contact with the whole raw material of the Second 
World War experience, but one part of this had been selected out by the organizers, 
namely: how to deal with dilemmas. By playing this scenario out, visitors were 
intended to understand the raw material. In simulated vicarious experiences the 
individual is actively taking part in the experience and the interaction is reciprocal.  
 
The difference can be clarified by juxtaposing two examples of vicarious experiences. 
When watching a movie, an individual cannot change the course of events in the 
movie, while when playing a computer game he can. Especially in virtual reality the 
individual can explore the world on his own and even create new parts of the virtual 
world if he desires to do so. This is something that can�’t be done in a movie. The 
movie is what it is and in this sense it is just as one-sided, nondialectical, controlled by 
the creator and not susceptible of mutual development as the para-social relationships 
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that were described above. Watching a movie can be what I call an immersive 
experience if in some way the individual gets the impression that he is �‘in�’ the movie. 
By using techniques as �‘first person perspective�’ and various 3D IMAX technologies 
etc, the distance between the individual and what happens in the movie is intended to 
decrease and an illusion of non-mediation is evoked. The script of the movie is fixed 
and the interaction is therefore non-reciprocal, but the individual is not just watching 
a movie from a distance but he is immersed �‘in�’ the movie via his senses. Experiences 
in which there is an illusion of non-mediation are also called experiences of (tele-
)presence (Reeves Timmins & Lombard, 2005). Presence means that the individual 
fails to completely and accurately acknowledge the role of the mediating technology 
in the experience and because of this he may for example feel like he is in a different 
location or environment than he actually is, or that the objects, events or persons he is 
interacting with via the medium are physically present (ISPR, 2000). Experiences that 
evoke an illusion of non-mediation or presence I will call immersive vicarious 
experiences.   

Figure 3.4 �– Simulated and immersive vicarious experience 
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Quite recently also the reversed phenomenon of presence, inverse presence, has 
gained attention (Reeves Tommins & Lombard, 2005). Possibly because of the 
increasing number of mediated experiences that individuals nowadays are 
confronted with, �“(i)n a variety of contexts, people are experiencing not an illusion 
that a mediated experience is in fact nonmediated, but the illusion that a 
nonmediated �“real�” experience is mediated�” (Reeves Tommins & Lombard, 2005). 
There are for instance occasions in which individuals perceive a natural scene as a 
picture or nature documentary, or individuals who experience a traumatic event as if 
it were a movie that can be switched off.  

 

OVERVIEW OF VICARIOUS EXPERIENCES 

Experiences that do not evoke an illusion of non-mediation, do not enable the 
individual to participate or engage himself with a model, simulation or account of the 
raw material, do not consist of contact, mediated or not, with some other individual 
who has or has had primary experience and do not consist of direct contact of the 
individual himself with the raw material, are what I consider to be pure secondary 
experiences. If all that has been discussed in this paragraph is combined, an overview 
of the different sorts of vicarious experiences can be created in the form of a tree-
diagram (see figure 3.5). By asking the questions presented in this diagram, one can 
simply follow the branches of the tree, resulting in an answer to the question of 
whether one is dealing with a primary, secondary or vicarious experience and when 
the answer is neither primary or secondary experience, what type of vicarious 
experience one is dealing with.  
 
The whole discussion on what type of vicarious experience one is dealing with, may 
seem like a useless semantic discussion but given the confusion that exists about what 
is experience, what it is not and how one can get an overview of different types of 
experiences (see chapter 2), this discussion is all but useless. If everything is called an 
experience, different terms are being used for the same phenomenon and the same 
terms for different phenomena, then the confusion in the experience discourse will 
never be resolved. Also, technological developments enable more evasive vicarious 
experiences, which makes it more important to have a clear understanding of what a 
vicarious experience is and which sorts of vicarious experiences can be distinguished.  
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Figure 3.5 �– Tree diagram of varieties of vicarious experience 

 
As was argued in the discussion of the research problem in chapter 2, ambiguity with 
respect to terminology makes the literature on the experience economy difficult to 
organize and understand. The still dominant position of secondary experience in  
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Table 3.2 �– Examples of vicarious experiences and the determination of the type of experience 

                                                   
14 RM = raw material 
15 SE = someone else 
16 MSA = model, simulation or account 



 

 

 

 
132

literature on experiences and the growing attention for mediated and vicarious 
experiences compels scholars to clarify what type of experience they are studying. By 
subsuming the abovementioned varieties of vicarious experience under primary or 
secondary experience, the effects of vicarious experiences go unrecognized. By using 
words to name the different conceptualizations and varieties of vicarious experience, 
the understanding and communication of what exactly one is talking about can be 
improved. 
 
As can be seen in the tree diagram in figure 3.5 and as has been mentioned above 
several times: part of the answers that are given when going through the tree diagram 
are objective in the sense that there is contact with the raw material or there is not, 
there is someone else present or there is not, etc. However, at the lower end of the 
diagram, the question is not a matter of there being non-mediation or not, but of 
whether the individual feels as if the experience is non-mediated or not. This question 
has less to do with sensory perception than with the subjective impression that the 
individual has of what he is experiencing. The studies referred to above contained 
information on the objective as well as the subjective aspects of the tree diagram, 
which I have used to fill in table 3.2, as an example of how the tree diagram can help 
one to determine whether one is dealing with a secondary, a vicarious or a primary 
experience and if the experience is vicarious what kind of vicarious experience one is 
dealing with.  
 
Although literature on experience in general seems to take the stance that experience 
always begins by sensory data, and that these sensory data are the basis of all 
experience, current developments in technology enable the creation of environments 
in which individuals are led to believe that they are having primary sensory 
experiences when they actually are not. Still, in a society with such an abundance of 
secondary experience, vicarious experience may at least be a first step in the direction 
of more primary experience. When primary experience is impossible or undesirable, 
vicarious experience, in which the individual more or less feels like he is having a 
primary experience, may be a valuable alternative. For this reason I will also 
incorporate the vicarious subjective responses that may be caused by vicarious 
experiences in the next paragraph.  
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3.2.3 FROM PRIMARY EXPERIENCE TO SUBJECTIVE RESPONSE 

Around the mid-18th century a shift took place in the way in which authors spoke of 
experience (Jay, 2005). Until that moment the discourse on experience was focused on 
subjective sense data as was discussed in paragraph 3.2.1. From the mid-18th century 
the concept of experience tended more towards a focus on the even more subjective 
personal responses of individuals. Not the objects themselves, nor the sensory 
perception of individuals was deemed essential, but within this conceptualization of 
experience the focus is on how the individual responds based on his perception. 
Objects are admired not for what they are in themselves, neither for what they look, 
sound, smell, feel or taste like, but for what they can do to or for people and the 
feelings and emotions they evoke (Jay, 2005, p. 140).  
 
The subjective response that in the context of experiences has received by far the 
most attention in literature is the hedonic response, or the experience of pleasure. For 
this type of response, personal sensual gratification or lack thereof is all that matters 
(Jay, 2005). When experiences are sought for because of the pleasure that can be 
derived from them or the pain that can be avoided because of them, we can speak of 
hedonic experiences. Much attention has been paid in literature to this type of 
experiences. Hedonic experiences are described as intense, positive, intrinsically 
enjoyable experiences, giving fun, excitement, pleasure, enjoyment and happiness to 
people (Stelmaszewska, Fields & Blandford, 2004). I will discuss hedonic effects in 
depth in chapter 4. 
 
The main characteristics of differences between primary experiences and emotional 
experiences that I have discussed above are summarized in table 3.3. 
 
Although according to literature on experiences raw material is the occasion for the 
subjective responses of individuals, in the last paragraph I discussed several types of 
vicarious experiences in which the individual has no direct contact with the raw 
material, but that can evoke a vicarious subjective response by the individual 
nonetheless.  
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Table 3.3 �– Characteristics of the shift from primary experiences to emotional experiences 

 

VICARIOUS SUBJECTIVE RESPONSES 

To explain what vicarious subjective responses entail and how one differs from the 
other, I first want to discuss a phenomenon called cognitive perspective taking or 
cognitive role taking. When an individual observes another individual having a 
primary experience, directly or via a medium, he can imagine the mental states of the 
other individual without being himself emotionally involved. In the process he can 
recognize the other�’s emotions or the meanings of the emotional displays cognitively 
without being personally affected. One can for example imagine that someone else is 
angry when treated unjustly without feeling angry oneself. In fact, Thomas�’ (2010) 
description of �‘mental imagery�’, or �“quasi-perceptual experience�” does not contain 
any reference to personal affection: �“it resembles perceptual experience, but occurs in 
the absence of the appropriate external stimuli�”.  
 
If the observation or imagination of another person�’s affective state does elicit an 
emotional response, so the individual himself is also in an affective state (Eisenberg & 
Fabes, 1990; de Vignemont & Singer, 2006), the question is whether there is at least a 
minimal degree of differentiation between the individual and the observed other and 
whether the individual knows that the other person is the source of his own affective 
state (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990; de Vignemont & Singer, 2006). If the answer to this 
question is no, then we speak of �‘resonance�’.  
 

Primary experience Emotional experience 

Subjective, focus on perception of 
subject of experience 

Subjective, focus on response of 
subject of experience 

Contact with the raw material Raw material is occasion for 
response 

Sense data, knowledge by 
acquaintance 

 
 
 

 

Pleasurable feelings, emotions 
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Resonance is a subjective response in which individuals metaphorically relate two 
different sets of narrative experiences to one another in an unconscious way 
(Conle, 1996; Conle, Li & Tan, 2002). Usually resonance is used to denote the 
process in which an echo or re-sounding process is produced in reaction and 
response to an event. Conle (1996; Conle, Li & Tan, 2002) uses this term to 
denote an echoing or resounding process in the context of vicarious experiences. 
The vicarious experience, like for example the simulation or account or other 
expression of the raw material, functions as a metaphor and the individual relates this 
to his own previous primary or vicarious experiences so he may experience certain 
emotions without consciously being aware that the observation or imagination of the 
other person�’s emotional display has caused his emotions.  
 
If the observation or imagination of emotional displays of someone else leads an 
individual to feel emotions too and if he knows that the other person�’s emotions are 
the cause of his own emotions, then the question becomes whether or not he shares 
the other�’s emotions. If this is the case, then we can speak of an empathic response of 
the individual. Although there is still much discussion about what empathy is exactly 
(Wispé, 1986), there seems to be agreement on some characteristics of empathy in 
literature. 
 
An empathic response consists of the sharing of feelings when exposed to them so the 
individual�’s affective state is isomorphic to the other person�’s affective state 
(Mehrabian & Epstein, 1972; de Vignemont & Singer, 2006; Eisenberg & Fabes, 
1990). When an individual observes or imagines someone else being sad and this 
saddens him, we speak of empathy. There is a correspondence of positive or negative 
tone, or a matching of affect (Gruen & Mendelsohn, 1986). When feeling sympathetic 
on the other hand, this isomorphism of feelings does not necessarily have to take place. 
The individual may feel sorry, concerned or worried when observing or imagining 
someone else being sad but it doesn�’t mean that he himself feels the same way. 
Sympathy also differs from empathy in the sense that in sympathy a desire or urge for 
the other person to feel better and a heightened awareness of another�’s suffering as 
something to be alleviated is involved (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990; Gruen & 
Mendelsohn, 1986; Wispé, 1986). The individual suffers with the observed person and 
feels compassion and an urge to help, to take whatever mitigating actions are 
necessary to alleviate the suffering.  
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CRITIQUE ON EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCES 

There has been much critique concerning the focus on emotional experiences. The 
search for immediate sensuous pleasure is said to produce only isolated and 
meaningless moments of joy, indifference to all other values, boredom, and a 
hedonistic self-indulgence (Jay, 2005, pp. 152-153). Art critics in the sixties for 
example criticized the fact that works of art were used as mere occasions for the 
beholder�’s temporal reaction to them and that much contemporary art increasingly 
resembled mere entertainment (Jay, 2005). In the search for pleasure, people seem to 
behave as �“collectors�” of pleasurable moments (Jay, 2005, p. 313), an attitude 
popularly expressed as �“been there, done that, bought the T-shirt�”.  
 
These emotional experiences are in a way very passive. Individuals submerge 
themselves in a stream of sensations and rush from one experience to the next (Jay, 
2005). The rate at which people are said to search for one pleasurable experience 
after the other does not leave time for reflection and the discovery of retrospective 
meaning, which has caused some thinkers to denounce the crisis of experience and 
others to argue �“that the domination of a less healthy version of experience is 
precisely what defines the contemporary era�” (Jay, 2005, p. 407). In fact, 
contemporary society has been described as an Experience Society (�‘Erlebnis-
Gesellschaft�’, (Schulze, 2000)) in which the environment is manipulated with the aim 
of deriving pleasure from it, a society characterized by �‘experience hunger�’ (Cauter, 
1995) and the commoditization of feelings (Debord, 1994). The critique on this type 
of experiences and the alternative that is often presented by the critics can be better 
understood when the difference between Erlebnissen en Erfahrungen is explained, as 
I will do in the following paragraph.  

 

3.2.4 FROM ERLEBNISSEN TO ERFAHRUNGEN 

In the developments described above the focus was either on the inherent qualities of 
the object or on the subjective perception or response of the subject. In the 20th 
century however, many thinkers from different disciplines decided that the gap 
between the subject and the object had to be bridged (Jay, 2005, p. 263). The 
difference between the �‘gapped�’ types of experience and the bridged types, can be 
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explained by referring to the distinction that has been made between the German 
equivalents of experience: Erlebnis and Erfahrung. Also other, especially 
Northern-European, languages contain a distinction between different translations 
of the term experience, for example Finnish (elämys and kokemus), Norwegian 
(opplevelser and erfaring), Swedish (upplevelse and erfarenhet), Danish (oplevelse 
and erfaring) and Dutch (belevenis and ervaring). Given the extensive attention 
that German scholars have paid to the meaning of the German terms Erlebnis and 
Erfahrung and the distinctions between these, I will use the German terms to make 
the distinction between different meanings of the term experience. Erlebnis and 
Erfahrung have come to imply two very different notions of experience (Jay, 2005, p. 
11). The verb �“erleben�” means �“to be still alive when something happens�” (Gadamer, 
2004, p. 53) and thus shows the immediacy of the moment of experience. Erlebnis 
generally connotes a more immediate, pre-reflective, and personal variant of 
experience (Jay, 2005), with a focus on instantaneity and the totality of sensorial 
experience (Mommaas, 2000). Erlebnis can be described as a �“shock-like breakdown�” 
or �“non-narrativizable interruption of normal life with intensity as its goal�” 
(Goodman, 2003, p. 117). The immediacy of Erlebnis is shown in this focus on 
intensity but also in its focus on immediate gratification of needs (Mommaas, 2000). 
In fact, the modern selling of experiences, and their commodification, has primarily to 
do with Erlebnissen, leading to the immediate gratification of individuals who �‘buy�’ 
experiences (Goodman, 2003; Schulze, 2000).  
 
When individuals exert mental activities on an Erlebnis, for example by distancing 
oneself from it, contemplating or reflecting on it and making sense of it, it can become 
an Erfahrung (Jay, 2005; Mommaas, 2000). The individual is not just taking in or 
absorbing stimuli from his environment and neither does he merely have feelings of 
pleasure. There is some kind of cognitive processing involved, in the context of a long-
term learning process, and the focus is not on the immediate gratification of needs 
(Mommaas, 2000). Where Erlebnis stands for a �“shock-like breakdown�” or �“non-
narrativizable interruption of normal life with intensity as its goal�”, Erfahrung 
connotes a creation or restoration of the coherence or narrative of an individual�’s life 
(Goodman, 2003), in the sense that a series of events in the past, present and 
hypothetical future are meaningfully connected in a temporal way and with a point of 
view (Georgakopoulou, 2004). The difference between Erlebnis, like primary and 
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emotional experience, and Erfahrung can be explained in terms of mental agency and 
a temporal dimension. 

 

MENTAL AGENCY 

Compared to Erlebnissen, in Erfahrungen the individual is given a more active role. 
Experiences are not considered to be mere sensations or subjective responses, but as 
processes in which the individual interacts with his environment and in which he 
learns. �“Experience in virtually all of its guises involves at least a potential learning 
process produced by an encounter with something new, an obstacle or a challenge 
that moves the subject beyond where it began�” (Jay, 2005, p. 403). In fact, the 
overcoming of difficult situations like obstacles and challenges is even claimed to be 
present in the etymological root of the word experience itself: �“Insofar as �“to try�” 
(expereri) contains the same root as periculum, or �“danger,�” there is also a covert 
association between experience and peril, which suggests that it comes from having 
survived risks and learned something from the encounter (ex meaning a coming forth 
from) (�…) it can also connote a worldliness that has left innocence behind by facing 
and surmounting the dangers and challenges that life may present�” (Jay, 2005, p. 10). 
It is this unpredictable learning process that makes experience so valuable (Jay, 2005, 
p. 25). 
 
The way in which individuals can learn based on experiences can be explained by 
using the Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984). The learning cycle begins with a 
so-called �‘Concrete Experience�’. This can be said to be the object in the experience, 
which can consist of anything in the individual�’s environment. It could be a physical 
object, but it could just as well be an event, an idea, a person, or even himself. First 
�‘Reflective Observation�’ is needed. The individual has to be aware of the Concrete 
Experience and understand what it is, what has happened. 
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Figure 3.6 �– Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984) 

 
The relation between the Concrete Experience and the individual must be 
understood. The individual should understand what its consequences are for him and 
how it fits into his life or reality. The mere presence of a burn mark on one�’s finger 
(the Concrete Experience) will in itself not cause any learning. First of all it has to be 
noticed by the individual and it has to be related to the action that has caused it to 
happen, for example his holding his finger to close to the flame of a candle.  
 
The third step in the cycle is �‘Abstract Conceptualization�’. When the individual is 
capable of understanding what the object means, what the consequences of this object 
are for him, he can try to form an abstract rule or concept, relating causes and effects, 
or the object and the consequences this has had for him, for future reference. In the 
abovementioned example a plausible abstract rule or concept would be �‘stay away 
from fire.�’ Step four then consists of �‘Active Experimentation�’, in which the individual 
takes his new-found abstract concept or rule back to reality to experiment with it, 
which might cause yet another �‘Concrete Experience�’, taking the individual through 
the cycle again. Several other models of learning processes contain similar stages, like 
for example the Experiential Learning Model (Luckner & Nadler, 1997) and the 
Reflective Teacher Model (Ashcroft & Foreman-Peck, 1994). The cycle is a constant 
flow of doing and undergoing, of relating causes and effects (Winter, 1997). This 
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continuing flow in the interaction between an individual and his environment is 
essentially what distinguishes a meaningful experience from mere happenings. In this 
context, Dewey speaks of the �“category of continuity, or the experiential continuum�”-
principle (1997, p. 33). �“(E)very experience enacted and undergone modifies the one 
who acts and undergoes, while this modification affects, whether we wish it or not, the 
quality of subsequent experiences. For it is a somewhat different person who enters in 
them�… the principle of continuity of experience means that every experience both 
takes up something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the 
quality of those which come after�” (Dewey, 1997, p. 35). The experience becomes 
part of the individual�’s narrative.  
 
There are different ways in which individuals can deal with events and act upon them. 
All events are appraised by individuals as was shown in figure 3.6 and either 
correspond to or conflict with their personal concerns, which gives rise to emotions 
(Frijda, 1988b). Based on this appraisal the individual acts. When the event complies 
with his concerns, there are no obstacles and only positive emotions are evoked. 
Vasilyuk (1991) calls this a �‘hedonic experience�’, which according to him is not a real 
experience since there is no obstacle or problem to solve. When the event conflicts 
with the individual�’s concerns on the other hand, his expectations are violated and he 
has to interpret the source of violation to determine the course of action. Based on the 
type of obstacle or problem, the individual can choose between three types of action: 
object-oriented practical action, mental reflection, or the generation of meaning 
(Vasilyuk, 1991).  
 
Object-oriented practical action is recommended for problems that can be solved by 
physically reconstructing the situation. For example when confronted with a wild 
animal, there is not much one can do to solve the problem besides fleeing and hereby 
causing a physical change in the situation by distancing oneself from the animal. This 
type of experience is similar to what Vasilyuk calls a �‘Realistic Experience.�’ Mental 
reflection is the second option the individual has in problematic situations. This type 
of action is recommended for situations in which the problem can be solved by 
adapting oneself to the new situation through reflection. When one has been invited 
for two parties on the same day, there is nothing one can physically do to solve the 
problem, one can only reflect on the choice to figure out what party to go to. This 



 

 

  
141

3 | E
xperience concepts 

choice depends on the person�’s value system, which has led Vasilyuk to call this 
type of experience a �‘Value Experience.�’ The third type of action, the generation 
of meaning, is recommended for problematic situations that cannot be solved by 
using one of the other two types of action. When a loved one dies for example, the 
problem can�’t be solved by physically reconstructing the situation or by reflecting 
upon it. These situations are called �‘Critical Situations�’, situations that are first and 
foremost characterised by impossibility (Vasilyuk, 1991). According to Vasilyuk (1991) 
the only thing a person that encounters such a situation can do, is to attach personal 
meaning to it. It is not a matter of discovering meaning but it is an active and creative 
process of generating and giving meaning to the event. This experience is called a 
�‘Value Experience.�’  
 
Whether events are dealt with depends on their relation to the personal concerns of 
the individual. When this relation is conflictive the nature of the problematic situation 
determines the choice of action. Table 3.4 shows the different options. 
 
Relation of event to 
personal concerns 

Course of action Resulting experience 

Compliance No course of action Hedonic Experience (no 
experience) 

Object-oriented practical 
action 

Realistic Experience 

Mental reflection Value Experience 

Conflict 

Construction of meaning Creative Experience 

Table 3.4 �– Ways of dealing with situations and the experiences that result from these 

 
Depending on the situation at hand, the individual chooses a type of action that he 
expects will restore the balanced relationship with his environment (Jay, 2005, p. 359). 
In this sense experience is a transactional concept (Jay, 2005, p. 291). The relationship 
will of course not be identical to the relationship one had with the environment prior 
to the experience. Because of the conflicts resolved, the obstacles overcome, the things 
learned and the meaning created, there now exists a new balance. Dewey (1958) calls 
this process �‘an�’ experience. He says that in practice, people are solving problems all 
day long but this does not necessarily mean that they are having �‘an�’ experience. The 
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activity can be so automatic and mechanical that there is no conscious perception of 
what the individual is doing and what the relation is between what he does, why he 
does it and what the consequences of his actions might be. He is experiencing but not 
having �‘an�’ experience in Dewey�’s (1958) terms.  
 
People experience all day long because through their senses they interact with their 
environment. Even by just breathing we are interacting with our environment. But 
often the experience does not reach completion because people are distracted, 
interrupted, or not paying attention. For experience to become �‘an�’ experience, 
Dewey (1958) concludes, it has to reach the phase of closure, or consummation. In 
this way the experience becomes a whole that enters our memory and shapes our 
view of the world. Everyday experiences, the occurrences and sensations we 
experience daily, that are disjointed and incomplete, are too ill-defined to offer a 
foundation for the future (Jay, 2005).  
 
The completeness of an experience gives it a uniqueness; it demarcates the experience 
from the everyday stream of experience and becomes memorable. One can for 
example distinguish between ordinary experiences and extraordinary experiences 
(Abrahams, 1986). By contrast with ordinary experiences, extraordinary experiences 
always entail a sense of newness, triggered by unusual events, and they are 
characterized by high levels of emotional intensity.  
 
Urry (2002) distinguishes different ways in which a division between the ordinary and 
the extraordinary can be established and sustained. First there is a unique object. 
There is only one real Eiffeltower, there is only one real Anne Frank house. Second 
there are particular signs. There are signs that indicate typical Englishness, Italianness, 
Americanness, Dutchness of a place which make it uniquely English, Italian, etc. 
Thirdly there are unfamiliar aspects of what had previously been thought of as 
familiar. Being able to explore unfamiliar aspects of things we know, like the human 
body or electricity, or weather, or the forest, can make for a unique experience. A 
fourth way consists of ordinary aspects of social life being undertaken by people in 
unusual contexts. To experience how for example public transport, education or 
health care works in a foreign country can make for a unique experience. Fifth is 
carrying out familiar tasks or activities within an unusual visual environment. 
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Although perhaps �‘visual�’ can be extended to other senses, one can think of 
unique situations in which you sleep in a hotel made of ice, or you eat in a hot air 
balloon. Sixth and last are particular signs that indicate that a certain other object 
is indeed extraordinary, even though it doesn�’t seem to be so. A brick may seem 
like a normal brick until one reads the accompanying sign indicating that it is in 
fact a brick from the Berlin wall.  
 
The uniqueness also causes the experience to have a single quality which differentiates 
it from other experiences. Dewey (1958, p. 37) comments, "An experience has a unity 
that gives it its name, that meal, that storm, that rupture of friendship. The existence 
of this unity is constituted by a single quality that pervades the entire experience in 
spite of the variation of its constituent parts�”. �“(S)omething becomes an �“experience�” 
not only insofar as it is experienced, but insofar as its being experienced makes a 
special impression that gives it lasting importance�” (Gadamer, 2004, p. 53).  
 
We are having �‘an�’ experience when we perceive the relation between what we do 
and what we undergo, the causes and consequences. It is this relation that gives 
meaning to the experience and causes growth and development for the individual. 
When the individual carries out some activity, causing him to undergo the 
consequences of his actions, he learns only to the degree that he can relate his actions, 
his doing, to the consequences he undergoes. The impact that the experience has 
depends on the individual�’s perception of relationships or continuities to which it 
leads up (Dewey, 1997; Pugh & Bergin, 2005). The relationships between causes and 
consequences are transformed into relationships between means and ends, which the 
individual can use to invent, explore, create and experiment with, similar to the phase 
of abstract conceptualization in the Experiential Learning Cycle of Kolb (1984).  
 
When experiences are described in terms of learning and the mental connection 
between causes and consequences, time becomes an important factor. Not only does 
the individual not enter the experience as a blank slate, but also the lessons that he 
learns, the meaning that he constructs, the abstract generalizations he makes, can all 
be used for future reference. 
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TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

The discrete encounters with the environment over time leave some sort of 
permanent residue for the individual (Jay, 2005, p. 61; p. 330). In this sense, an 
experience has a temporal dimension as accumulated learning, and memory has a 
central position in experience. The experiences from the past and the knowledge the 
individual already has play a part in experiences in the present and since no one has 
experienced the exact same things and accumulated the exact same knowledge as 
another person in the world, experiences are highly personal. For example an 
individual who has learned everything about car mechanics and who has much 
experience in repairing engines, will have a different experience when his car breaks 
down than a layman who does not know anything of cars. In the same way an art 
critic sees an artwork differently, a professional musician listens to music in a different 
way, a head chef tastes food differently, a doctor perceives the human body in a 
different way, etc. These people have accumulated experiences and knowledge, which 
enables them to make more connections between causes and consequences, and 
hence to learn more and make more sense of the experience. 
 
The accumulation of experience and knowledge of these people causes them to be 
able to connect what they know, which in their case is more than what their lay fellow 
men know, to their experience. In terms of meaning, they are able to have more 
meaningful experiences, caused by their ability to perceive the �‘raw material.�’ Raw 
material, as Dewey (1958) argues, is not just the difference between information and 
experience as I discussed in paragraph 3.2.1 but, for example when experiencing a 
piece of art, can also consist of a realization in thought of �“what the people into whose 
lives it entered had in common, as creators and as those who were satisfied with it, 
with people in our own homes and on our own streets,�” (Dewey, 1958, p. 4). The 
work of art should not be understood as the mere expression of the personal 
experience of the artist himself �“which is then able to provoke a comparable lived 
experience in the reader, beholder, or listener. Instead, it should be understood to 
transcend the artist�’s emotional state and be able to arouse a feeling of concern in the 
recipient, following what he or she feels about the work itself�” (Jay, 2005, p. 356). 
Whatever the reader, beholder or listener already knows or has experienced in the 
past, plays a part in his interpretation of the experience and the meaning it has for 
him. 
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Of course the present experience will also have effect on the experiences the 
individual will have in the future. Whatever he takes away from this experience, 
he will bring with him into the experiences to come. Erfahrung is then �“a more 
temporally elongated notion of experience based on a learning process, an 
integration of discrete moments of experience over time into a narrative whole or 
an adventure�” (Jay, 2005, p. 11). Graphically, the temporal difference between an 
Erlebnis and an Erfahrung can be expressed as in figure 3.7.  
 

 

Figure 3.7 �– The temporal difference between an Erlebnis and an Erfahrung 

 
The main characteristics of this shift from Erlebnis to Erfahrung are summarized in 
table 3.5. 
 
Erlebnis Erfahrung 

Separation of subject and object, and 
focus on passive subject. 

Focus on active participation of 
subject with object 

Pre-reflective Mental agency involved by individual 

Isolated Cumulative, ongoing, moves 
individual beyond where he began. 

Immediate Mediated by connection of doing and 
undergoing, action and reflection, 
causes and consequences 

 

 
 
 
 
  

 

Table 3.5 �– Characteristics of the shift from Erlebnis to Erfahrung 

An Erlebnis is immediate and isolated. 

An Erfahrung is an ongoing process of doing 

and undergoing, action and reflection, causes 

and consequences. 
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3.2.5 FROM MEANINGFUL EXPERIENCES TO INTEGRATIVE EXPERIENCES 

For Gadamer (2004), genuine experiences are hermeneutical, recursive and self-
reflective, in that they are constitutive of knowledge, but also function to provide the 
individual with �“a new horizon within which something can become an experience 
for him�” (p. 348). The meaning an experience has for an individual not only depends 
on his prior knowledge and experience but also on this �‘new horizon�’, and the impact 
the experience has on the life of the individual (James, 1902; Saane, 1998). One can 
imagine that an increase in knowledge and experience in one area of life like playing 
chess or what apples taste best in a specific recipe has a smaller impact on the overall 
life of an individual than knowledge and experience to confront life�’s questions in 
general. The life context on which the experience has an impact, for which the 
experience has meaning, can vary from a very small part of life to life as a whole. Of 
course, this evaluation is personal. For someone playing chess for a living the meaning 
of an experience that causes him to improve his chess skills is greater than for 
someone who does not care much about chess. However, in both cases there is an 
�‘expansion of meaning�’ caused by the experience, the individual gains knowledge and 
understanding. 
 
The perceived relationships between causes and consequences, the lessons learned, 
the abstract conceptualizations, all become part of the individual and can now be 
used in every context they are needed. One can for example learn the laws of 
mechanics as isolated facts which have a certain use for the individual and thus a 
certain cash value. However, the cash value increases and the laws become much 
more meaningful when they �‘boil over�’, when they are no longer mere isolated 
theoretical concepts that the individual has grasped and that he can use within one 
context, but principles he sees operating everyday in his own life and that cause a 
change in his perspective on reality as a whole (Jay, 2005, p. 282; Pugh & Bergin, 
2005). He can now see things that, although they existed before, were not perceived 
by him. These experiences expand one�’s horizons and contribute meaning and value 
to future experience, �“thus leaving us and the world itself irrevocably changed�” 
(Jackson, 1998, p. 33). This irrevocable change is also referred to in the description of 
epiphanic experiences. There are four types of epiphanies, namely major, cumulative, 
minor or illuminative, and relived. �“In the major epiphany, an experience shatters a 
person�’s live, and makes it never the same again�… The cumulative epiphany occurs 
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as the result of a series of events that have built up in the person�’s life�… In the 
minor or illuminative epiphany, underlying tensions and problems in a situation 
or relationship are revealed�… In the relived epiphany, a person relives, or goes 
through again, a major turning point moment in his or her life�” (Denzin, 1989, p. 
17). What connects these types of epiphanies according to Denzin (1989) is that 
they are �“interactional moments that leave marks on people�’s lives�… personal 
character is manifested and made apparent�… the person is never quite the same�” 
(p.15). By living or reliving such an experience, one gains a new perspective on (some 
aspect of one�’s) life.  
 
In essence, to have an experience is to come to see something in a meaningful new 
way in which things come together and fit together more than they did before and 
that opens up the possibility for more meaningful experiences. Baltes et al (1995) call 
these experiences �“wisdom facilitative experiences�” because the individual develops 
personally and gains wisdom in life experiences that involve dealing with difficult and 
uncertain situations in life, which enables him to confront other difficult situations in 
life. This result of experiences has been termed continuity, meaning that an 
appropriate experience modifies the person who has the experience, and the quality 
of subsequent experiences (Dewey, 1997). Continuity is desirable when it fosters 
growth and development, arouses curiosity and anticipation, and carries a person to a 
new and more coherent perspective of reality to be used in the future (Saane, 1998; 
James, 1902).  Gadamer (2004, p. 350) argues that experiences are interminable: �“the 
perfection that we call �“being experienced�”, does not consist in the fact that someone 
already knows everything and knows better than anyone else. Rather, the experienced 
person proves to be, on the contrary, someone who is radically undogmatic; who, 
because of the many experiences he has had and the knowledge he has drawn from 
them, is particularly well equipped to have new experiences and to learn from them�”. 
Experience result in an �“openness to experience that is made possible by experience 
itself�” (Gadamer, 2004, p. 350). 
 
The individual participates in an �“event�” of meaning, in which the individual himself 
and his horizon, or Lebenswelt, and all it contains, are involved, and in which this 
horizon or interpretive framework is widened when it is confronted with other 
horizons (Gadamer, 2004). �“We could say that a meaningful action is an action the 
importance of which goes �“beyond�” its relevance to its initial situation. (�…) An important 
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action, we could say, develops meanings that can be actualized or fulfilled in 
situations other than the one in which this action occurred. To say the same thing in 
different words, the meaning of an important event exceeds, overcomes, transcends, 
the social conditions of its production and may be reenacted in new social contexts,�” 
(Ricoeur, 1991, pp. 154-155), which has an influence on the individual�’s personal 
practical knowledge (Conle, Li & Tan, 2002).  
 
Personal practical knowledge comes about through actions and experiences in the 
past and is usually not readily available to the individual�’s conscious awareness 
anymore because it has become amalgamated with his other experiences. It tacitly 
guides the individual�’s choices and actions and each new experience becomes part of 
the pool of personal practical knowledge available for further action. 
 
The experience becomes part of the individual in such an intricate and profound way 
that it is even involuntarily recollected; even when in a completely different context, 
the lessons learned from the experience will be recalled and used (Jay, 2005, pp. 339-
340). Graphically the difference between what I will call �‘meaningful experiences�’, 
experiences with an isolated impact on one specific context, and �‘integrative 
experiences�’, experiences that show a �‘boiling over�’ effect and cause a change in the 
individual�’s interpretive framework or life-horizon, is expressed in figure 3.8. 
 



 

 

  
149

3 | E
xperience concepts 

 

Figure 3.8 �– Differences in impact between meaningful and integrative experiences 

 
Pugh (2002; 2004) has used the term �‘transformative experience�’ to refer to 
experiences of which the meaning boils or spills over to other contexts. He 
distinguishes three qualities to assess transformative experiences: motivated use, 
expansion of perception, and experiential value. Motivated use is a quality of 
transformative experiences that indicates whether individuals apply what they have 
learned in other contexts out of free will, when they are not required to do so. The 
quality expansion of perception refers to the degree to which the individual actively 
uses what he or she has learned to see some aspect of the world differently. Finally, 
the third quality of transformative experiences is experiential value. This quality is 
related to the value of what has been learned for the experience that it provides. The 
voluntary active use of what has been learned from the integrative experience and the 
valuing of the experience this provides can thus lead to a transformation of the 
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individual, transforming and enriching his experience with the world (Pugh & Bergin, 
2005). 

 

3.3 CONCLUSION: THE SPECTRUM OF EXPERIENCE-CONCEPTS 

Based on the characteristics and descriptions of experiences that have been presented 
in this chapter, I have constructed a spectrum of experiences as an answer to the 
research question �“How can experiences be conceptualized from an individual�’s 
perspective?�” As we saw in chapter 2, there is much confusion in the discourse on 
experience since many things are being called experience. By using the 
conceptualizations of experiences described in this chapter, we can distinguish five 
different levels of experience: the secondary experience, the primary experience, the 
emotional experience, the meaningful experience and the integrative experience. The 
experiences are presented graphically in figure 3.9. 
 
In figure 3.9 we see that the concepts of experience not only differ in the ways that 
have been described in this chapter but that they can also be placed on a scale 
according to their meaning for and impact on the individual. Objective knowledge, 
information and other reified forms of experiences have in themselves no meaning for 
the individual until he actually comes into contact with them. Going upwards along 
the spectrum the meaning that the individual attaches to the experience and the 
impact the experience has on him become greater. Primary experiences consist of a 
direct contact with the secondary experience that impact the individual�’s senses. 
Emotional experiences consist of an emotional impact of the primary experience on 
the individual. Based on the nature of these emotions and the type of situation, the 
individual attaches meaning to the experience, resulting in a meaningful experience. 
Finally when the experience has an impact on more than one specific context of the 
individual�’s life, it becomes an integrative experience. 
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Figure 3.9 �– The spectrum of experience-concepts 

 
Every type of experience can then be said to function as raw material for the type of 
experience placed at its right side on the spectrum and to be needed for the ability to 
have the type of experience placed at its right side on the spectrum. Without an object 
to have contact with there can be no contact; without secondary experience there can 
be no primary experience. Without contact with reality there can be no emotional 
response to it; without primary (or as I explained in this chapter, in some cases 
vicarious) experience there can be no emotional experience. Without emotions that 
motivate the individual to act and to interpret the situation, there will be no 
meaningful experience. Without the construction of meaning within one context of 
life, it cannot boil over to other contexts; hence no integrative experience will be 
possible. 
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Looking from right to left, figure 3.9 shows that every type of experience causes a 
change of perspective on the experiences lying to its left on the spectrum. When in an 
integrative experience the individual�’s perspective on his whole �‘Lebenswelt�’ changes, 
this will contain a change of perspective on the separate contexts that make up his 
lifeworld. In an integrative experience the interpretive framework of the individual is 
involved, which has impact on his whole perspective on life and reality and parts of 
his life and reality. When the meaning the individual constructs within one specific 
context changes through his learning process in a meaningful experience, his 
perspective changes and his emotional response towards the object changes with it. 
An example would be an experience in which the individual learns that lightning is 
not a sign that the Gods are disgruntled but that it is an electro-magnetic discharge of 
clouds. The perhaps initial fear of lightning may then disappear, based on this 
knowledge. When the individual�’s feelings towards the object change, his perception 
of it will also change. For example research shows a difference in the perception of 
odours between individuals who are interested in the object and individuals who are 
not (Bosmans, 2002). The perception of reality that provides sense data is in itself 
subjective. By using instruments like for example microscopes and telescopes for 
perceiving reality instead of a person�’s own senses, one hopes that (a part of) the 
uncertainty of sense-based perceptions will be diminished, and that the use of 
instruments will lead to more certain and more equal data (Jay, 2005). However, it 
should be clear that even when using instruments the perspective on reality changes 
relative to the instrument used. A microscope gives a completely different perspective 
on reality than a telescope for example. Perspectives and their influence on the 
experiences will be discussed in further detail in chapter 4. 
 
The spectrum in figure 3.9 is helpful in explaining what the limitations are of the 
concept of experiences in the environment-centred approach and how these 
limitations can be solved. The environment-centred approach shows an inward focus 
on the objective features of experiences and experiences are presented to the 
individual without enough consideration for the individual and the interaction that 
together with the object form the experience. This concept of experience is very 
similar to the secondary experience located on the utter left of the spectrum. The 
individual is confronted with reifications of experience, and not enough attention is 
being paid to the aspects that are needed for experiences lying more to the right side 



 

 

  
153

3 | E
xperience concepts 

of the spectrum. In fact, Reed (1996) describes the risks of the present-day 
dominance of secondary over primary experience. According to Reed (1996), 
primary experience should be dominant since the meaning of secondary 
experience is derived from it. However, nowadays it is secondary experience that 
is often focused on, at the cost of primary experience. People are confronted with 
messages and facts that they haven�’t experienced for themselves.  
 
By taking into account the characteristics of the different concepts of experiences on 
the spectrum in figure 3.9, the lack of attention for experiences that go beyond the 
level of the secondary experience and the dominant focus on the role of organizations 
in producing experiences as economic offerings with the �‘right�’ objective features can 
be balanced out. Objective features produced by the organization are mere secondary 
experiences that function as raw material for the other types of experience and in the 
end it is the individual who decides what type of experience he or she has; not the 
organization. 
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
In chapter 2 I argued that there are three main limitations within current marketing 
and business literature on experiences, in three different approaches of the subject: 
the environment-, effect-, and encounter-centred approach. In chapter 3 I have 
presented a spectrum of experience-concepts to offset the bias within the 
environment-centred approach of the experience economy discourse and in this 
chapter I will work towards offsetting the bias of the effect-centred approach: the 
focus on the management of hedonic effects. As I argued in the discussion of this bias 
in paragraph 2.4.2, authors who use the effect-centred approach of experience view 
experiences as the positive feelings and emotions that organizations want to instil in 
individuals and focus mainly on the management of these effects. They focus on the 
hedonic effects that they claim individuals seek and seem especially interested in the 
causal relations between their actions and the hedonic effects that should result from 
these. I then explained why I see this approach as problematic: by focusing primarily 
on the role of organizations in managing and producing predetermined hedonic 
effects, the role of the individual and the existence of other effects are neglected.  In 
this chapter I will therefore answer the research question: �“Which kinds of effects can 
experiences have from an individual�’s perspective?�” 
 
First I will discuss why the neglect of other effects besides or beyond hedonic effects is 
problematic and offer alternative views on effects with which the bias towards hedonic 
effects can be offset. I will then explain why I see the focus on managing effects as part 
of a broader tradition of goal-rationality and the implications of this goal-rational 
orientation. By presenting several theories of education, learning and the construction 
of meaning I will explain what I view as a useful and viable alternative for this goal-
rational orientation. Finally I will use these theories to show that the effect-centred 
approach to experiences with its focus on the management of hedonic effects is flawed 
because of an apparent mismatch between the goals that organizations are advised to 
achieve in current business and marketing literature on the experience economy and 
the means that are proposed for achieving these goals.  
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An overview of various different effects on individuals will result in a spectrum of 
experience-effects that will be presented at the end of this chapter. This spectrum 
is meant to offer clarity in the often-confusing discourse on the effects of 
experiences and the role organizations play or should play in the experience 
economy by showing that there are multiple perspectives on this subject. Besides 
paying attention to what roles the organization and individuals play in 
determining what the effects of an experience will be, I will also focus on effects 
that go beyond hedonic effects. As was already shown in the overview of experience 
definitions in chapter 2, the effects of experiences do not just consist of sensory or 
other pleasures but are mostly stated in terms of knowledge and skills. Whether one is 
discussing, studying, organizing for, or in some other way dealing with experiences, 
one should first reflect on what effects would be valuable for the individual and what 
role one can play in the emergence of these effects. 

 

4.2 FROM HEDONIC EFFECTS TOWARDS A BROADER VIEW ON PSYCHOLOGICAL 

EFFECTS 

The focus on hedonic effects can be perceived in many diverse areas of interest, 
although it is difficult to find a universally accepted definition of what hedonic effects 
are. Kahneman, Diener and Schwarz define hedonics as the study of �“what makes 
experiences and life pleasant or unpleasant�” (1999, p. ix). However, the unpleasant 
effects are often not part of the discussions within the effect-centred approach of 
experience. Usually the management of hedonic effects revolves around the 
management of positive, or pleasurable, hedonic effects for individuals as could be 
seen also in the examples of experience-effects given in paragraph 2.4.2. There are 
differences between hedonist schools of thought on what the goal in life is (e.g. do only 
pleasures in the present moment count or do we also have to take into account 
memories and expectations of past and future pleasures? Does pleasure have to lead 
to happiness or doesn�’t it? Do we have to add up separate pleasures and detract 
unpleasures or do we just have to sum up all the pleasures in one life?) but in general 
there seems to be agreement on Kahneman et al�’s (1999) statement that pleasure and 
unpleasure are the focal points of what interests hedonists. 
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One element of hedonic effects that is often alluded to is the immediate sensuous 
stimulation or gratification of the individual (Vasilyuk, 1991; Campbell, 2002; 
Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982; Licht, 2004; Wiberg, 2003). In their discussion of 
various types of pleasurable effects Tiger (1992) and Jordan (2000) call these effects 
�‘Physio-pleasures�’, while Kubovy (1999) uses the term �‘pleasures of the body�’, both 
denoting positive effects that are related to the body and derived from the sensory 
organs. The idea that immediate gratification and sensuous pleasure are the goal in 
life, is usually accredited to Aristippus of Cyrene, living in the 4th and 3rd century BC, 
who is seen as the founder of the Cyrenaic School of Philosophy. Aristippus held that 
bodily indulgences are the goal in life, which, although it is difficult to find factual 
information on this Greek philosopher, has resulted in many scandalous stories on his 
life (IEP, 2009). However, according to many theorists hedonism is not constricted to 
sensory pleasures but to self-interest and pleasure in general. Bentham (1748-1832), 
who is often seen as the founding father of hedonistic utilitarianism, sees all human 
activity as being �“under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure�” 
(Bentham, 1907, p. I:1), and claims that pleasure can result from many activities, but 
that it is always one and the same sensation. The only differences between pleasures 
are of a quantitative nature, in terms of intensity, duration, certainty, propinquity 
(nearness or remoteness in time), fecundity (probability that it will lead to other 
pleasures), purity (not mixed with contrary sensations of pain) and extent (how many 
persons are affected by the pleasure) (Bentham, 1907, pp. IV:1-7). Bentham�’s 
hedonistic utilitarianism has received much criticism though. Some examples of 
criticism that his theory has received are that he equates pleasure with happiness and 
takes this to be the goal of life, that he does not take into account the intention of 
actions, the existence of evil pleasures or qualitative differences between pleasures, 
and that his hedonistic calculus is flawed when it comes to interpersonal comparisons 
(Nussbaum, 2004a). Nozick (1975) has developed a thought experiment to explain the 
critique on hedonistic thought. 
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4.2.1 CRITIQUE ON HEDONIC EFFECTS 

A well-known thought experiment for attacking the hedonistic utilitarian theory is 
Nozick�’s �‘Experience Machine�’: �“Suppose there were an experience machine that 
would give you any experience you desired. Superduper neuropsychologists could 
stimulate your brain so that you would think and feel you were writing a great 
novel, or making a friend, or reading an interesting book. All the time you would 
be floating in a tank, with electrodes attached to your brain. Should you plug into this 
machine for life, preprogramming your life�’s desires? (...) Of course, while in the tank 
you won�’t know that you�’re there; you�’ll think it�’s all actually happening. Others can 
also plug in to have the experiences they want, so there�’s no need to stay unplugged to 
serve them. (Ignore problems such as who will service the machines if everyone plugs 
in.) Would you plug in? What else can matter to us, other than how our lives feel from 
the inside?�” (1975, p. 43). 
 
If pleasure were indeed the prime motivator of human activity, as the hedonists claim, 
then people would probably welcome such a machine. However, according to Nozick 
(1975) most people would not choose to enter the machine because they value other 
things besides the pleasurable simulated experiences the machine could offer them. 
Although one can criticize the thought experiment on several points (e.g. Kawall, 
1999; Belshaw, 2004; Silverstein, 2000; Baber, 2008; Lemos, 2002; 2004; Rivera-
López, 2007; Athanassoulis, 2006), the arguments Nozick (1975) gives for not entering 
the machine and the thought experiment itself are very helpful for understanding the 
critique that befalls the focus on hedonic effects within the effect-centred approach of 
experiences.  

 

HEDONIC EFFECTS: APPEARANCE WITHOUT CONTENT 

First of all there is critique on the reality of hedonic experiences. Nozick argues that 
�“plugging into an experience machine limits us to a man-made reality, to a world no 
deeper or more important than that which people can construct. There is no actual 
contact with any deeper reality, though the experience of it can be simulated�” (1975, 
p. 43). This quote of Nozick may remind the reader of the discussion on the difference 
between primary and secondary experiences in chapter 3. The experiences in the 
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Experience Machine offer no contact with the �‘raw material�’ and are constructed, and 
thus filtered, by human beings. The lack of �‘real�’ contact with �‘real�’ things is a point of 
criticism that can be found in many sources in which a critical position is taken 
against society�’s present attitude towards experiences. One of the terms used to 
describe this attitude is �‘Disneyfication�’, based on the way in which Walt Disney has 
designed his themeparks. Disneyfication, or Disneyization as it is also sometimes 
called (e.g. Bryman, 2004), refers to a focus on outside appearance and control. First 
of all, Disneyfication denotes a focus more on appearance and design than on 
substance and reality. The focus is more on décor than on content. In the context of 
physical surroundings Zukin (1991) for example complains that there seems to be a 
trend towards �‘landscaping�’, meaning that public space is increasingly being designed 
to evoke specific effects and experiences and that all other functions that public space 
has, are absorbed by the function of appearance (Mommaas, 2000). This raises the 
question of who should decide which factors should be taken into account in the 
design of physical surroundings. In their article on the authenticity of works of art, Ex 
and Lengkeek (1996) discuss the fact that in the ongoing search to build experiences, 
there are different types of authenticity one should take into account. Material 
authenticity means that something is made of the original material or by the original 
producer, conceptual authenticity means that something is made according to the 
ideas or intentions of the original maker, contextual authenticity means that 
something is properly located in its original surroundings, and functional authenticity 
means that the original use function has been preserved. One can see how 
Disneyfication and landscaping may result in a loss of authenticity on multiple levels. 
The focus on appearance and design also causes uniformity and hence a loss of 
variety in culture and design, a point of critique that is often cited by cultural critics. 
Hannigan (1998) for instance calls cities that have been Disneyficated �‘Fantasy cities�’. 
In these cities everything may seem real and original but there is a lack of adventure, 
unexpectedness, diversity and humanity (Hannigan, 1998). Klein (2002), in her book 
No Logo, sees this phenomenon in a wider context and notices that there is a lack of 
diversity and a trend of homogenization of culture in general, because of the focus on 
appearance. 
 
This focus on appearance and the lack of adventure, unexpectedness, diversity and 
humanity that allegedly go with it, can also be related to the focus on control that is 
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inherent to Disneyfication. Everything is designed in such a way that the audience 
gets a feeling of safety and perfection, and people are comforted by the fact that 
everything is sanitized and managed, there is no place for unpleasurable surprises. 
This development has been coined �‘disenchantment�’ (Ritzer, 1999), to denote the 
loss of the enchanted character of reality and the focus on efficiency and control. 
The environment has to be entertaining for people and people have to be able to 
feel like they have escaped everyday reality with its inherent surprises and risks 
during their stay. Disneyficated spaces may therefore seem public, but they really are 
not. �“[Disneyficated spaces] are being controlled in a strict way and offer limited or 
even exclusive access. They are spaces for collective use, but at the same time private 
terrain, designed for the execution of productive activities, like shopping and other 
forms of leisure. This new public space seems to be ruled by planned technological 
and economic forces, for reasons of optimal manageability�” (Deursen, 2001).  
 
A comparison between these characteristics of Disneyfication and the pre-
programmed simulations of experiences that people have while being plugged in into 
Nozick�’s (1975) Experience Machine can easily be made. Many authors agree with 
Nozick that real-life experiences are to be preferred to designed, organised and 
controlled experiences (e.g. Richards, 2001; Edensor, 1998; Battarbee, 2004; Bell, 
1976; Boorstin, 1964), some referring to the latter as pseudo- or even non-events (e.g. 
Boorstin, 1964; Bey, 1985/1991). Individuals who choose to participate in this kind of 
experiences are referred to as calculating or programmed hedonists, who allow 
themselves to have fun and enjoy themselves but always in a planned, carefully 
controlled way (Desmond, 2002; Featherstone, 1991). They appear to have a �‘real�’ 
experience, but instead they engage in �“extreme sports which promise perfectly safe, 
�‘near-death�’ experiences�” (Desmond, 2002, p. 25) like bungeejumping, swimming 
with sharks protected by an iron cage, and river rafting. This type of behaviour is also 
referred to as the �“controlled de-control of emotions�” (Featherstone, 1991, p. 126; 
Desmond, 2002, p. 25). However, due to the lack of actual contact with reality, these 
experiences �“are stale and dreary. That is why people quickly seek the next 
experience and hence rush from one disappointment to the next�” (Jay, 2005, p. 160). 
Some people live under constant �‘experience stress�’ (�“druk van de beleving�” (in 
Dutch), (Visser, 1998)) in their search for always more, and more intense, experiences 
(Schulze, 2000; Mommaas, 2000; Cauter, 1995). With all these immediate and 
intense experiences, every moment is dramatized, �“to increase our tensions for a fever 
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pitch, and yet to leave us without a resolution, reconciliation, or transforming 
moment... This is necessarily the case, since the effects that are created derive not 
from content but almost entirely through technique. There is constant stimulation 
and disorientation, yet there is also emptiness after the psychedelic moment has 
passed�” (Bell, 1976, p. 118). The individual is then perceived as a collector of separate 
pleasurable moments and memories, without paying attention to the coherence of his 
identity and life. In fact, Nozick has taken the thought experiment one step further, 
and proposes entering a Transformation Machine, which transforms the individual 
into any kind of person he would like to be. With this machine, we would not only 
believe we had become courageous, intelligent, loved or strong based on what we had 
experienced in the Experience Machine, but we would actually be all these things. 
More (1997) argues that these abrupt personality changes, which are caused by the 
machine, would lack the gradual aspect of �‘normal�’ personal change and would cause 
a rupture in the chain of psychological connectedness and continuity that makes an 
individual the same individual over time. The challenge would be to use technology 
not just for providing individuals with immediate pleasurable experiences, but for 
enhancing the gradual personal growth and development of real human beings (More, 
1997).   

 

HEDONIC EFFECTS: LACK OF ACTIVITY 

A second point of critique on hedonism that Nozick expresses is: �“First, we want to do 
certain things, and not just have the experience of doing them�” (Nozick, 1975, p.43). 
One important reason according to Nozick, for people to not enter the Experience 
Machine, would be the fact that the individual would be passive within the machine 
and things would happen to him. �“What is most disturbing about [Experience 
Machines] is their living of our lives for us. (�…) Perhaps what we desire is to live (an 
active verb) ourselves, in contact with reality. (And this, machines cannot do for us.)�” 
(Nozick, 1975, p.43). The idea that human beings are not passive entities, but rather 
are actively motivated, has received much attention also within the disciplines 
concerned with media and communication (Blumler, 1979). To explore the 
motivations that people have for their consumption of media, although the 
motivations may also apply to non-media consumption, McGuire (1974; 1976) has 
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provided one of the most extensive psychological models of human motivations, 
classifying them into 16 categories based on four dimensions: mode (cognitive �– 
affective), initiation (active �– passive), stability (preservation �– growth), and 
orientation (internal �– external), as table 4.1 shows. 
 

 

 
Initiation Active Passive 

Mode 

  Orientation 
 
Stability 

Internal External Internal External 

Preservation Consistency Attribution Categorization Objectification 

Cognitive 
 

Growth Autonomy Stimulation Teleological Utilitarian 

Preservation Tension-Reduction Expressive Ego-Defensive Reinforcement 

Affective 
 

Growth Assertion Affiliation Identification Modeling 

Table 4.1 �– Human Motivations according to McGuire (1974, p. 172) 

 
The cognitive/affective dimension distinguishes needs focused on information 
processing versus needs for emotional or feeling states. Hedonic effects clearly belong 
to the affective mode. The active/passive dimension is concerned with the question 
whether behaviour is caused by an internal pressure (active) or as a reaction to 
external factors (passive). Hedonic effects as described so far in this chapter belong to 
the passive category, since they are evoked by external stimuli. The 
preservation/growth dimension differentiates needs for stability versus needs for 
change. Hedonic effects belong to the growth category, because the hedonic 
individual wants to feel something different from the ordinary. The internal/external 
dimension distinguishes between behaviour that is oriented at satisfying the 
individual�’s needs by adapting one�’s behaviour in the world (external) or by focusing 
inward (internal). The orientation of the hedonic effects that the Experience Machine 
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is focused on is clearly internal: since the individual is inside the Experience Machine, 
he cannot act in the world since he is himself cut off from the world. The pre-
programmed experiences thus only have an impact on the individual�’s internal state 
of mind, not on the world external to the machine. 
 
The need that belongs to the affective, passive, growth and internal category is 
Identification. Identification refers to needs for role-playing and identity adoption. 
Playing different roles and adapting the roles one already has, is assumed to be 
pleasurable for people. Examples of identification could be plugging into the 
Experience Machine to have the sensation of being a cowboy, or having one�’s picture 
taken in Madame Tussauds to have the sensation of being close to a celebrity. As can 
be seen in table 4.1, by focusing on hedonic effects as is done in the effect-centred 
approach to experience, only a small part of human motivations is taken into 
consideration. Furthermore, by playing out all sorts of scenarios and roles without 
connecting these to one�’s self, the hedonic experiences may leave the individual with 
pleasurable memories, but then much of the potential impact of experiences would be 
ignored. Human beings after all are not mere passive receptors or collectors of 
pleasurable sensations and roles to play.  

 

HEDONIC EFFECTS: HUMAN BEING AS PASSIVE ABSORBER OF STIMULI 

A third reason that Nozick gives �“for not plugging in is that we want to be a certain 
way, to be a certain sort of person. Someone floating in a tank is an indeterminate 
blob. (�…) Plugging into the machine is a kind of suicide�” (1975, p. 43). The individual 
is treated as a �“one size fits all�”-receptor of electronically transmitted stimuli with the 
sole goal of evoking some pleasurable sensation or emotion. The idea of sending 
sensory input to individuals, even by the use of electrodes, is a less far-fetched aspect 
of the Experience Machine thought experiment. Although transmitting messages one-
on-one to an individual�’s brain is still technologically impossible (Ambler, Ioannides & 
Rose, 2000), studies in the areas of neuromarketing are well under way of discovering 
how the brain reacts to affective messages. �“In this ideal, or horrific, marketing world, 
advertisements could be fine tuned to maximize the intended encoding for the target 
market while minimizing effects for other individuals�” (Ambler, Ioannides & Rose, 
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2000, p. 4). In principle, it would not necessarily be problematic if sensory input 
could be sent to individuals if these individuals could decide for themselves to 
accept the input or not, based on whether they wanted or needed it or not. 
However, this is not the case. The specific characteristics of hedonic experiences, 
and actually of experiences in general as I will explain in chapter 5 in the 
discussion of the so-called SEC-framework, make for a situation in which the 
individual has to have the experience in order to know whether he needed or 
wanted it. One cannot predict with certainty whether one will like a certain movie or 
whether a certain therapy will help in solving personal problems; one knows whether 
one liked a movie only after one has seen it and the time it takes to discover whether 
the therapy has helped may be even longer. The risk of disappointment when getting 
involved in experiences is then much higher compared to a situation in which one 
knows in detail what to expect beforehand. When an individual only has vague 
expectations, it is very difficult for him to predict whether the experience he is about 
to engage himself in, will satisfy his needs or desires. There is only one way to find out: 
experiencing.  
 
When the individual has a desire for some pleasurable emotional outcome but does 
not have knowledge about which experiential alternatives will provide these, there of 
course exists a possibility that he may be disappointed with the experience. When a 
certain individual for example searches a feeling of excitement he has many 
alternatives to choose from, for example reading a detective, watching an action 
movie, going to the race track, bungeejumping, etcetera. Reading may result in too 
little effect, while bungeejumping results in too much excitement for the individual�’s 
taste. It is very hard to predict how much excitement will be just right for the 
individual and which experience will offer this level of excitement (Arnould & Price, 
1993). Even when the individual finds an experience that satisfies him, the chance 
that the individual will be disappointed with the experience may grow in time since 
the newness and uniqueness of the first experience will diminish every time the 
individual has a comparable experience. Feelings of boredom may develop related to 
the experience, resulting in �‘experience stress�’, or a need to find ever more intense 
experiences as was described earlier (Jay, 2005; Schulze, 2000; Visser, 1998). Nozick�’s 
critique refers exactly to this issue: who are we as human beings, if we are not just 
collectors of ever more and ever more intense effects? 
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4.2.2 THE EUDAIMONIC ALTERNATIVE FOR HEDONISM 

An alternative school of thought called eudaimonism, shares Nozick�’s (1975) critique 
on hedonistic thought. The satisfaction of human motivations and desires and its 
consequences for the psychological state of mind of human beings has in fact been the 
topic of a discussion that extends at least as far back as the classical Greek philosophy. 
Within this centuries-long discussion one can recognize (at least) two perspectives: 
hedonism and eudaimonism. In fact many authors (e.g. Kraut, 1979; Waterman, 
1993; Ryan & Deci, 2001) have paid attention to the differences between these two 
perspectives. I will discuss some main characteristics of eudaimonism based on the 
three points of critique that were explained above: the focus on appearance without 
content, the lack of activity and the view of human beings as passive absorbers of 
stimuli. 
 
To start with the latter, the view of human beings as passive absorbers of stimuli is 
completely in line with my critique on the effect-centred approach of experience in 
current business and marketing literature. The focus in this literature on the role of 
organizations as managers of hedonic effects implies a very passive role of individuals, 
whose main role is often portrayed as in fact absorbing whatever organizations decide 
to confront them with. As I explained in the discussion of the bias within the effect-
centred approach of experience in chapter 2 and as I will further explain in paragraph 
4.3, individuals are not mere receptors or absorbing sponges but actively give 
meaning to what happens to them and as such they play an important role in 
whatever effects they will experience. I will explain this issue further in the following 
paragraphs so I will now focus on the other two points of critique, to show how 
eudaimonism intends to offer an alternative perspective. 

 

EUDAIMONIC EFFECTS: FIRST AND SECOND ORDER DESIRES 

As has already been described above, hedonists argue that a happy person is a person 
who tries to maximize pleasure. The fulfilment of one�’s desires, getting what one 
wants, gives pleasure, which according to the hedonists is the goal of life. However, 
according to Kraut (1979), people do not just desire, but �“it is natural and inevitable 
for us to develop a deep interest in whether or not such desires are being satisfied�” (p. 



 

 

  
167

4 | E
ffects of experience 

172) and this �‘deep interest�’ is what Kraut calls a second-order desire. He explains 
this concept by giving an example that closely resembles Nozick�’s (1975) thought 
experiment. If a person desires being admired by his friends and his friends 
deceive him by acting like they admire him, can we say that the person�’s desire for 
admiration has been satisfied and consequently that this person is happy? The 
person feels like his desire for admiration by his friends has been satisfied (second-
order desire), but in reality they do not admire him (first-order desire). Just like the 
person in the Experience Machine is led to believe something that in reality is not true, 
also in this example the person is led to believe that he is admired, while in reality this 
is not the case. According to Kraut (1979), happiness involves the recognition that 
one�’s desires are actually being fulfilled. The deceived person may feel happy, but 
according to Kraut we cannot say that he is happy, since �“[j]udged by his own 
standards of happiness, he has not attained it, though he is in the same psychological 
state he would be in if he had attained it�” (1979, p. 179). The second-order desire of 
the individual has been satisfied, since he perceives or believes he is being admired, 
but he is mistaken so his first-order desire is not really satisfied.  
 
Kraut (1979) also gives an example of a situation in which an individual�’s first-order 
desire is satisfied, but not his second-order desire. If the individual attaches much 
value to his family (first-order desire) and mistakenly believes that his family has been 
killed, can we say that his desire for having family is satisfied? He believes that he has 
lost his family (second-order desire), when in reality they are alive (first-order desire). 
Apparently, according to Kraut (1979), true happiness requires a satisfaction of both 
first- and second-order desires. Satisfaction of just the second-order desires may cause 
pleasure, or a feeling of happiness, but both are needed for true happiness, or being 
happy. The man-made appearance is not enough for eudaimonists, both second- and 
first-order desires have to be fulfilled. 
The eudaimonists inspired by Aristotle�’s conception of eudaimonia, argue that the 
recognition that one�’s desires are fulfilled is indeed a necessary condition of 
eudaimonia but not a sufficient one. The additional condition is related to the second 
point of critique on hedonism: the lack of activity. 
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EUDAIMONIC EFFECTS: ACTING IN LINE WITH ONE�’S DAIMON. 

Aristotle argues that for eudaimonia it is also necessary that the individual engages in 
activities. These activities should be in accordance with an ideal, which has been 
termed virtue, optimal functioning, excellence, daimon, or the true nature or 
potential of the individual (Aristoteles, 1997; Nussbaum, 2004a; Waterman, 1993; 
Ryan & Deci, 2001). Where hedonic effects may be quite passive, as was argued by 
Nozick (1975), eudaimonia refers to activity of the individual. To take an example of 
Aristotle (1997) himself: �“every random person, even a slave, may enjoy and find 
hedonic pleasure in bodily indulgences. However, no eudaimonist would call the slave 
happy in the eudaimonic meaning. Happiness is not a disposition of a person and 
cannot be found in amusement or passing the time indulging oneself, but to be happy 
in the eudaimonic sense of the word the individual has to be able to engage in 
activities that bring out the best in him, that make him function optimally�” (p. 303, 
original in Dutch). 
 
Eudaimonia occurs when the activities of individuals are in line with their daimon, 
with realizing their potentialities (Waterman, 1993, p. 678). In short the difference 
between hedonism and eudaimonia can then be expressed in the sense that a hedonic 
effect occurs when individuals get what they want and a eudaimonic effect occurs 
when individuals are engaged in an activity in which they can express who they are. 
Hedonic enjoyment is therefore an effect of a wider range of experience than 
eudaimonia. Activity in which individuals act in accordance with their daimon can 
lead to eudaimonic as well as hedonic effects, if it gives them immediate pleasure, but 
enjoyable activities in which the individual cannot or does not express himself can 
lead to hedonic effects but not to eudaimonic effects. Also, as was explained above, 
hedonic effects may even occur when the individual is not engaged in activity, while 
for eudaimonic effects activity is needed.  
 
Examples of hedonic experiences that can have eudaimonic effects are flow or 
optimal experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), peak experiences (Maslow, 1970) and 
peak performances (Privette, 1981; 1983; Privette & Bundrick, 1991). Flow 
experiences or optimal experiences are states of being completely involved in an 
activity for its own sake. The individual is in a state of intense emotional involvement 
and experiences timelessness that comes from immersive and challenging activities 
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(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The activities can be described as intrinsically motivated, 
autotelic activities that individuals enjoy for their own sake, not for some external 
motivation like money, grades or status. For this reason the experience can be 
called hedonic. However, what also characterizes flow or optimal experiences is 
that there has to be a certain balance between the challenge provided by the 
activity at hand and the skills of the individual. Too much challenge relative to a 
person�’s skills leads to anxiety and disengagement, whereas too little leads to 
boredom and alienation. When the challenge at hand is slightly higher than the skills 
the individual has, there is a chance he will have a flow experience and because of the 
experience, his skills may grow so a higher challenge is needed for the individual to 
arrive in a state of flow the next time, because he has learned. This sense of 
accomplishment of self-competence is a eudaimonic effect that happens not 
immediately but as a result of the experiencing process.  
 
Intrinsic value or motivation also characterizes the so-called peak experiences 
described by Maslow (1970). Peak-experiences according to Maslow (1970) are felt as 
self-validating, self-justifying moments that carry their own intrinsic value; they are 
ends in themselves, instead of means to some other end. Feelings like fear, anxiety, 
inhibition, confusion and conflict are said to disappear and the person experiences a 
sense of well-being, completeness and profound joy and significance (Maslow, 1970). 
Peak performance is an episode of superior functioning or full use of one�’s potential 
and is also, like flow and peak experiences, linked to self-actualization. Although the 
individual having these types of experience may enjoy himself while having the 
experience, and in that sense result in a hedonic effect, but effects may be very long 
lasting and profoundly impacting for the individual. 
 
Another, but related difference between these two types of effects is that hedonic 
effects are immediate in pleasurable experiences, while eudaimonic effects can result 
from activities that at the moment in which the individual engages in them are not 
pleasurable at all, but that after time result in personal growth and development; the 
effects are thus indicative of distinct types of experience  (Waterman, 1993).  



 

 

 

 
170

4.2.3 THE SPECTRUM OF PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF EXPERIENCE. 

The three points of critique about hedonic effects that I have discussed so far, the 
focus on appearance without content, the lack of activity and the view of human 
beings as passive absorbers of stimuli, are not characteristics of every type of 
experience. The spectrum of experience concepts I presented in chapter 3 shows that 
one can distinguish five different concepts of experience (secondary, primary, 
emotional, meaningful and integrative) of which the secondary experience is not 
considered an experience. Based on the descriptions of the psychological effects 
discussed above one can notice that the focus on hedonic effects in the effect-centred 
approach means that authors and practitioners within this approach pay more 
attention to the primary and emotional experiences than they do to the other types of 
experience. As was discussed above, hedonism can be defined in a narrow and in a 
broad way. The narrow definition sees hedonism as focused on physical sensations 
while the broader definition is focused on pleasurable effects in general. One would 
expect these two types of effects to be in line with, respectively, the primary and the 
emotional experiences as is shown in table 4.2. 
 
Experiential 
concepts 

Secondary 
experience 

Primary 
experience 

Emotional 
experience 

Meaningful 
experience 

Integrative 
experience 

Narrow 
definition: 
sensory 
pleasure 

Broad 
definition: 
pleasure in 
general 

Psychological 
effects 

   
      X 

Hedonic effects 

Less immediate effects like 
for example happiness or 
eudaimonia. 

Table 4.2 �– Psychological effects for different concepts of experience 

 
However, to arrive at a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the 
experience economy from the individual�’s perspective, the broadening of the 
perspective on psychological effects beyond mere hedonic effects is not enough. One 
should also take into account the definitions related to the effects of experiences (see 
table 4.3) which were not primarily focused on psychological effects like sensory and 
other types of pleasure, but rather on knowledge and skills, which are more related to 
learning. 
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To be able to construct a theory for experience that takes into account the effects 
of the different experience conceptualizations that have been presented in chapter 
3, attention should also be paid to these more cognitive effects. However, I will 
argue that managing effects is problematic. By relating the focus on managing 
effects in general to the study of the construction of meaning, called semiotics, I 
will argue that the management of effects by external parties is a difficult if not 
impossible goal and explore how effects could be dealt with in a way that other, 
more cognitive, meanings are also included. 
 
Definition 

knowledge or skill which is obtained from doing, seeing or feeling things 
(CALD) 

knowledge or practical wisdom gained from what one has observed, 
encountered, or undergone (D) 

knowledge or skill acquired over time (OC) 

Knowledge or skill gained over time (OD) 

the knowledge and skill that you have gained through doing sth for a 
period of time; the process of gaining this (OAL) 

The knowledge or skill so derived (AHD) 

Knowledge resulting from actual observation or from what one has 
undergone (OED) 

practical knowledge, skill, or practice derived from direct observation of 
or participation in events or in a particular activity (MW) 

Personal knowledge derived from participation or observation (R) 

the impression on a person or animal of events (CE) 

the totality of the cognitions given by perception; all that is perceived, 
understood, and remembered (D) 

The fact of being consciously affected by an event. Also an instance of 
this (OED) 

The fact or state of having been affected by or gained knowledge through 
direct observation or participation (MW) 

 

Table 4.3 �– Definitions of experience that are focused on the effects for the individual 
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4.3 LIMITATIONS OF MANAGING EFFECTS IN GENERAL 

The focus in literature on the experience economy lies mainly on the role of the 
organization in managing hedonic effects, or effects in general for that matter. What 
happens when this is the focus is that the role of the individual as a meaning making 
being is neglected. The organization is perceived as a provider of stimuli that in the 
encounter with an individual are transformed into effects in a seemingly black box 
way. However, especially now that organizations are more and more recognized as 
cultural producers of symbolic goods (e.g. Rifkin, 2000; Richards, 2001; Featherstone, 
1991; Levy, 1959; Schulze, 2000; Ter Borg, 2003; Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982) 
there is an increased need for a better understanding of the workings of this black box, 
of how meaning is created and effects come about. When goods are perceived as signs, 
as being symbolic, one needs an understanding of how meaning is created. There 
appears to be much concern about the neglect of this process of meaning making. In 
chapter 3, I discussed Reed�’s (1996) concerns about the dominance of secondary 
experiences nowadays, filtered and partial representations of the primary experience, 
that are not experiences in themselves.  
 
However, Reed is not the only author who warns of this imbalance. �“With an ever 
quickening turnover time, objects as well as cultural artifacts become disposable and 
depleted of meaning. Some of these objects, such as computers, TVs, VCRs and hifis, 
produce many more cultural artifacts or signs (�‘signifiers�’) than people can cope with. 
People are bombarded with signifiers and increasingly become incapable of attaching 
�‘signifieds�’ or meanings to them. (�…) People are overloaded by this bombardment of 
the signs�” (Lash & Urry, 1994, pp. 2-3). This overload by a bombardment of the 
senses with signs has also been termed as �“an inflation of the sign�”  (MacCannell & 
MacCannell, 1982, p. 132). MacCannell and MacCannell (1982) describe that it 
seems as if there is a sign-mechanism that produces images, texts and signs in people�’s 
everyday life. More and more, the focus seems on the automated production of 
�“Tear-jerking, thrills and chills, suspicion, the supernatural�” (p. 132). However, 
without paying attention to how individuals are supposed to cope with all these 
stimuli, the meaning-effect of the sign suffers from inflation. In the end this can lead to 
people taking signs at face value and just accepting one meaning without being critical 
and reflective in reference to the alternative meanings the sign could have. 
MacCannell and MacCannell (1982) call this phenomenon the �‘illusion of 
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immanence�’: �“the individual�’s dogmatic belief in a meaning. It does not refer to 
the truth or nontruth of that meaning�” (p. 58). One, perhaps arbitrary meaning 
that the individual has attached to a sign is taken as �‘the�’ meaning of the sign and 
because of a lack of attention for alternative meanings the �“individual subjectivity 
is promoted to a position of theoretical and/or practical centrality�” (MacCannell 
& MacCannell, 1982, p. 58). Not only would a mere focus on the supply of more 
stimuli lead to this �‘illusion of immanence�’, it would also lead to �“total mental 
chaos�” (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 22). Falk and Dierking refer to William James 
(1890), when they describe that people are continuously bombarded with stimulations 
and that �‘interest�’ is their filter. �“(O)ne sees how false a notion of experience that is 
which would make it tantamount to the mere presence to the senses of an outward 
order. Millions of items in the outward order are present to my senses which never 
properly enter into my experience. Why? Because they have no interest for me. My 
experience is what I agree to attend to. Only those items which I notice shape my 
mind �– without selective interest, experience is an utter chaos�” (James, 1890, p. 403). 
This chaos caused by overstimulation or the supply of an excessive amount of 
disorganized, patternless or chaotic sensory stimuli can lead to confusion, 
bewilderment and impairment of the ability to think and act clearly (Toffler, 1970). 
�“It is for this reason that practitioners of political or religious brainwashing make 
use �… of sensory bombardment involving flashing lights, rapidly shifting patterns of 
colour, or chaotic sound effects - the whole arsenal of psychedelic kaleidoscopy�” 
(Toffler, 1970, p. 310). There exist some classical techniques that people will make use 
of to cope with this overload (e.g. denial, specialization, reversion, super-simplification 
(Toffler, 1970, pp. 319-322)) but these techniques do not do justice to the complexity 
of reality and generate distorted images of reality.  
 
The problem that is pointed out is that there is an abundance of stimuli, but also a 
lack of attention for the capacities that people need to make sense of them. When 
experiences are not considered as mere hedonic effects that are causal effects of the 
individual�’s encounter with stimuli in his environment, then attention should be paid 
to the process of meaning making. 
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4.3.1 THE CONSTRUCTION OF MEANING 

When an individual interacts with his environment, which is the basis of every 
experience as we have seen, he is constantly confronted with stimuli via his senses. 
These external stimuli in the environment are all potential carriers of meaning. When 
the individual pays attention to them they transform into actual carriers of meaning, or 
signifiers. In this sense potential carriers of meaning can be defined as �“any naturally 
occurring unit (�‘sign vehicle�’) that has the capacity to carry meaning,�” (MacCannell & 
MacCannell, 1982, p. 58) and it becomes an actual carrier of meaning or a signifier, 
only when someone sees it as meaning something. This distinction between potential 
signifiers and actual signifiers is important because everything is a potential carrier of 
meaning but the process of meaning construction does not begin until the individual 
observes it, as was indicated by the quote of Benjamin James (1890) earlier: �“My 
experience is what I agree to attend to�”. Also Kolb (1984) explains the need for 
observation in the second phase of his cycle of Experiential Learning (see figure 3.6).  
 
In experience terms, the signifier is the environment the individual interacts with. 
Most studies in semiology are biased towards the signifier, because it is observable and 
thus easier to analyse (MacCannell & MacCannell, 1982). In itself the signifier has no 
intrinsic meaning, in the sense that it has to be interpreted by an individual who 
invests it with meaning (Cornelis, 1995); in other words, a meaning has to be 
constructed. This meaning is what I will refer to as the signified or the content of 
meaning. For symbols, for example words, this process takes place relatively 
automatically when the individual already knows the symbol. The signifier is given a 
constant meaning, which is of course useful for communication. If everyone would 
interpret words in their own way, communication would be impossible. The same 
thing applies to other signifiers that have been given a fixed or common sense 
meaning, like for example a red light in traffic, signifying that you must stop, and the 
ticking with a knife against a glass, announcing that someone is going to speech. This 
fixed or common sense relation between signifiers and signifieds is what Breuer and 
Wuestenberg (1999) call anchors. However, also in many other cases efforts are made 
to predefine and fix the signified. Rigid codes of meanings are sometimes used, 
restricting or even censoring the active construction of meaning (MacCannell & 
MacCannell, 1982). This happens for example when some authority is telling people 
what a certain poem means, or what the painter of a specific painting or the architect 
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of a certain building meant with it. While these signifieds consist of secondary 
experience and hence of information that has been �“processed - selected, modified, 
packaged and presented�” (Reed, 1996, p. 3) by the authority, and are thus the 
signified according to this authority, it is often presented as �‘the�’ meaning, �‘the�’ 
truth.  
 
Signifiers have no intrinsic meaning and imposing a signified on them restricts the 
process of interpretation by the individual. The range of possible meanings that exists 
for any signifier should lead to scepticism about claims for a single, definitive 
interpretation (Gottdiener, 2001). By forcing imposed meanings on individuals, they 
are being treated as passive recipients, not as the active constructors of meaning that 
they are. The signified that an individual attaches to a signifier is based on his 
interpretive framework. This framework consists for example of the prior experience, 
knowledge, motivations, cultural background, emotions, intentions, expectations, 
everything that a person uses to interpret his environment. Based on this framework, 
the individual can decide what the personal meaning of this signified is to him. 
Cornelis (1995) explains this process by using the example of a street-sign. When a 
person walks in a city and he sees a street-sign, he first has to recognize it as such and 
be able to read it. Only then does it become a signifier. The sign in itself does not 
have an intrinsic meaning, but when this person knows the city and has an idea of 
where streets are and how they are related, he can know where he is, based on the 
street-sign. The person has now attached a signified to the signifier, by placing the 
signifier in a bigger context. The meaning that this knowledge of where he is has for 
the person, the personal meaning, depends on where he is going, what he was 
planning to do, his intentions, his goals, etc. As long as he does not know this, there is 
no direction of meaning; the meaning does not become personal. Just as we saw in 
paragraph 2.4.2, the experience has to be appraised based on the individual�’s interests 
or concerns if he is to become emotionally involved (Frijda, 1988b). When the 
experience has no impact for the concerns of the individual, personal involvement will 
be low, and so will personal meaning. For the experience to have an impact on the 
individual, his interpretive framework should be involved which induces the 
individual to act in a goal-seeking manner, since individuals �“are purposive in their 
actions and will act and react to environmental cues, objects and others, according to 
the meaning these hold for them�” (Goulding, 1999, p. 866).  
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Using these terms of semiotics, we could describe for example Nozick�’s (1975) 
Experience Machine as a situation in which the individual is confronted with various 
signifiers by means of electrodes with the aim of having him attach a predetermined 
signified to them upfront, at the moment he programs the machine. The interpretive 
framework of the individual, which he uses for making sense of everything that 
happens to him at the moment that it happens, seems to have been left out. Perhaps 
this is what Nozick had in mind when he argued that an individual that enters the 
machine is nothing more than an �“indeterminate blob�” (Nozick, 1975, p. 43). 
Furthermore, the machine has been built and programmed by an individual or team 
according to their knowledge and skills and could never match the depth of genuine 
reality (More, 1997). In reality an individual has his own personal and unique 
framework of interpretation that can never be incorporated or replicated in 
something that is built or directed by others, let alone by one or just a few other 
persons. I will explain some of the problems that may occur when experiences are 
managed or directed by an external party in the next paragraph. 

 

4.3.2 PROBLEMS RELATED TO EXTERNALLY DIRECTED MEANING 

When the interpretive framework of the individual is neglected, two errors in relation 
to the construction of meaning may occur: a syntactic error and a semantic error 
(MacCannell & MacCannell, 1982). In the case of a syntactic error, the signifier is 
taken at face value and there is no recognition of the fact that it refers to or represents 
something else, resulting in an uncritical absorption of the stimuli and impressions. In 
the case of a semantic error, the signified is taken at face value and one attaches a 
wrong meaning to the signifier. I will discuss both errors. 

 

SYNTACTIC ERRORS: MISSING �“THAT�” THERE IS A MEANING 

If one does not recognize the fact that a signifier means something, we speak of a 
syntactical error. It appears that based on the context in which people find themselves, 
specialized inferential systems in the brain are activated for complex interpretive 
processes like the detection of predators, cheaters, bluff, and so on (Cosmides & 
Tooby, 2000). Because of these systems in the brain human being can scan their 
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environment in a search for signs that something is wrong. But the meaning of 
signifiers is not always apparent immediately. It may well be that because of a 
change of context meaning can be constructed with hindsight. �“A woman who 
has just found strong evidence that her husband has been unfaithful may find 
herself flooded by a torrent of memories about small details that seemed 
meaningless at the time but that now fit into an interpretation of covert activity�” 
(Cosmides & Tooby, 2000, p. 126). Whereas the woman in this example did not 
notice that the details had meaning and hence made a syntactic error, the changed 
context caused everything to be reinterpreted.  
 
The assumption that signs are taken at face value means that the context in which 
signs are interpreted is neglected. This can for example cause problems for 
organizational development programs. Organizational development programs are 
often implemented in contexts that have not been accommodated to the 
implementation, causing disappointing results (e.g. the Deerhunting metaphor 
(Morgan, 1997b, pp. 167-169)). Separating the essence of the development program 
from the context in which it is valid changes its meaning. But if one does not 
recognize that there is a meaning and that this meaning is dependent on the context, 
the program becomes a trophy on the wall, an isolated signifier that is taken at face 
value. Unfortunately this syntactic error will cause the program not to have the 
intended effects. In a similar way subject matters in education are presented in an 
isolated way, out of context, causing a loss of contact with the raw material as Dewey 
(1958) calls it.  
 
Especially nowadays that the recognition of the symbolic function of consumption is 
growing, there is a greater need for paying attention to the process of meaning 
making and contexts. Research shows that people buy and possess things to which 
they attach signifieds that cannot be explained based on mere functional benefits and 
objective features (Holbrook & Schindler, 2003; Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 
1981; Dittmar, 1992). Examples are objects that have been invested with meaning 
because they stand for or remind one of rites of passage (e.g. wedding rings, the first 
thing one bought with his first pay-check, the backpack used during one�’s round-the-
world-trip), accomplishments (e.g. trophies, diplomas), associations with other people 
(e.g. gifts, religious and ethnic symbols), memories (e.g. holiday pictures, souvenirs), 
etc. In all these cases the context is decisive for the meaning that the individual 
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constructs. Although many of these examples have a symbolic, representing, function 
as their main function, �“other types of objects with a more clear-cut function can 
provide just as many meanings�” (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 20). 
Objects like for example furniture, visual art, books, plants, and even TV�’s and 
stereos are imbued with meaning beyond their functional benefits (Csikszentmihalyi & 
Rochberg-Halton, 1981). What happens in this process is that the signifier cannot be 
taken at face value, because the context in which it was obtained or used, has 
influenced the meaning it has for the individual. The backpack used for one�’s round-
the-world-trip, is not just a backpack anymore, and thus cannot be replaced by just 
another backpack. The individual is related to the object because of the meaning it 
has for him and the context it was used in has changed its meaning. Organizations 
that focus solely on the functional benefits of their products in their communication 
and marketing, make a syntactic error by not recognizing the meaning that the 
products may have for individuals. 

 

SEMANTIC ERRORS: MISSING �“WHAT�” THE MEANING IS 

In the case of a semantic error the sign is placed in a wrong context, which leaves the 
individual with a flawed understanding of the actual or complete meaning of it. 
Highlighting one specific detail of a complex situation and presenting the situation as 
if that detail is the whole picture is an example of a semantic error. In other words, 
when the syntactic component is lacking, one misses the point �‘that�’ there is a 
meaning, the signifier is taken at face-value, and when a semantic error happens one 
gets a wrong view on �‘what�’ the meaning is, the signified is taken at face value.  
 
The semantic error consists of not recognizing that a sign may mean different things 
under different circumstances. The assumption is that the sign will be interpreted in 
the same way by anyone confronted with it. However, individuals interpret signs in 
their context and construe meaning within this context. It is then possible that a valid 
meaning becomes invalid when used under different circumstances. An example is the 
validity of the rule that one should drive at the right side of the road. In the context of 
many countries this rule is valid. However, in the context of countries like the United 
Kingdom, Australia and South Africa, this rule obviously is invalid. 
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Now it is clear that we are dealing with an agreement here. It has been 
determined that in one country people should drive on the right side of the road 
and in another one should drive on the left. These are rules we all agree upon. 
The same thing applies to a language community in which we agree on the 
meaning of many words, making it possible to communicate and understand each 
other and other types of communities that have their own symbols (Cohen, 1985). 
However, one should always remember that these relations between signifiers and 
signifieds are in a way arbitrary. It is not a law of nature that we stop for a red light; 
this is something we have agreed upon. It is also completely possible to agree upon 
something else and change the meaning we give to certain signifiers. Ages ago a 
thunderstorm was interpreted as a sign that the Gods were angry, nowadays most 
people see it as a sign of electrical discharge. In the same way terms as burnout and 
stress are now used in a human context instead of the industrial context for which 
they were invented, causing a change in their meaning. Thumbs up nowadays is a 
sign that something is going well, where in other times it meant that the gladiator had 
to be killed. These signifieds are all a matter of agreement and convention.  
 
Semantic errors often happen within communication processes between organizations 
and individuals, in which organizations provide the individual with their signified to 
�“make sure that their symbols are always interpreted �‘correctly�’�” (Christensen & 
Cheney, 2000, p. 257). Even when communicating �‘the�’ meaning of buildings (Berg & 
Kreiner, 1990) or applying labels as �‘heritage�’ (Franquesa & Morell, 2007) or �‘nature�’ 
(Jacobs, van den Berg et al, 2002) the individual is provided with a signified as defined 
by an authority. What happens in these cases is that one perspective is made 
dominant and one signified is forced upon the signifier. However, �“(o)bservation is 
never neutral; the gaze is directed from a particular point of view�” (Hastrup, 1995, p. 
4). The perspective someone has on reality, determines what he sees and what 
meaning he constructs. Perspectives are also referred to as worldviews, valuesystems 
or frames of reference, and social constructivism sees differences between these as the 
main cause for miscommunications (Huizing, 2002, p. 158). Every individual sees 
reality in a certain way and has certain interests, intentions, and purposes that cause 
him to direct his attention to certain aspects of reality and to attach certain meanings 
to reality, �“meanings that are brought to it by the particular agendas of its users�” 
(Halley, 1997, p. 194). Another person, with a different perspective, has different 
intentions and interests and pays attention to different aspects of reality.  
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However, perspectives that become institutionalized, like for example disciplines in 
science, can function as �“organizers of information�” (Douglas, 1986, p. 47), causing 
certain signifieds to become dominant. Institutionalized perspectives influence the 
way we view the world by teaching us how we should view it, what we should be 
looking for and paying attention to. When perspectives change, for example when our 
intentions change, we focus on different aspects of reality. When hungry, we look for 
food and interpret our environment in terms of edibility, but when our appetite has 
been satisfied we can focus attention on different things.  When working, a car 
mechanic looks for broken things under the hood, he interprets the contents in terms 
of repairability, and when the car is fixed he can focus on different things.  
 
We interpret our environment in terms of our intentions. We do not just observe, but 
we perceive by relating what we observe in our environment to our intentions and 
purposes. One has to be conscious of the fact that our intentions and purposes are not 
the only ones possible, that the way in which we order and categorize our 
environment is not the only possible way, that our perspective is not the only 
perspective and that therefore our meaning is not the only possible meaning. �“I 
suppose it is tempting,�” says Maslow, �“if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat 
everything as if it were a nail�” (1966, pp. 15-16). Perspectives work like filters or lenses 
and just like there are lenses that work better for looking at the stars, there are also 
lenses that are fit for looking at bacteria. The German philosopher Jean Gebser (1986) 
speaks of perspectivist reason or perspectivist rationality as a rather restricted vision of 
reality through the narrow lense of just one perspective. Every perspective in isolation 
gives us a partial, limited, or even distorted view of reality, and only by taking into 
consideration various perspectives and contexts will we gain a better understanding of 
the nature of reality. Reality consists of possibilities and only some of these are made 
relevant in given situations. By defining reality in a certain way, other definitions are 
excluded (Jansen, Jägers & van den Nieuwenhof, 2003). However no interpretation, 
perception or definition of reality is definitive or final (Gadamer, 2004), �“rather it is a 
dynamic searching for the best interpretation of the available data�” (Gregory, 1966, p. 
11). However, when in the case of a semantic error a wrong meaning is considered as 
definitive and one does not search for a better, let alone the best, interpretation, one 
can imagine that problems may arise.  
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When a perspective limits the view of available possibilities, this can have serious 
implications for finding solutions to problems and answers to questions. 
Perspectives can �“limit people�’s choice sets by indicating what is likely to be seen 
as viable or productive, and define the implications of their choices. They affect 
what people try to understand, what problems they attempt to address, and how 
they direct their imagination and learning toward the yet unknown and unused 
productive services of resources and (core) capabilities�” (Huizing, 2002, p. 163). 
Problems are not fixed; people construct problems as responses to complex and 
troubling situations by selecting and highlighting some specific features and relations 
from reality and fitting these to the image that they have built of the situation (Schön, 
1979; Saffer, 2005). When a problem has been �“named and framed�” (Schön, 1979, p. 
264), for example by using a metaphor to describe it, the solution often seems obvious, 
restricting the consideration of all possible solutions. But when just a small portion of 
possible interpretations and possible solutions is considered, the chance that Gregory�’s 
�“best interpretation of the available data�” (1966, p. 11) is found is small, leading to 
poor practice (McMahon, 1999; Ashcroft & Foreman-Peck, 1994). 
 
The conceptualization of syntactic and semantic errors clarifies some problems with 
the bias of marketing and business scholars who focus on the management of hedonic 
effects. Their objectivistic orientation on effects may lead to situations in which stimuli 
are sent to individuals without an understanding of whether these individuals will 
recognize them as signifying something (potential syntactic error) and if so, whether 
the interpretation by these individuals in their context will be in line with the meaning 
that the organization hopes or expects the individuals will construct (potential 
semantic error). Syntactic and semantic errors point to severe problems related to the 
ability to manage the effects of experiences. In this context, Tyrrell (1947) has put 
forward the terms �‘convergent�’ and �‘divergent�’ to distinguish problems that can be 
solved by use of logical reasoning and scientific method, from those that cannot. I will 
use the concepts of convergence and divergence to explore why there is so much 
attention for the management of effects and how one can deal with non-manageable 
effects by focusing more on divergence. 



 

 

 

 
182

4.4 CONVERGENCE VERSUS DIVERGENCE IN RELATION TO EFFECTS 

Tyrrell (1947) claims that convergent problems do not exist in reality, but are created 
by a process of abstraction. �“The true problems of living (�…) are always problems of 
overcoming or reconciling opposites. They are divergent problems and have no 
solution in the ordinary sense of the word�” (Tyrrell, 1947, p. 89). Although a process 
of reduction and abstraction of reality can translate all divergent problems into 
convergent problems, the price of doing so in terms of knowledge is high. These 
problems cannot be understood or solved by subdividing them into their component 
parts, since systems are often destroyed when splitted up (Erickson, 1986). 
Graphically the difference between convergent and divergent problems can be 
presented as in figure 4.1.  

 

Figure 4.1 �– Convergent and Divergent problems after Laurel�’s Flying Wedge (1993) 

 
For a convergent problem the goal is the solution of the problem. The problem is 
�‘named and framed�’ and the choices that have to be made are concerned with the 
most efficient and effective means with which to attain the goal. In the case of a 
divergent problem, choices have to be made related to which goal to strive for. There 
are many possible options and one first has to decide on which option to choose. By 
taking into account the multiple options and possibilities, the perspective is not 
restricted prematurely and more use is made of the potential for discovering a better 
interpretation of the available data. The concepts thus refer to two different modes of 
operation; one narrows the mental focus until it converges into a solution, the other 
broadens the mental focus in many different directions. Convergent thinking searches 
for solutions within existing frameworks and is oriented at the continuation of existing 
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structures, while divergent thinking places these existing frameworks and 
structures in a bigger context to be able to cope with change. Instead of a 
convergence towards one answer, one solution, in a situation of change or 
uncertainty there is a need for a divergent search for alternatives and possibilities 
to be able to make sense of the world, to find meaning in the world.  
 
Meaning is constructed by individuals and can thus not be given or transferred to 
people like objects can. The construction of meaning is clearly a divergent problem, 
for which there is not one right solution. The individual interprets and relates to his 
environment within a certain context and by using his inherently personal interpretive 
framework. There is an unlimited quantity of possible contexts and unique 
interpretive frameworks since each person has a unique collection of existing 
knowledge, prior experience, concerns, motivations and goals. This makes the 
management of the interpretive process, with the aim of controlling the meaning that 
the person will attach to whatever happens to him a difficult, if not impossible, task. It 
would therefore be worthwhile to see whether there are ways to have individuals 
experience positive effects without neglecting the constructed and situated nature of 
meaning. 

 

4.4.1 A BROADER PERSPECTIVE OF CONVERGENCE 

Convergence and the focus on the management of effects can be related to more 
fundamental characteristics of society. Many authors concerned with modern 
Western society have focused on the dominance of one type of rationality at the cost 
of the other types. Weber, for example, has distinguished four types of rationality, in 
order to make a comprehensive list of the types of meaning that people give to their 
behaviour (Tromp, 2001). He describes that in Western society formal, or 
instrumental rationality, which involves a choice of means to ends guided by 
universally applied rules and laws (Ritzer, 1999), is highly dominant, at the cost of 
other types of rationality. In a similar vein, Habermas (1985) describes the 
colonization of the lifeworld by the system with its purposive rationality. In his 
viewpoint the focus is on the effective and efficient use of methods and means to 
attain predetermined goals.  Although the dominant type of rationality has its obvious 
merits in terms of effective and efficient action, its dominance comes at the cost of 



 

 

 

 
184

other types of rationality and causes a lack of attention for the goals themselves. The 
focus is on the means to attain predetermined goals, rather than on the goals 
themselves. Unfortunately, there are many situations in which the predetermination 
of goals causes a problem in terms of finding the best possible understanding of 
situations (Feenberg, 1996). We lack methods to evaluate the goals or ends themselves 
(Cornelis, 1995) and all divergent questions about what should be done are reduced to 
finding convergent technical solutions to given goals. Thus reason is restricted to 
instrumental reasoning, means-ends reasoning, or purposive rationality. The goals of 
action are considered fixed, and the only decision that has to be made has to do with 
the most efficient and effective combination of means to attain the goal (Habermas, 
1985). Procedural and quantifiable correctness are the only valuable standards against 
which to make decisions, evaluations or judgments. The goals themselves are not 
questioned.  
 
As we saw, every perspective offers a partial and different view on reality and holds its 
own definitions of various aspects of reality. According to one�’s perspective, one and 
the same situation in reality may appear a convergent situation for one person and a 
divergent one for the next. These perspectives on reality and the definitions that are 
contained within them can be seen as directive intentions (Cornelis, 1995). For 
example, the definition of a human being as an economic creature usually means that 
one should direct attention to economic problems and that economists and their views 
and ideas should govern the world. When a human being is defined as a physical 
creature, this means that all linguistic and social sciences are irrelevant. Definitions 
hide many kinds of directive intentions and problems may arise when concepts are 
missing to evaluate and adjust directive intentions, to determine the validity of the 
definitions in use (Cornelis, 1995, pp. 79-82).  
 
Cornelis (1995) explains the problem by referring to the difference between what he 
has termed the social ruling system (�‘sociaal regelsysteem�’) and communicative self-
direction (�‘communicatieve zelfsturing�’). In a social ruling system, like modern 
Western society, individuals are supposed to obey to rules and norms and act 
accordingly; an action brought about by a clearly formulated rule which is rigorously 
followed and executed correctly, is always considered to be right (Cornelis, 1995, p. 
197). This conception of the obedient individual comes forward from causal thinking, 
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the idea that one and the same cause will always result in the same consequences. 
In fact, a stone always falls downward, gravity does not learn. The laws of nature 
are unchangeable; this is where determinism finds its support. Within a social 
ruling system, a decision is made on what should happen and attention is paid to 
attaining this goal in a convergent way. In this sense the perspective within the 
effect-centred approach, with its focus on an organization that determines which 
effects the experience should invoke in the individual, resonates with the 
perspective of the social ruling system. But I want to argue in the next paragraph that 
this deterministic conception becomes mistaken when we try to apply it to a human 
being who is creating meaning in an experience (Cornelis, 1995; Schumacher, 1978). 
The convergent thinking that characterizes the effect-centred approach of the 
experience economy, with its focus on the management of (predetermined) hedonic 
effects, goes against the divergent thinking that is needed to understand how effects 
happen in individuals. 

 

4.4.2 CONVERGENCE AND DIVERGENCE IN THE CONTEXT OF CREATING MEANING 

The methods of the social ruling system have been developed to control and produce 
the consequences of actions (Cornelis, 1995). They prescribe the course of action to 
arrive at a desired and fixed goal. In areas where consequences are fixed and known, 
these methods can function as intended. But in situations of change and in situations 
where new knowledge is produced and new meaning is constructed, one can never 
know for sure what the exact consequences will be. In other words �“convergence may 
be expected with regard to any problem that does not involve life, consciousness or 
self-awareness�” (Schumacher, 1978, p. 144). In situations that in fact do �“involve life, 
consciousness or self-awareness�”, the goals are mere intentions because future events 
or consequences are hypothetical according to Cornelis (1995). First of all, one can 
never know the future objective consequences of actions, since knowing the future is 
empirically impossible. The existence of unintended consequences shows the 
hypothetical character of goals. The second hypothesis concerns the methods in use. 
The idea within the dominant type of rationality is that a certain method or program 
for action will be the most effective for reaching a certain goal. Here exists insecurity 
too, because only the future will tell whether the method was effective and perhaps 
more effective methods exist or will be found in the future. Therefore, the effect-
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centred literature of many marketing and business scholars in the field of the 
experience economy, focused on techniques to manage certain effects in individuals, 
mainly contains hypothetical advice. The third hypothesis concerns whether 
intentions also reflect what will be valued in the future. When seeing the effects 
afterwards, perhaps the results will not be considered valuable, or not valuable 
enough. The third hypothesis is that the intentions will also turn out to be values in 
the future and will be experienced as valuable. Cornelis (1995) describes this 
hypothesis in terms of the validity of the directive purpose. The hedonic effects that 
are primarily focused on in the effect-centred literature may not be the optimal goal, 
for neither the organization nor the individual.  
 
The neglect of these three hypotheses may cause three types of errors. Hence three 
types of learning are required, since learning can be seen as involving the detection 
and correction of error (Argyris & Schön, 1978). Errors on the level of events, when 
unintended consequences occur, are what we call negative feedback. Often an 
analogy is made referring to the workings of a thermostat. A thermostat scans the 
temperature of the environment and becomes active only when it receives negative 
feedback from the environment, in this case the fact that the temperature is either too 
high or too low. Receiving negative feedback can be placed in the first stage of the 
Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984; see figure 3.6) and has been termed 
learning of the 0th order (Cornelis, 1995) or Learning 0 (Bateson, 1972). The zero 
indicates that receiving feedback in and of itself is not a process of learning; learning 
happens only at the higher levels of correction (Cornelis, 1995). 
 
The detection and correction of errors on the level of the methods in use is what we 
usually refer to as learning (Bateson, 1972). In this case the strategy, techniques or 
methods are made more effective or efficient, without altering the given or chosen 
goals, values or plans as I described in the discussion of the dominant type of 
rationality. This type of learning has been described as Learning I (Bateson, 1972), 
learning of the first order (Cornelis, 1995), adaptive learning (Senge, 1990) or single-
loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978).  
 
When errors are detected on the level of the validity of the directive purpose, the ends 
are no longer fixed, but critically approached and if required they can be altered. 
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Cornelis (1995) calls this type of correction takeback. In takeback the goals are 
continuously reviewed and what seemed important and valuable once, may not be 
important and valuable anymore. Takeback evaluates, as a decision afterwards, 
whether the consequences were intended (Cornelis, 1995, p. 307). The concept of 
takeback expresses a change of policy, a change in the choice of values as directive 
intention. Assumptions that underlie events and strategies are questioned and 
examined on an ongoing basis, and when found ill-fitted, they are modified. The 
correction of this type of errors has been described using various different names, for 
example: learning of the second order (Cornelis, 1995), double-loop learning (Argyris 
& Schön, 1978) and generative learning (Senge, 1990). Also in descriptions of wisdom 
one can find elements of this type of correction at the level of values and purpose. 
Weick (2005) for example, writes: �“Wisdom is an attitude taken by persons toward the 
beliefs, values, knowledge, information, abilities, and skills that are held, a tendency to 
doubt that these are necessarily true or valid and to doubt that they are an exhaustive 
set of those things that could be known�” (p.113).  
 
The descriptions of these three types of learning show similarities with the three 
aspects of the construction of meaning I presented in the last paragraph: the carrier of 
meaning or signifier, the content of meaning or signified, and the interpretive 
framework. In the case of feedback, a potential carrier of meaning is recognized as an 
actual carrier of meaning, like in the example of the thermostat. At the level of 
methods, the focus is on the signified. Based on the predetermined goal of wanting to 
transfer a certain signified, events are interpreted and methods are used in accordance 
with this goal. At the level of takeback, the interpretive framework is involved. Values 
and assumptions are part of the framework that individuals use to interpret reality, so 
when these change, the framework changes.   
 
Especially in situations of change and complexity, of divergent problems, the focus 
should be on takeback and the interpretive framework. When the hypothetical nature 
of intentions as described above is neglected or denied, people might unknowingly 
continue striving for goals that are not in line with their intentions and what they 
value. Becoming more effective and efficient at the level of methods, will then only 
help in taking people further away from their goals since they are working with old 
ideas and knowledge in new situations (Cornelis, 1995, p. 18). What is needed is 
reflexivity concerning the goals, and individuals need a framework that enables them 
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to choose among all the available options, since the old frameworks of traditions, rules 
and norms have either disappeared or are not sufficient anymore.  
 
In divergent situations, the dominant focus on learning for achieving a predefined 
goal within one context should be substituted by a focus on learning about multiple 
perspectives to discover more possibilities and alternatives resulting in better 
interpretations of reality and creative and contextual choices (Jansen, Jägers & van 
den Nieuwenhof, 2003). When more perspectives on a situation are available, a more 
comprehensive view is obtained, providing more possibilities for action. �“New insights 
often arise as one approaches situations from �“new angles�” and (�…) a wide and varied 
reading can create a wide and varied range of action possibilities�” (Morgan, 1997a, p. 
4). Especially in a time of increasing divergent problems the variety of perspectives 
and possibilities becomes more important. A divergent problem cannot be managed 
in a strict, controlling way, since this would mean �“to kill it�” (Schumacher, 1978, p. 
145), or �“to instil deadness�” (Lear, 1998, p. 3). By claiming that one has answered the 
question or solved the problem, one reaches a conclusion and is able to stop thinking 
critically and stop searching for alternatives.  
 
 The descriptions of the concepts of experience that were presented in chapter 3 show 
that meaningful experiences can involve convergent learning, but integrative 
experiences, which cause a change in the interpretive framework or worldview of the 
individual, always involve divergent learning. The learning effects for the different 
concepts of experience are shown in table 4.4.  
 
Although many advocate a divergent way of thinking and learning, the advice on how 
to think and learn in a divergent way often remains vague and abstract. Insights from 
studies in the field of educational psychology can be used to understand more clearly 
what is needed for this type of learning. 
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Table 4.4 �– Learning effects for different concepts of experience 

 

4.4.3 SUPPORTING DIVERGENT LEARNING 

Scholars in the field of educational psychology have made various efforts in clarifying 
the distinction between convergent and divergent learning and how these may be 
dealt with. I will discuss two theories that are useful in understanding what 
organizations that want to support divergent learning should do. 

 

FROM A SURFACE TO A DEEP APPROACH TO LEARNING 

Marton and Säljö (1976b; 1976a) make a distinction between surface and deep 
approaches to learning which show a great resemblance with the distinction between 
respectively convergent and divergent learning. �“In the case of surface-level processing the 
student directs his attention towards learning the text itself (the sign), i.e., he has a 
�‘reproductive�’ conception of learning �… In the case of deep-level processing, on the other 
hand, the student is directed towards the intentional content of the learning material 
(what is signified), i.e., he is directed towards comprehending what the author wants to 
say about�” (Marton & Säljö, 1976a, pp. 7-8) the subject. Where in the case of the 
surface approach to learning the focus is on trying to memorize as much elements of 
the sign as possible to arrive at precise and unambiguous knowledge, the deep 
approach is focused on understanding what is meant and how this meaning is 
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constructed, by relating the sign to other contexts and tasks, existing understanding 
and personal experience. The relationships between these elements result in the 
development of a cohesive whole, which is what constitutes the understanding of 
meaning, meaning that goes beyond the immediate task at hand (Cope, 2002). This 
�“involves a change in an individual�’s way of experiencing a phenomenon. The 
internal relationship between the individual and the phenomenon changes as a result 
of new experiences of the phenomenon. The internal relationship involves more 
experiences or more or stronger relationships between experiences. The individual is 
able to reconstitute a more complex way of experiencing the phenomenon. The 
phenomenon is understood in a deeper way�” (Cope, 2000, p. 15).  
 
Secondary 
experience 

Primary 
experience 

Emotional 
experience 

Meaningful 
experience 

Integrative 
experience 

 
Surface approach                                                                                Deep approach  
to learning                                                                                                  to learning 
 
 

Figure 4.2 �– Spectrum of experience concepts related to surface and deep approaches to learning 

 
Marton et al (1993) distinguish six qualitatively different conceptions of learning, 
which have often been related to the surface and deep approaches to learning. The 
first three conceptions, A) increasing one�’s knowledge, B) memorizing and 
reproducing and C) applying, are consumption-related in the sense that the learning 
material is perceived as being taken in by and stored in the individual. Furthermore, 
in the first three conceptions the knowledge that is acquired by learning is seen as 
something ready-made, given, something that exists �“out there�”, waiting to be picked 
up, taken in and stored. In these views on learning the individual is seen as a passive 
consumer of facts and knowledge. One just has to confront him with them and he will 
absorb them or take them in. Related to experience, one could argue that this is quite 
similar to how secondary experiences are seen. Produce something, confront the 
individual with it and effects will happen. The first three conceptions of learning can 
also be related to Erlebnissen. Increasing one�’s knowledge (A) and memorizing and 
reproducing (B) for example have a strong quantitative focus: the goal of learning is to 
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gain more (pieces) of knowledge (A) or to exactly reproduce the learning material 
in a test or performance (B). The hunger for experience and experience-stress of 
individuals that were discussed earlier, clearly allude to this quantitative focus on 
collecting more and ever more intense experiences, sensations and emotions. Also 
the goal of memorization and reproduction can be recognized in the current views 
on experience. Memorability is even claimed to be part of the nature of 
experiences (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p. 6). If the individual is able to apply the 
knowledge that he has gained in the experience, we speak of learning as applying (C). 
The individual retrieves his memories of what has been learned and stored and is able 
to apply them.  
 
The other three conceptions of learning are D) understanding, E) seeing something in 
a different way and F) changing as a person. The difference between the first three 
and the last three conceptions of learning is that in the last three conceptions meaning 
has a central role and knowledge is not something that exists �“out there�”, waiting to 
be discovered and taken in. The conceptions of learning as understanding (D) and as 
seeing something in a different way (E) for example mean that the individual actively 
engages with the learning material. He or she relates parts of the material to each 
other or relates the meaning of the material to other events and ideas to understand 
(D) it better, or looks at the learning material as part of a greater whole beyond the 
context of study, so the effects of learning are located in the individual�’s lifeworld (E). 
Translated to the context of experiences, these conceptions show many similarities to 
Erfahrungen. The individual actively engages in the construction of meaning so the 
effects are not just immediate sensations and emotions but they are learned for the 
longer term, and effects do not necessarily have to be contained in the original context 
but may also spill over to other contexts of the individual�’s life. Also the sixth 
conception of learning that was distinguished by Marton et al (1993), changing as a 
person (F), can be related to Erfahrungen. The individual can for example come to 
see himself as a more capable person, because of his wider perspective on things.  
 
The critical difference between the surface and the deep learning approach lies in the 
intentions of the individual (Rhem, 1995; Tereseviciene, 2004; Cope, 2002). The 
approaches are not personal traits of individuals, but they are chosen based on the 
perceived context and the resulting intentions and expectations (Rhem, 1995; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). Individuals who perceive a task as resulting in an assessment of their 
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factual memorizing of the text are inclined to take a surface approach and hereby 
choose to try to remember as many facts as possible for reproduction at an exam. 
Since their intention is not a better understanding of the text, they can take a short 
term approach, reproduce everything they can remember at the exam and then forget. 
A surface approach to learning is characterised by an individual completing a task 
based on what he perceives as being expected from him (Cope, 2002), which results in 
an extrinsic motivation. 
 
Extrinsic motivation is often considered as a singular construct, opposed to intrinsic 
motivation, but according to Deci & Ryan (1985; 2002) there are different forms of 
extrinsic motivation.  

 

FROM AN EXTERNAL TO AN INTERNAL PERCEIVED LOCUS OF CAUSALITY 

In the Organismic Integration Theory, a subtheory of Deci & Ryan�’s (1985) overall 
Self-Determination Theory, they have described the distinct types of extrinsic 
motivation, presented in figure 4.3, based on the degree of �‘internalization�’ and the 
�‘perceived locus of causality�’ (usually referred to as PLOC).  
 
Behavior Nonself-determined                                                                                                                           Self-determined 

Motivation Amotivation Extrinsic motivation Intrinsic motivation 

Regulatory styles Non-regulation External 
regulation 

Introjected 
regulation 

Identified 
regulation 

Integrated 
regulation 
 

Intrinsic regulation 

Perceived locus of 
causality 

Impersonal External Somewhat 
external 

Somewhat 
internal 

Internal Internal 

Figure 4.3 �– The Self-Determination Continuum showing types of motivation with their regulatory styles and 
perceived loci of causality (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p.72) 

 
The perceived locus of causality can be either internal (I-PLOC) or external (E-PLOC) 
(De Charms, 1968). I-PLOC means that an individual perceives himself as being the 
�‘origin�’ of his own action or behaviour, while E-PLOC refers to situations in which 
the individual perceives himself as being a �‘pawn�’ manipulated by external, 
heteronomous forces. The distinction between these two perceived loci of causality 
has often been used for the study of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, and for the 
study of perceived autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Connell, 1989). Perceived 
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autonomy is an important aspect in theories of internalization, which suggest that 
self-perceptions of the reasons for behaviour can be differentiated along a 
continuum of autonomy. The more internalized the reason for doing something, 
called �‘regulation�’ in this theory, the more the behaviour is experienced as 
autonomous and self-determined. As can be seen in figure 4.3, Ryan and Deci 
(2000) distinguish between external regulation, introjected regulation, identified 
regulation, and integrated regulation. These regulatory styles are all related to 
extrinsic motivation, but the degree in which they denote autonomous and self-
determined behaviour differs.  
 
External regulation means that behaviour is explained by reference to external 
authority, fear of punishment, rule compliance, or other external demands or 
contingencies (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Connell, 1989). This 
is the least autonomous of behaviours and it is difficult to maintain because when the 
contingencies disappear, the externally regulated behaviour is ceased (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). In terms of effects of experiences, one can think of the example of an individual 
entering a location designed by an organization, in which he is experiencing all sorts 
of sensations in reaction to the stimuli that the organization confronts him with. 
When the individual leaves the location, the confrontation with the stimuli comes to a 
hold and so do the sensations that were evoked by the stimuli. When a formerly 
external regulation has been �‘taken in�’ and is enforced through internal pressures such 
as guilt, shame or anxiety, this is called introjection (Ryan & Connell, 1989). Where 
externally regulated behaviour was controlled from the outside, the control is now 
executed from the inside, resulting in a still relatively controlled kind of behaviour 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2000).  An example would be an experience in 
which the behaviour of the individual is controlled by a desire to maintain a good 
relationship with others and positive feelings about himself. Examples of reasons for 
behaviour would be the individual�’s desire for other people to think positively of him, 
or self-esteem-related, like the individual�’s desire to not feel bad or ashamed about his 
actions. The introjected regulation causes much anxiety for the individual (Ryan & 
Connell, 1989) and it is therefore questionable that this would be the best regulation 
for organizations to focus on. When behaviour is regulated through identification, the 
behaviour is more autonomous and self-determined. The underlying value and 
importance of the behaviour is recognized and accepted as personally important. The 
individual�’s actions now involve his own values and goals (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Deci & 
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Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Connell, 1989). The difference between the aforementioned 
introjected regulation and the identified regulation can be explained by referring to 
the difference between task-driven transfer of knowledge and free-choice transfer of 
knowledge (Pugh & Bergin, 2005). Task-driven transfer refers to situations in which 
knowledge learned in school is transferred to out-of-school experiences as a means to 
an end, for example to complete an assignment or to fulfil a task. It is thus subject to 
introjected regulation since the individual is not in school at the moment he is using 
the knowledge, so the regulation is not external, but he is not using the knowledge out 
of his own free will, so the regulation is not identified. Free-choice transfer refers to 
situations �“in which the context affords transfer but the transfer is not needed to 
engage in the activity�” (Pugh & Bergin, 2005, p. 17) Pugh and Bergin (2005) give an 
example of how this free-choice transfer takes place: when an individual visits the zoo, 
he is not required to apply the ideas he has learned in biology classes in school. 
However, because of the classes, he may have become intrigued by ideas on animals 
and how they adapt to their environment and be motivated to learn more about this 
process in the zoo. Reasons falling in the category identified regulation can often be 
expressed with claims like �‘Because I want...�’, �‘Because I think it is important to...�’, 
�‘Because I am interested in...�’, because they refer to self-valued goals of personal 
importance (Ryan & Connell, 1989). Finally, the most autonomous or self-determined 
form of extrinsic motivation is integrated regulation. The identified regulation is now 
fully assimilated to the self, which means it is evaluated and brought into congruence 
with one�’s other values and goals. In other words: there is not only identification with 
the value and importance of the behaviour, but the identification becomes part of the 
identity of the individual (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2000).  
 
Shifting from external regulation to integrated regulation in figure 4.3, there is an 
increase of autonomy and ownership of the behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In terms 
of autonomy, the integrated form of extrinsic motivation is very similar to intrinsic 
motivation. The difference between integrated and intrinsic behaviour is based on the 
fact that with integrated regulation the behaviour is still extrinsically motivated, 
meaning that the activity is performed in order to attain some separable outcome. 
Intrinsic motivation means that no separable outcome is sought, but that an activity is 
performed for the inherent satisfaction and enjoyment of the activity itself (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). The increased autonomy and ownership for regulations with an internal 
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perceived locus of causality (I-PLOC), means that effects of experiences that have 
a relatively high I-PLOC, cannot be forced upon individuals. Individuals have 
much autonomy and ownership and therefore have a big impact on the effects 
themselves. Marketing and business scholars in the field of the experience 
economy, often focus on the management of experiential effects as I stated in 
chapter 2. The objectivistic perspective that is taken in this literature as I stated in 
chapter 2, can be related to actions resulting in an external perceived locus of 
causality. If organizations focus on sending, staging, producing and making stimuli 
with which to stimulate the sensations and emotions of individuals, they are trying to 
influence the individual from the outside, hence the focus on E-PLOC. However, the 
more one shifts to the right on the spectrum of experience-concepts, the more difficult 
it becomes to maintain this focus on an external perceived locus of causality. 
Organizations can undoubtedly confront individuals with certain stimuli resulting in 
predictable effects to a certain degree. When individuals are confronted with the ice 
in an icebar, the well probably sense the cold and when they are surrounded by fire 
they will probably feel the heat. However, how they experience these sensations and 
what, if any, emotions are evoked by the experience, cannot be completely managed. 
Therefore, the more that one shifts to the right on the spectrum of experience 
concepts, the more the focus should be on I-PLOC, not E-PLOC. Attention for I-
PLOC should be greatest in meaningful and integrative experience because when it 
comes to learning and changing one�’s interpretive framework the organization only 
has a limited impact on the effect that the individual experiences (see figure 4.4).   
 
Secondary 
experience 

Primary 
experience 

Emotional 
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Meaningful 
experience 

Integrative 
experience 

 
E-PLOC                                                                                                         I-PLOC 
 
 

Figure 4.4 �– Locus of causality for different concepts of experience 

 
The importance of the degree of autonomy of behaviour and the positive effects of 
autonomy have been studied extensively in many different fields of research ranging 
from sports to religion, from political issues to health-related behaviour, and from 
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New Years�’ resolutions to education (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In terms of positive effects 
in the context of learning, autonomy has been found to be related to creativity, 
conceptual understanding, cognitive flexibility, improved problem-solving and an 
overall better performance of activities that require attention, creativity and 
resourcefulness (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Benware & Deci, 1984; Deci, Koestner & 
Richard, 2001; Zuckerman, Porac, Lahtin, Smith & Deci, 1978; Amabile, 1998). This 
has in fact been one of the reasons for theorists to investigate the way in which the 
internalization of regulations can be improved and behaviour can be more 
autonomous (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
 
According to the Self-Determination Theory, autonomy is an essential, but not the 
only basic need that has to be supported and fulfilled for a regulation to be 
internalized. A second basic need is competence. The individual has to be able to 
understand the regulation that he is expected to internalize and he has to be able to 
do so. Providing him with a meaningful rationale of the regulation and taking care of 
the balance between his skills and the challenge he is presented with, are thus very 
important (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Studies have shown that when individuals 
understand the way in which the regulation can help them, they become more 
engaged and involved with it, with many positive effects for their performance. A 
study of Benware and Deci (1984) for example describes an experiment in which one 
group of students is asked to read a text with the aim of answering questions on an 
exam, and the other group is asked to read the same text with the aim of teaching the 
contents to other students. Results showed that the latter group performed much 
better in terms of process learning (learning how to learn), while both groups 
performed equally on the level of rote learning. Both groups were extrinsically 
motivated, but the difference appeared to result from the active orientation that the 
group that was asked to teach the material had. Because of this active orientation, the 
material was more internalized by individuals in this group, than it was by individuals 
in the group that was told they would be tested. Similar to what educational 
psychologists as Marton and Säljö (1976a; 1976b) have indicated: the rationale that is 
given for engaging in an activity influences the expectations of individuals and affects 
their behaviour. The balance between the skills of the individual and the challenge he 
is presented with has been extensively studied in the context of flow experiences. Too 
much challenge relative to a person�’s skills leads to anxiety and disengagement, 
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whereas too little leads to boredom and alienation. Success at optimally 
challenging tasks is what allows people to feel a true sense of competence. 
The third basic need is relatedness. This need refers to the desire to feel connected 
to others and to integrate oneself within the social community (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Relationships with others should be supportive, secure and trusting, 
because otherwise it would be difficult for individuals to express their autonomy 
and competence. Fulfilling the need for relatedness is possible by recognizing the 
inner feelings and experiences of the individual and taking his perspective. Although 
there are situations in which one can imagine that relatedness is less central than the 
other basic needs, for example activities that one engages in alone (Deci & Ryan, 
2000), the alleged decrease in trust within relationships that nowadays is receiving 
more and more attention (e.g. Zuboff & Maxmin, 2002; Singh, Jayanti, Kilgore, 
Agarwal & Gandarvakottai, 2005; Shore, 2003a), may be a reason for paying special 
attention to this need. 
 
By focusing on the fulfilment of all of these three basic needs, autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness, external regulations can become more and more internalized, which 
may cause the individual to become more involved in the experience, and the effects 
to last longer. By maintaining a focus on an objectivistic stance towards the effects and 
trying to �‘send�’ effects to individuals or manage effects without paying attention to the 
internalization of the regulations, the organization focuses more on a convergent form 
of meaning-making and takes a surface approach to the meaning that is constructed, 
The individual is urged to construct or better said reproduce the meaning that the 
organization has chosen for him. First of all the construction of meaning is never a 
one-way process of one party sending a meaning and the other party taking it in as I 
have argued in this chapter, but second of all, the deep approach of divergent 
learning will lead to more relevant and long-lasting effects for the individual. 

 

4.5 CONCLUSION  

The problem of which the effect-centred approach of experience suffers as I argued in 
chapter 2 is a bias in the discourse of business and marketing scholars who focus 
primarily on the role of organizations in managing and producing predetermined 
hedonic effects, hereby neglecting the role of the individual and the existence of other 
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effects. The research question I therefore wanted to answer in this chapter is �“Which 
kinds of effects can experiences have from an individual�’s perspective?�” Table 4.5 
contains my answer to this research question, relating the different effects that have 
been discussed in this chapter to the five concepts of experience that were presented 
in chapter 3. 
 

Table 4.5 �– Spectrum of experience effects 
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First I have shown why a focus on purely hedonic effects causes a lack of attention 
for other positive but less immediate effects, like eudaimonic effects, knowledge 
and skills. I have done this by first exploring the three points of critique on 
hedonism that can be deduced from Nozick�’s (1975) thought experiment �‘The 
Experience Machine�’. Based on this thought experiment one can ask whether 
human beings would be content living a life in which they are only confronted 
with man-made appearances and without actual contact with the raw material. 
Another question is whether it would be enough for individuals to passively 
experience pleasurable sensations and not actually do something themselves. A third 
question I discussed was whether human beings can be considered as being mere 
collectors of ever more and ever more intense effects and sensations. According to 
critics of hedonism, for example the eudaimonists, the answer to these three questions 
is a clear no and I have explained why in the discussion of the eudaimonic philosophy.  
 
Consequently I have argued that effects cannot be fully produced and managed by an 
organization since they are constructions of meaning by individuals. The shift in focus 
from mere sensations and pleasurable effects to the construction of meaning and 
learning also follows the definitions of experience that are focused on the effects for 
the individual presented in paragraph 2.3. Organisations can provide individuals with 
signifiers or potential carriers of meaning but they cannot produce or manage some 
predetermined signified. Trying to produce and manage a predetermined signified 
indicates a focus on convergent thinking.  Current literature on the experience 
economy shows a lack of attention for divergent learning, since its focus is on 
achieving a predetermined goal, for example to cause the individual to laugh, to feel 
excited or to be in awe. This focus is in line with the surface approach to learning, in 
which the goal is for the individual to gain, memorize, reproduce or apply a 
predetermined effect or message of another party. A divergent attitude on the other 
hand is related to the deep approach to learning, which leads to more meaningful 
learning and longer-lasting effects. I therefore plead for organizations to support the 
individual in taking a deep approach to learning in the experience and hereby 
stimulate divergent thinking. The locus of causality, which in the current business and 
marketing literature in the field of the experience economy is often still mainly 
external, should become more internal, by focusing more on the autonomy, 
relatedness and competence of the individual in the experience.  
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5.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
In this chapter I will discuss the one-sidedness of literature on the experience 
economy pertaining to the encounter-centred approach. First of all I will explain what 
I see as the problem of this approach: the biased discourse of business and marketing 
scholars who focus primarily on the role of organizations in determining which values 
should be invested during the experience-encounter, hereby neglecting values that 
individuals invest in the encounter beyond financial values. The question I will 
therefore answer in this chapter is: �“Which types of values do individuals invest in the 
experience?�” First I will explain that specific characteristics of experiences cause 
traditional ways of determining value from the organization�’s perspective to be 
inappropriate. The traditional view on value determination is not appropriate for 
experiences because it is focused on 1) a negative relation between value invested and 
value perceived by individuals, 2) rival and excludable values only, and 3) a 
perception of value as dependent on expectations. In paragraph 5.2 I will discuss this 
traditional view on value determination and address these three problems. In 
paragraph 5.3 I will introduce a value theory that has been central in value 
philosophy, namely the value theory of Ralph Barton Perry (1876-1956), which gives 
a different insight into what actually happens during the experience encounter and 
how one should deal with the values that individuals invest. Perry�’s (1954) 
conceptualizations of values as objects of interest, practical and non-practical interests 
and internally practical and non-practical resources, help in understanding what 
exactly takes place during the encounter between an individual and his or her 
environment. These concepts are useful for counterbalancing the current bias in the 
encounter-centred approach of the experience economy discourse and give an 
indication for three possible roles that organizations can play in the creation of value 
in the experience economy. I will discuss these roles in paragraph 5.4. 
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5.2 APPROPRIATENESS OF TRADITIONAL THEORIES ON VALUE 

DETERMINATION IN AN EXPERIENCE CONTEXT 

As I explained in chapter 2, the encounter-centred approach is focused on the 
exchanges between the individual and his environment. Often in literature within 
this approach the interaction that is dealt with is the exchange of value between 
the customer and the �‘experience-provider�’. In fact, the exchanges of value and the 
changes that these have undergone over time, are often used as the reason why there 
is now so much attention for the experience economy. Pine and Gilmore (1999) for 
example, explain how the commoditization within the service-economy results in a 
lower perception of value by the customer, and a need for companies to customize 
their offerings, in the way that is described by Heskett et al�’s (1997) Customer Value 
Equation (see figure 5.1).  
 

Figure 5.1 �– Customer Value Equation (Heskett et al, 1997, p.40) 

 
According to the Customer Value Equation of Heskett et al. (1997), the value 
perceived by the customer is a relation between the results produced for the customer, 
the quality of the process with which these results were delivered, the price the 
customer has to pay and the other costs he has to endure to be able to acquire the 
service. As can be seen in the equation, the value for the customer increases when he 
receives more or better results, the quality of the process is better, the price he has to 
pay is lower, and/or he has to make less effort to acquire the service. If the results 
and/or the process in the numerator of the equation are positively influenced by 
customizing the offering, then the perceived value will increase according to the 
model, providing an opportunity for increasing the price or costs in the denominator.  
 
I see three problems concerning the use of the customer value equation in an 
experience economy (see table 5.1). 
 

 (Results produced for the customer + Process quality) 

Value = �—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�—�— 

 (Price to the customer + Costs of acquiring the service) 
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Table 5.1 �– Problems related to the organizational perspective in the encounter-centred approach 

 
First of all, according to many theories the perceived value, represented in the 
customer value equation, is only one part of how individuals determine whether they 
are satisfied with what they have received. Whether an individual is satisfied with 
what he receives also depends on what he was expecting to receive. However, 
determining what these expectations are is difficult because of the specific 
characteristics of experiences as I will discuss, so in a new theory on the value of 
experiences this lack of clear expectations should be taken into account. 
 
The second problem with the traditional way of viewing the experience-encounter is 
that the current focus on rivalry and excludability in the experience economy is not 
appropriate. The specific characteristics of experiences indicate that more attention 
has to be paid to non-rivalry and non-excludability, if one wishes to understand what 
happens during the encounter between an individual and his or her environment. 
 
The third problem is that current business and marketing literature on experiences is 
primarily focused on what the organization can do to increase the perceived value for 
individuals. The elements in the equation are primarily under control of the provider 
according to Heskett et al (1997) so from this perspective the organization has to 
options to increase perceived value: either by improving the elements of the 
numerator by enhancing and /or customizing their offerings, or by decreasing the 
elements in the denominator by lowering the required investment by individuals. 
However, certain investments made by the individual do not decrease his perception 

Problem

1

Can the 
individual's 

expectations be 
taken into 

account in the 
evaluation of  
experiences?

2

Are rivalry and 
excludability 
appropriate 

concepts in an 
experience 
economy?

3

Do the values 
that individuals 
invest decrease 
or increase the 
perceived value 

in the 
encounter?



 

 

  
205

5 | V
alues of experience 

of value, but may even increase it. The value equation that is useful for 
understanding how individuals perceive service value therefore appears to be 
much less appropriate for understanding how they perceive the value of their 
experiences. Especially in experience-encounters, it is not the organization or 
provider that determines how much and what kind of value is invested and 
created, but the individual him- or herself. In the following subparagraphs I will 
address these three problems. 

 

5.2.1 VALUE AS PERCEPTION MINUS EXPECTATION 

Much research has been published on what the quality or value of service from the 
perspective of customers consists of. A well-known and often-used model for 
measuring the quality of services is SERVQUAL, which breaks down the service 
process in five dimensions and takes into account the fact that the customer�’s 
evaluation depends on the comparison of his perception of what was received with 
what was expected by the customer (Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry, 1990). 
Zeithaml et al�’s (1990) SERVQUAL theory states that not just the perception of value 
should be taken into consideration, but also the expected value. The expectations of 
individuals of what they wish to receive from the organization are an important factor 
in the determination of the value that the individual has received. If perception and 
expectation can be measured on a scale of 1 to 10, one can imagine that the value of 
an offering with a score 7 for perceived value results in a different experience of value 
if a score of 9 was expected than if a score of 6 was expected.  
 
In fact, Fournier and Mick  call this line of thought �“the dominant paradigm of 
satisfaction and its competing models (i.e., those based on the confirmation/ 
disconfirmation of pre-consumption standards�” (1999, p. 5). However, for experiences 
these �‘pre-consumption standards�’ or expectations are often not as clear as they are 
for services. According to many authors the elements of spontaneity, novelty and 
surprise are important in experiences (e.g. Fournier & Mick, 1999; Poulsson & Kale, 
2004; Privette & Landsman, 1983; Arnould & Price, 1993) and in their discussion of 
extraordinary experiences, Arnould and Price (1993) reflect on why the expectations 
of customers are likely to be vague. Consumers don�’t know which choice they have 
between consumption alternatives, and the effects of experiences are personal and 
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subjective which makes it hard for consumers to predict them. The product 
classification theory, also called the Search-Experience-Credence (SEC) framework 
(Animesh, Ramachandran & Viswanathan, 2005), may help in explaining why 
expectations for experiences are usually vague and why it is therefore difficult to use 
traditional expectation-based models for determining perceived value for the 
evaluation of experiences. 

 

THE SEC FRAMEWORK 

Search, experience, and credence goods are characterized by different levels of quality 
uncertainty (Animesh, Ramachandran & Viswanathan, 2005). The terms characterize 
the moment in the purchase process when consumers can accurately assess whether 
the good actually possesses the expected level of attributes, for example because 
expectations have been influenced by promises that have been made in advertising 
(Ford, Smith & Swasy, 1990).  In fact the origins of this theory lie in the advertising 
context.  
 
Nelson (1970), deriving from Stigler�’s (1961) explanation of the �“search�” phenomena 
and the theory of economics of information, was the first to distinguish between 
search goods and experience goods. Search and experience, according to Nelson 
(1970) are two ways in which a consumer gains knowledge about the veridicality of 
claims made by advertisers. For some goods searching for information will not 
provide certainty about the level of attributes of the good, which makes the search 
procedure inappropriate. These are �“goods it will pay the customer to evaluate by 
purchase rather than by search. (�…) We call this information process �“experience.�”�” 
(Nelson, 1970, p. 312). When searching for more information becomes too expensive, 
consumers will prefer information by way of experience (Nelson, 1970).  
 
The categories represent regions on a continuum (Animesh, Ramachandran & 
Viswanathan, 2005) and goods possess many characteristics. It is therefore possible 
that a specific good possesses characteristics based on which it could be placed 
anywhere on the continuum. Like Aldrich explains, �“a food is valued for taste, 
convenience, nutrition, status, etc., rather than for being a food. The consumer 
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transforms the food into the characteristics�” (1999, p. 1). On the other hand, 
Andersen and Philipsen indicate that �“consumers do not buy characteristics, they 
buy products�” (1998, p. 2). However, they also indicate that they see good reasons 
for focusing on characteristics rather than goods. First of all the overall quality of 
a good is determined by a combination of different characteristics, which makes it 
difficult, or even impossible, to construct a clear-cut classification. A second issue 
they discuss is the fact that the classification of the characteristics of products may 
change. They give the example of the BSE crisis in the 1990�’s, when suddenly the 
importance of the characteristic �‘country of origin�’ of ox meat increased enormously. 
These and other issues have caused me to choose the use of the terms search, 
experience and credence characteristics instead of search, experience and credence 
goods.  

 

SEARCH CHARACTERISTICS 

Search characteristics are qualities a consumer can determine by inspection prior to 
purchase (Animesh, Ramachandran & Viswanathan, 2005; Nelson, 1974; Aldrich, 
1999) or use (Girard, Silverblatt & Korgaonkar, 2002). The information needed to be 
confident about one�’s purchase decision, in other words the information needed to 
form clear expectations and to be able to assess whether the product will satisfy the 
expectations, can be easily obtained prior to buying or using it. This is not to say that 
all information about all characteristics of the product should be available, but the 
information about the dominant product characteristics, the ones that are most 
important for the consumer to make his or her decision, should be available. 
Examples of such search characteristics are price, size of package, colour (Aldrich, 
1999), and products that are claimed to be characterized predominantly by search 
characteristics are books, CDs, cell phones and personal computers (Animesh, 
Ramachandran & Viswanathan, 2005; Girard, Silverblatt & Korgaonkar, 2002). 
Search characteristics are usually very straightforward, which makes it easier for the 
individual to form expectations on these and to determine whether the product will 
satisfy the expectations. 
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EXPERIENCE CHARACTERISTICS 

Experience characteristics were originally described by Nelson (1974) as qualities a 
consumer cannot determine prior to purchase. Wright and Lynch (1995) have 
extended this description by including the fact that this category of characteristics can 
only be determined �“after using�” rather than �“after purchasing�”, followed by various 
authors who also include this aspect of use in their descriptions: �“can be determined 
only by experience�” (Aldrich, 1999, p. 2), �“are revealed only through consumption�” 
(Animesh, Ramachandran & Viswanathan, 2005, p. 1), �“cannot be known without 
direct experience�” (Klein, 1998, p. 199). When free samples of the product are given 
away, the purchase of the product would not be required anymore, but the product 
still would have to be used to be able to assess its experience characteristics. Examples 
of these characteristics are taste, durability or maintenance needs (Aldrich, 1999), and 
products that are claimed to be predominantly characterized by experience 
characteristics are cruises, moving and storage, auto insurance, clothing and perfume 
(Animesh, Ramachandran & Viswanathan, 2005; Klein, 1998).   
The expectations that individuals can form for this category of characteristics are not 
as straightforward as those for the search characteristics discussed above. When for 
example a new drink is introduced in the market it is very difficult for consumers to 
form clear expectations on its taste prior to actually trying it. Scepticism on 
advertising often is related to claims about these experience characteristics and people 
more and more seek for testimonials from third parties, other people or formal 
institutions to vicariously verify the claims, but expectations for this category of 
characteristics remain vague. Objective information on how someone will like the 
taste or smell or comfort of something does not exist and only the experience of the 
experience characteristics will help in determining whether a repeat use or purchase 
will be made (Aldrich, 1999; Andersen & Philipsen, 1998).     

 

CREDENCE CHARACTERISTICS 

Where search characteristics can be determined prior to consumption and experience 
characteristics are revealed during or after consumption, credence characteristics are 
characteristics of which the quality cannot be inferred before, during or sometimes 
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even after the purchase or use of a product (Aldrich, 1999). Credence goods were 
conceived by Darby and Karni (1973) as a third product category, next to the 
search and experience goods conceived earlier by Nelson (1970). Not only can 
consumers never know, verify or be certain of the level of credence characteristics 
they receive, they not even know what level or extent of the characteristics 
supplied they actually need (Darby & Karni, 1973; Emons, 1997; Dulleck & 
Kerschbamer, 2006). Consumers therefore have to rely on outside experts (Ford, 
Smith & Swasy, 1988), a role often taken on by the sellers themselves (Emons, 1997). 
Obviously the information asymmetry may create strong incentives for fraudulent 
behaviour, which in fact was the focus of Darby and Karni�’s original 1973 article. 
The seller has to determine what and how much the customer needs, �“since the 
customer is unfamiliar with the intricacies and peculiarities of the good in question�” 
(Emons, 1997, p. 107), but the customer can never determine with certainty whether 
the good he received was the good that was required. �“Brake shoes changed 
prematurely work just as if the shoes replaced had really been faulty; so does the 
patient with his appendix removed unnecessarily. In contrast, a wisdom tooth may 
hurt even though it was in perfect condition at the time of the last dental checkup; a 
toothache needn�’t prove that necessary treatment was not carried out�” (Emons, 1997, 
p. 107). Examples of credence characteristics are the nutritional value of a food, the 
expertise of a doctor, or the honesty of a car repair shop (Aldrich, 1999). Examples of 
products and services that are claimed to be predominantly characterized by credence 
characteristics are (cosmetic) surgery, therapy, vitamins, medicine, anti-wrinkle 
creams, pension plans and insurance (Animesh, Ramachandran & Viswanathan, 
2005; Girard, Silverblatt & Korgaonkar, 2002; Asch, 2001). It is therefore clear that 
individuals have great difficulty in determining their need for credence characteristics, 
and because of this also in forming clear expectations. For example Hakman (1993) 
has done research into the psychological consequences of cosmetic surgery. His 
research shows that although people already have vague and incomplete expectations 
of the physical results after surgery, great difficulties can also arise because they had 
no idea how the surgery would change their life psychologically. Andersen and 
Philipsen in this context speak of latent credence characteristics, which do �“not 
influence the buying behavior but might later (re)emerge as an important element of 
decision making�” (1998, p. 4). 
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THE SEC FRAMEWORK AND EXPECTATIONS 

The terms search, experience and credence in the product classification theory or 
SEC framework thus characterize the moment in the purchase process when 
consumers can accurately assess whether the good actually possesses the expected 
level of attributes. However, the theory originates from research in the context of 
advertising, and most attention has been paid to the information that consumers need 
to be able to make this accurate assessment. The classification can also be used to 
characterize the moment in the purchase or use process that consumers can form 
clear expectations based on which, according to the  dominant paradigm of 
satisfaction,  they make their assessment of what they received. From the descriptions 
of the three categories of characteristics it is clear that expectations for search 
characteristics, like price, size or colour, will be much easier to form than expectations 
for experience (e.g. durability, taste) or credence (e.g. expertise, honesty) 
characteristics. Individuals do not know what to expect concerning experience 
characteristics, until the product has been tried and for credence characteristics the 
expectations will remain vague even after the product has been used, since the level of 
need for credence characteristics is unknown to the individuals. In figure 5.2 I have 
indicated which expectations are clear in which phase of the consumption process. Of 
course these categories of characteristics can be used to characterize the result as well 
as the process. 
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Figure 5.2 �– Expectations of SEC- characteristics in different phases of the consumption process 

 
When reviewing the descriptions of the different conceptualizations of experience that 
were distinguished in chapter 3, i.e. secondary, primary, emotional, meaningful, and 
integrative experiences, we see that for the latter four experience and credence 
characteristics are dominant. The sense data that are important in primary 
experiences will often have experience characteristics since one will not know what 
something looks, sounds, feels, tastes or smells like before one actually experiences it. 
The subjective responses that play an important role in emotional experiences will 
also have experience characteristics because objective information will not help in 
predicting with certainty how someone is going to feel about something. Because of 
the way in which knowledge is constructed, as was discussed in chapter 4, the learning 
process in meaningful experiences and the change of the interpretive framework in 
integrative experiences will often be characterized by credence characteristics. After 
all, the impact of these types of experiences may not emerge for a very long time and 
one will never know for sure what someone will learn from the experience or in what 
ways he or she will change.  
 
Overall, we have seen that because of the specific characteristics of experiences, the 
elements in the numerator of the traditional value equation, i.e. results produced for 

�• Search characteristics +
�• Experience characteristics -
�• Credence characteristics -

Before purchase/use
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During purchase/use

�• Search characteristics +
�• Experience characteristics +
�• Credence characteristics -/+

After purchase/use



 

 

 

 
212

the customer and process quality, are not completely appropriate for dealing with 
experiences. Especially the presence of experience and credence characteristics makes 
it difficult or even impossible to form expectations of the experience and therefore to 
evaluate it.  

 

5.2.2 VALUE AS RIVALROUS AND EXCLUDABLE 

In economics, the concepts �‘rivalry�’ and �‘excludability�’ are often used to distinguish 
between private and public goods. These concepts are however also useful for gaining 
insight into what happens in terms of values during experiences. Rivalry means that 
the consumption of a good comes at the expense of someone else�’s consumption of 
that good. Examples of rivalrous goods are apples, cars, clothing, fish in the sea, etc. If 
someone consumes or uses these goods, their value decreases for someone else or 
there is less of them available for someone else to use. One could also say that if more 
than one person at a time wants to use a rival good, additional units of the good will 
have to be produced. Non-rivalrous goods on the other hand, are for example 
information, cable TV, concerts, movies, etc. If one person is watching TV and 
another person joins him, there is not �‘less TV per person�’ and we do not have to 
produce �‘additional units of TV�’. The distinction between rivalrous and non-rivalrous 
goods is said to be dependent on the physical characteristics of the good, whether it 
can be shared without loss of quantity or quality, or whether it can�’t. The qualities of 
the object make it rivalrous or non-rivalrous.  
 
Excludability is the ability of producers or sellers to detect and prevent 
uncompensated consumption of their goods. If someone wants to watch a movie in a 
cinema, he has to buy a ticket and show it before entering. When someone downloads 
certain software, he has to enter a registration code before he can use it. In these cases 
the goods are excludable, because it is possible for the producer to check who is using 
the product and to prevent use by those who have not been given permission. 
Examples of non-excludable goods are the light of a lighthouse, national defence and 
clean air and water. Either it is not clear who is the owner of provider of the goods in 
question (who owns or provides clean air and water?) and therefore who should give 
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permission to use these goods, or it is impossible or at least very difficult and costly 
for providers of these goods to manage access to the goods provided. 
 

 

Figure 5.3 �– Rivalry/ Excludability matrix 

 
Excludability does not depend on the physical characteristics of the good, as does 
rivalry, but it is a legal concept. If a good is excludable, it can become private 
property. Excludability is obviously not an end in itself, but the issue is that if a good is 
non-excludable, in other words if it is very costly or difficult or even impossible to 
detect and prevent uncompensated consumption of the good, then it is not possible to 
charge people money for their consumption of the good.  
 
Looking at how values are seen in the current literature on the experience economy, 
one notices a strong focus on rivalry and excludability. However, the values that are 
invested by individuals are not necessarily rivalrous, nor excludable. 

e.g. apples e.g. fishing rights 
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NON-RIVALROUS VALUES 

A problem concerning rivalry has to do with the fact that business and marketing 
scholars, when discussing the experience-encounter, usually restrict the role of the 
customer to his or her investment of money. This focus on financial value is not 
merely restrictive in the sense that the other values that individuals invest during the 
encounter are neglected, but one also has to be aware of the fact that money is in itself 
rival when it is paid. If for example the entrance fee to a themepark is paid, this 
money can�’t be paid for some other activity. This same issue counts for the time that 
individuals invest in the encounter. An hour spent in doing something, cannot be 
spent in doing something else. There thus seems to be a bias towards rival resources in 
the business and marketing view on investments that individuals make in the 
encounter. However, as was explained in chapter 2, dematerialization means that 
more and more attention is paid to intangible aspects of the economy, the value of 
which is stressed more and more.  
 
There are many best-selling books that describe the focus on intangible aspects in the 
economy, like the Attention Economy (Davenport & Beck, 2001), Experience 
Economy (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), Information Economy (Porat, 1977), the Age of 
Access (Rifkin, 2000) and The Support Economy (Zuboff & Maxmin, 2002), 
describing the new economic offerings that are needed in a dematerialized economy. 
These intangible offerings are all non-rivalrous by nature. For example if one person 
pays attention, a highly valuable intangible economic offering according to Davenport 
and Beck (2001), to a billboard advertisement on the street and another person also 
starts to pay attention to it, this does not have to come at the expense of the amount 
of attention the first person is paying to it.  Also emotions, which according to Jensen 
(1999) are the backbone of the Dream Society in which we live, are non-rivalrous. If 
someone enjoys something, this enjoyment does not diminish when someone else 
finds joy in the same thing. One could thus argue that the focus in a dematerialized 
economy is on non-rivalrous goods as is shown in figure 5.4. 
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Figure 5.4 �– Dematerialization causes a shift towards non-rivalry 

 

NON-EXCLUDABLE VALUES 

Besides the growing importance of non-rivalrous values as a consequence of the 
dematerialization of the economy, it also becomes more difficult to make goods 
excludable. For instance, many of the quarrels regarding intellectual property, 
especially online,  are in fact quarrels about the excludability of information. On the 
one hand there are parties who try to make information excludable, for example by 
using digital rights management etc, and on the other hand there are parties who try 
to defeat these efforts by sharing information via peer-to-peer networks etc.  
 
The issue is that dematerialized objects cannot be transferred but merely replicated, 
which causes a situation in which an agent in a transaction cannot physically gain 
ownership of the object. For these objects, trade is not exchange, but reproduction. 
Questions about these issues are the focal point of debates in industries where 
dematerialized objects are inherent to the business. Especially the development of 
peer-to-peer software and the Internet has caused the need to rethink many 
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traditional trade models. Peer-to-peer applications become more valuable when more 
people use them. This is why the software is usually given away for free, like the 
various applications for music exchange. The complete reversal of the trade model 
has already caused great problems for the music industry, and dematerialization will 
continue to cause problems for every industry that offers objects that lend themselves 
to the reversed trade model while trying to hang on to the rules of the traditional 
model which was invented for tangible, rival, objects.  

 
 

Figure 5.5 �– Forces working for and against excludability 

 
As can be seen in figure 5.5, by making excludable non-rivalrous goods that were 
once free, organizations place themselves in the lower-left quadrant, which is the 
quadrant of artificial scarcity. The economic offerings that are nowadays sold under 
the name �‘experience�’ are often offerings that used to be given away for free. They 
were positive externalities that customers received, but did not pay for when they 
bought products or services, but that nowadays are considered and charged for as 
unique economic offerings. In fact, Pine and Gilmore explain how �“the history of 
economic progression consists of charging a fee for what once was free�” (1999, p. 67).  
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Artificial scarcity means that the non-rival goods are not really scarce, but 
organizations behave themselves as if they were in fact scarce. Many quarrels on 
the commercialization of immaterial goods can be led back to this issue of 
artificial scarcity, where organizations try to exclude non-rival goods that have 
zero marginal cost.  
 
The difficulties of these efforts can clearly be recognized in current developments in 
the information economy, in which some organizations become more sceptic or even 
let go of the excludability of their information or informational services. Examples 
abound of so-called copyleft initiatives like Creative Commons and GNU General 
Public Licences, or making products available in the cloud. Organizations that try to 
hold on the excludability-paradigm and individuals and organizations that work to 
make or keep products non-excludable make for a �“cat-and-mouse game�” (Jobs, 
2007).  

 

RIVALRY AND EXCLUDABILITY IN AN EXPERIENCE CONTEXT 

As I have shown, in the current view on the experience economy, experiences are 
often still treated as rivalrous and excludable offerings. However, one should realize 
that experiences are non-rivalrous and that it is not the experience itself that can be 
excluded, but only the access to the venue or product, the part of the individual�’s 
environment involved in the encounter. There are examples of organizations that 
realize that the venue or product can be made freely available, without detracting 
from, or even increasing the value of the experience. For example MIT 
OpenCourseWare is an initiative of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, in 
which all of its course contents are made freely available via the internet. Also many 
museums like those on the list of virtual museums of the International Council of 
Museums (ICOM) have placed their collection online (VLMP, 2006). These 
organizations realize the actual experience they wish to provide involves more than 
the course contents and the works of art. In the case of MIT, individuals may enrol 
because of the contact with other MIT-students, MIT professors and the facilities this 
university provides. In the case of museums, individuals may choose to visit the 
museum because they want actual contact with the original works of art. By providing 
the contents and pictures of and information about the works of art over the internet, 
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these organizations do not decrease the value of the actual experience of being an 
MIT student or an actual museum visitor and may even increase the value by 
providing future students or visitors with the opportunity to prepare themselves for 
the experience.  

 

5.2.3 VALUE INVESTED AS COST OR AS BENEFIT 

The customer value equation in figure 5.1 clearly shows that Heskett et al (1997) see 
services as extrinsically motivated, in the sense that the process has to be endured to 
arrive at the desired result. �“(C)ustomers buy results, not products or services. Anyone 
who disputes this should ask how much people enjoy going to their local service 
station to fill up the gas tank on their automobile. If there were any way to avoid it, 
most people would. They regard it as a necessary evil. But the result, convenient 
transportation, is worth the annoyance. The desired result for the casualty insurance 
policyholder is restoration of an auto or other possession to its original condition with 
as little effort and cost as possible�” (Heskett, Sasser & Schlesinger, 1997, p. 40). 
Contrary to extrinsically motivated services, experiences are intrinsically motivated, in 
the sense that they are the result, and not some product for which the individual 
would have to go through a process that he would prefer to avoid, that he sees as a 
necessary evil or annoyance, that he wants to spend as little time and effort as possible 
on.  
 
Experiences are not something that is produced by a company, for a customer. The 
customer himself has an important role in the experience. When looking at the value 
equation in figure 5.1, one could say that the numerator consists of what the 
organization invests in the encounter, a result and a process, while the denominator 
depicts what the customer invests in exchange for what he receives. Because of the 
role that the individual plays in the experience, the values that are invested by the 
individual, which are depicted below the line in the value equation, become part of 
the elements above the line. There is no separable result produced for the customer 
anymore. The customer co-creates the result in an interactive process. This also 
changes the way in which commerce should be practiced. Zuboff and Maxmin argue 
that the standard enterprise logic, or the practices, attitudes and assumptions of 
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business which they call managerial capitalism  �“has outlived the society it was 
once designed to serve�” (2002, p.4). Managerial capitalism was once designed to 
meet the demands of mass consumers, and relies on the assumption that value is 
created internally by organizations and is lodged in the products that they sell. 
Figure 5.6 is a graphical representation of the changes from the old logic towards 
a new logic in which the role of the individual is more prominent.  
 
In mass production, the initiative lies entirely with the organization and the only input 
the individual has is whether to buy or not, a take it or leave it situation. With the 
advent of mass customization and the service economy, more initiative from 
customers is allowed, and sometimes even required, to which organizations can then 
respond. However, the degree to which initiative is allowed and the degree to which 
organizations respond to it is mainly determined by the organization.  In the 
experience economy, the individual has a much larger role in the interaction and 
therefore also in the process of creating value as can be seen in figure 5.6.  
 
Externalities are effects that one party suffers or enjoys, depending on the nature of 
the externalities, because of actions taken by the other party. When individuals suffer 
or enjoy the effects of actions of organizations even if they don�’t want to, externalities 
are placed at the left side of the point where individuals take no initiative at all. 
Examples are situations in which organizations engage in fraudulent behaviour or 
pollute the environment. The opposite situation happens when all the initiative lies 
with individuals, and organizations suffer or enjoy the consequences, whether they 
want to or not. Examples of this situation abound on the Internet where, with relative 
ease, individuals can build websites and post messages and movies that may have 
enormous positive or damaging effects for organizations. Since experiences are 
interactive processes between individuals and their environment and therefore always 
require activity on the part of the individual, the experience economy is located in the 
right half of figure 5.6. 
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Figure 5.6 �– Change in commerce because of growing role of individuals 

 
According to the customer value equation of Heskett, Sasser and Schlesinger (1997) 
the role of individuals in the encounter consists of them investing money and dealing 
with costs to acquire or get access to the service. These costs may sometimes even 
outweigh the money price customers have to pay. Heskett et al (1997) define these 
costs in terms of convenience, an element that according to other theorists would 
belong to process quality, e.g. the service quality dimension �‘Access�’ of Zeithaml, 
Parasuraman & Berry (1990). The fact that the costs of acquiring the service are part 
of the denominator of the customer value equation makes it more logical to speak 
about them in terms of effort than in terms of convenience since effort denotes a cost 
to the individual and convenience is a benefit. Effort is indeed often taken into 
account as a cost that individuals incur besides the financial price they have to pay 
(Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry, 1990; Batra & Ahtola, 1991; Bolton & Drew, 1991; 
Babin, Darden & Griffin, 1994; LaSalle & Britton, 2003). However, there appear to 
exist three different types of effort that have to be distinguished to be able to make 
sense of what happens in the context of values during the encounter. 
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EFFORT TYPE 1: ACCESS, ORGANIZATION-BASED 

The access costs in the value equation, or the effort a person has to make to get 
access to a service, refers more to decisions made by the service provider. Does 
the service provider have convenient opening hours? Is the store located 
conveniently? Are convenient options available for the consumer to contact the 
provider? This type of effort is organization-based since the choices involved are 
choices that the organization makes. Of course individuals may perceive the required 
effort in different ways but it is the organization that determines this type of effort. 

 

EFFORT TYPE 2: ADAEQUATIO, EXPERIENCE-BASED 

The second type of effort has to do with getting access to the experience but not 
necessarily in the ways that are intended under the first type of effort. The effort that 
is often discussed in an experience context has more to do with the individual himself. 
Because of the fact that the individual plays an active role in the experience, he first 
and foremost has to be able to experience. For example, products that are 
emotionally involving like movies, concerts, plays and novels, require �“substantial 
mental activity on the part of the consumer (�…) because of the multisensory imagery 
inspired by (say) a ballet and the expenditure of emotional resources used to 
experience and interpret the product�” (Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982, p. 96). The 
consumer thus has to be able to participate in this �“substantial mental activity�”. To be 
able to participate in certain experiences, it is necessary to comply with certain 
�‘criteria of entry�’. Schumacher speaks of �“adaequatio�” in this context, defining 
�“knowledge as adaequatio rei et intellectus: the understanding of the knower must be 
adequate to the thing to be known�” (1978, p. 50). Referring to Tyrell�’s (1947) Grades 
of significance, he states that human beings are unequally endowed to confront reality. 
Just as a blind man misses the endowments for having visual experiences, all humans 
are adequate to one level or the other. In Schumacher�’s (1978) view, when the level of 
knowing is not adequate to the object of knowledge, this results in an inadequate and 
impoverished view of reality. Being adequate means that a certain endowment has to 
be present and a certain effort has to be made to grasp the experience in full. �“Some 
people are incapable of grasping and appreciating a given piece of music, not because 
they are deaf, but because of a lack of adaequatio in the mind. The sense of hearing 
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receives nothing more than a succession of notes; the music is grasped by intellectual 
powers�” (Schumacher, 1978, p. 51). In a way, one could say that all tests and exams 
are designed to test for adaequatio. This also shows that adaequatio is not a static 
state; one can enhance one�’s adaequatio by learning new things and by developing 
one�’s self. However, this also takes effort. Ter Borg (2003) for example discusses the 
fact that people who have invested much effort in expensive and difficult educational 
trajectories, expect jobs that will deliver a high return on investment. If the individual 
already knows in advance how much effort the experience will cost, he can decide 
based on this expectation whether to pursue it or not. Hirschman and Holbrook 
(1982) believe that consumers go through a process of resource allocation, and that 
�“consumers desiring a minimal expenditure of their imaginal-emotional energy would 
likely choose (a noninvolving sitcom), while those desiring a more cathartic experience 
would probably opt for (an intense saga of love, hate, violence and sexuality)�” (p. 97). 
Of course effort is not some objective characteristic of the experience but it depends 
on the individual. Everyone can imagine that more effort is usually needed for 
climbing a mountain than for reading a book, but for a very experienced climber who 
does not know how to read, the situation might be different. The amount of effort 
needed depends on the knowledge and experience, or �“human capital�” as Ratchford 
(2001) calls it, the individual has, and even on his emotional state (Cosmides & Tooby, 
2000). For example, for a person who is afraid of heights it will take a lot of effort to 
get into a rollercoaster and a very sad person will find it costs much more effort to 
enjoy himself at a party. This has to do with the intrinsic nature of experiences as 
defined by Addis and Holbrook (2001), in that the relative weight of the individual�’s 
subjective response is greater than that of the objective features of the rollercoaster 
and party. This type of effort is more or less �‘experience-based�’, in the sense that the 
nature of the experience determines what the required effort should be and the 
individual can only react to this by trying to comply with the requirement or by 
choosing a different experience.  

 

EFFORT TYPE 3: HUMAN CAPITAL, INDIVIDUAL-BASED 

Individuals who have made the effort that is required for access to the experience, 
have the choice to invest even more effort in it. From an efficiency perspective this 
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behaviour would seem irrational: why would someone invest more than is 
required? In fact, this perhaps is one of the main differences between services and 
experiences. Of course there are people who even deal with experiences in their 
leisure time in an efficient way, for example by trying to maximize their return on 
investment by going to amusement parks where all attractions are condensed in 
one place, by preferring to play a short game on the computer instead of a game 
of chess, or by watching the movie made from a book rather than reading the book 
itself (Aldrich, 1999; Mommaas, 2000). However, in an experience context, some 
investments actually cause an increase in value to the customer. In general people 
gladly invest time in activities they enjoy (Holbrook & Gardner, 1998) and the lack of 
temporal awareness is often named as one of the characteristics of a highly involving 
experience (e.g.Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Jacobs, 1999).  
 
Time is a peculiar resource. Some types of resources, for example money, usually 
have a linear relationship with the objective for which they are invested. If someone 
invests ten dollars in a book, he can buy two books if he pays twenty dollars. 
Sometimes also time behaves in this way. If someone has to travel 100 kilometres by 
car to deliver a package, it takes a certain amount of time. If he has to deliver the 
package by car to a place 200 kilometres away, it will take approximately the double 
amount of time. However, this says little about the experience of the individual. If 
someone goes to a museum to learn about dinosaurs, it is not said that he learns twice 
as much in two hours than in one hour. A two-week holiday is not per definition twice 
as fun or relaxing as a one-week holiday. This is because the time that is needed to 
have certain experiences also has to do with the role that the individual plays. Time 
behaves in a linear way in situations where the activity could be shared with another 
person or delegated to another person.  Time behaves differently when primary 
experience is involved, in other words when the individual can only have the 
experience himself. No one can learn for someone else and no one can take over the 
tasks of having fun or relaxing at holiday for someone else. In his discussion of 
cultural capital in the embodied state, Bourdieu in fact says: �“The accumulation of 
cultural capital in the embodied state (�…) presupposes a process of embodiment, 
incorporation, which (�…) costs time, time which must be invested personally by the 
investor. Like the acquisition of a muscular physique or a suntan, it cannot be done at 
second hand (so that all effects of delegation are ruled out)�” (1986, p. 244). The 
experience does not just cost a certain quantity of time, but also a certain quality of 
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personal investment. Ratchford (2001) for example speaks of the investment of time 
and human capital. In his theory, Ratchford (2001) describes how the investment of 
time and human capital may lead to getting more, rather than less, value out of the 
experience. Each activity, he says, has a quantitative and a qualitative side. People 
invest time and money, which can both be measured, and knowledge, expertise and 
experience, or what he calls �‘human capital�’, which is of a qualitative nature. For 
example, if two persons spend a given amount of time listening to classical music, an 
individual with a deep understanding of the music will have a richer and higher 
quality experience than a person who knows little about classical music. 
  

 

Figure 5.7 �– Virtuous cycle of human capital (after Ratchford�’s (2001) theory of Human Capital) 

 
Ratchford�’s (2001) line of reasoning is as follows: if an individual possesses more 
knowledge about certain activities and he invests more of this human capital in the 
activity, he will have a better experience and thus will get more output per unit of 
time. This leads to a more efficient experience and therefore a lower �‘full price�’ of the 
experience.  This will cause an increased demand for the experience and consumption 
will go up in the sense that he will start investing even more time in the activity. Since 
partaking in the activity causes him to gain more experience in it, the increased 
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consumption will cause increased human capital, which makes for a full circle. In 
figure 5.7 I have depicted this process graphically. 
 
To explain his theory Ratchford (2001) uses the study on baseball games by Holt 
(1995). Holt�’s (1995) research shows that there are four consumption activities 
that make baseball enjoyable to a consumer. Knowledge is said to play a key role 
in producing each of these four activities. For example, the activity that Holt (1995) 
calls �‘experience�’ is improved because knowledge enhances one�’s ability to make sense 
of the game, which is Holt�’s interpretation of experience (Ratchford, 2001). The 
knowledgeable individual therefore is able to get more out of the game and may enjoy 
it more. The activities are claimed to be more efficient for the knowledgeable 
individual because of this higher output resulting from an equal investment of time. 
This creates a lower full price of each of the four activities, which may lead to more 
consumption of the activities. The knowledge of baseball for the greater part comes 
about through learning by doing, so the increased consumption of the activities will 
also cause a growth of knowledge because people invest in their human capital, for 
example by attending baseball games and reading the sports pages.  
 
Although one could criticize the reasoning underlying Ratchford�’s (2001) cycle 
because it motivates individuals to do more of what they already know and advices 
them to stay away from new activities for which they have not enough human capital 
which would in that sense prevent learning new things, what this virtuous cycle does 
clearly show is that the investments of individuals do not have to lead to a lower value 
perception, as was indicated by the customer value equation of Heskett et al (1997). 
On the contrary, in some cases the individual receives more, by investing more in the 
experience. This clearly goes against the logic of the service economy, in which the 
investments, the effort or costs, to the customer should be minimized.  

 

5.2.4 THE USE OF TRADITIONAL WAYS OF EVALUATING ECONOMIC OFFERINGS FOR 

EXPERIENCES 

As has been argued in the last paragraphs, there are quite some problems when the 
traditional interpretation of value like Heskett et al�’s (1997) customer value equation, 
is implemented in an experience context. How can an individual evaluate the 
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experience if there are credence characteristics involved? The credence characteristics 
make it difficult or even impossible for him to find out what the result is or will be. 
And how can one estimate �‘the�’ value of the experience if �‘the�’ result changes in time, 
because the individual learns in time what he has gotten from the experience? How 
can an individual evaluate the experience if his perception of the process quality 
depends on expectations that he either didn�’t have or that became evident not until 
he actually had the experience? How can one evaluate an experience based on this 
traditional interpretation of value, when not all investments done by the individual 
can be considered as a cost to him? How can one decide which investment leads to a 
decreased perception of value by the individual and which investment actually leads 
to an increase in value for the individual? And if both types of investment also contain 
qualitative aspects that we cannot measure in a quantitative way, how can 
organizations deal with these?  
 
What is needed for a discussion on the value exchange in experiences, which is what 
the encounter-centred approach of experience is focused on, is a clear explication of 
the perspective that is taken in defining what value is. In theories like the Customer 
Value Equation, the encounter is seen in terms of what the organization invests 
(numerator) and what the individual invests (denominator). However, because of the 
greater role of the individual in the encounter, the lack of clear expectations and the 
fact that some values that the individuals invest should not be considered as pure costs 
to them but also as potential benefits, this traditional way of determining value is not 
appropriate. I will address this problem by presenting a different conceptualization of 
value. A distinction between different types of value has received attention by many 
authors (e.g. Woodall, 2003), however these theories have unfortunately not been 
based on more general theories of value, which makes it hard to find out what exactly 
is meant with the term value, since this term can be interpreted in many ways. I 
therefore want to use a value theory that has been central in value philosophy 
(Mitcham, 2005) to gain insight in what happens during the encounter between 
individuals and their environment in terms of values. 
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5.3 THE VALUE THEORY OF RALPH BARTON PERRY 

Theories on value can be found within a plethora of disciplines. There are use 
and exchange values within the economic discipline, motivational and motor-
affective aspects of human values within the psychological discipline, differences 
between values of populations within the sociological discipline and cultural 
anthropology, conceptualizations of the triad �‘Truth, Good, Beauty�’ within 
philosophy, different types of customer or consumer values have been defined by 
consumer behaviourists and so on. Values are even the core of a specific discipline 
called axiology. Not only has this variety of perspectives on values led to many 
different views on what value may be, but one can also notice a tendency towards the 
integration of values. Literature on new economic offerings like experiences, like the 
literature discussed in chapter 2, often combines insights on economic value with 
personal values, but economic values are also often linked with cultural (e.g. Klamer, 
1996; Throsby, 2001), environmental (e.g. Hastrup, 1995), and social values (e.g. 
Vermaak, 2006). Besides these different perspectives on values, the word value itself 
can also be used as a noun (�‘a�’ value) or a verb (�‘to�’ value), and it can mean either that 
which has value (e.g. gold, peace, etc) or a kind of value (e.g. moral value, aesthetic 
value, economic value, etc). 
 
When so many different interpretations of the term value are available, it is important 
to clarify from what perspective one is talking and what conceptualization one has of 
value. Various authors have in fact distinguished multiple conceptualizations of values 
(e.g. Hutcheon, 1972; Morris, 1964) but in this research I want to focus on the 
interest-theory of value of Harvard Professor Emeritus in Philosophy Ralph Barton 
Perry (1876-1956). Perry�’s (1954) theory contains three concepts that can help in 
solving the problems presented in the former paragraph (see table 5.2). 
 
Perry�’s (1954) definition of value shows that expectations are already a part of the 
definition of value itself, his distinction between practical and non-practical interests 
offers insight into the problems related to rivalry and excludability, and his distinction 
between internally practical and internally non-practical resources offers insight into 
the values invested by individuals. Based on the discussion of these concepts in Perry�’s 
value theory I will explore what kind of role(s) organizations can play in the 
experience-encounter. 
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Table 5.2 �– Insights from Perry�’s (1954) value theory related to the problems of the experience-encounter 

 

5.3.1 OBJECTS OF INTEREST: EXPECTATIONS INCLUDED 

In his theory on value, Perry (1954) states that a thing has value, when it is the object 
of an interest. Interest is defined as �“a train of events determined by expectation of its 
outcome,�” and something is an object of interest, and therefore has value �“when its 
being expected induces actions looking forward to its realization or non-realization�” 
(Perry, 1954, p. 3). For a value to exist there should thus be an expectation of some 
outcome that is conceived and anticipated, and this conceived outcome should cause 
one to take action to attain the outcome. In fact, Perry (1954) states that every interest 
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has some consummatory activity, or class of consummatory activities in it. These 
activities he calls dealings. 
 
For example, hunger is an interest in food and disposes to the eating of food. 
Eating is the consummatory activity or dealing, and food in this example is what 
Perry defines as the occasion. Every interest disposes to a dealing with some 
occasion and it is this occasion that is the object of interest in Perry�’s (1954) theory 
and thus the object that has value. Thirst for example is an interest that induces 
actions to drinking (dealing) water (occasion). Water then has value for the thirsty 
person, because he can drink it. The object does not always have to be a physical 
object though. Curiosity, for example, is an interest that induces actions to 
discovering (dealing) an answer (occasion). Of course there may exist more than one 
satisfactory answer and there obviously are also other things one can drink besides 
water to quench the thirst, so there may be more than one occasion or object of 
interest for a specific interest. In the same way a specific occasion can also be used for 
more than one interest, by dealing with it in another way. An apple can be eaten, but 
one can also paint it, sell it, store it, cook it, or watch it for example. Based on the 
interest one has, dealings are chosen. A hungry person values an apple because it is 
edible, and perhaps cares less about the aesthetic value of the apple. For a painter it 
can be the other way around. In this theory it is the dealing that gives value to the 
occasion. This, according to Perry (1954), may explain why there are so many 
different values, because value depends on the interest that one has in an object and 
there is an unlimited amount of possible interests. 
 
The expectation of the realization of the interest is already included in the concept of 
value. As I have explained, according to the SEC-framework it is very difficult for 
individuals to determine whether their expectations have been met, and even 
impossible in case the individual is dealing with a credence good. But expectations as 
such are not what interests people when we speak about the measurement of value 
like in the customer value equation. It is the comparison or ranking of things that 
have value, �“to choose among goods, and define principles by which such choice is 
justified�” according to Perry (1954, p.50). One can simply count the amount of 
money that the individual has had to pay and one can measure how much time it has 
taken the individual in total but how the individual perceives these investments is 
however a much more complex construct. Time can seem to �‘fly by�’ or �‘stand still�’ 
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irrespective of the clock-time that has objectively passed (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; 
Hornik, 1984). Money retains profane and sacred meanings, depending on its source 
and use (Belk & Wallendorf, 1990). A comparison of perceptions and expectations to 
arrive at an evaluation of something may therefore seem objective but it does not 
involve those elements that can�’t be made explicit. Some part of the investment can 
be objectively counted or measured but still, �“(s)tatistics, however objective and 
accurate, are never value-free but draw attention to what various societies deem 
important goals and values. We measure what we treasure and vice versa�” 
(Henderson, 1996, p. 220). As far as the valuation methods are concerned: how can 
one accurately determine an objective monetary price for things that reside outside of 
the market? And what happens to other values if only monetary values are focused on 
(Ackerman & Heinzerling, 2004)? These are questions and issues that are so complex 
and intricate, that their answers and solutions fall outside of the scope of this study. I 
would however like to offer an explanation of the way in which Perry deals with 
comparative values, since although it is difficult to compare expectations and 
perceptions, according to Perry (1954) one can compare different interests. 

 

COMPARING INTERESTS 

Perry (1954, pp. 53-60) discusses the different ways in which interests, and thus values, 
can be compared, for example on the basis of preference, strength, intensity, duration, 
frequency of manifestation or enlightenment. However, for an accurate assessment 
and comparison of values one cannot just combine these different scales, but one 
could argue according to Perry that a �“totality of interests is greater than any of its 
parts in all respects; that is whatever the magnitudes of preference, intensity, strength, 
or duration, number, or enlightenment�” (1954, p. 60). This is what he calls the 
�‘standard of inclusiveness�’. The interests of an individual mediate each other so when 
one thinks of acting based on some interest, the standard of inclusiveness requires that 
one also thinks of what the action would mean to the other interests one has, or even 
the interests that others have. It may be appealing for a student to go out at night, but 
if he has an exam the next morning, he also has to take that interest into 
consideration. It may be appealing to eat a third piece of cake, but if there is an 
interest in not becoming obese, one has to take this interest into consideration too. In 
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the same way, we can take into consideration other people�’s interests in our 
actions by not jumping queues in the supermarket or by not laying our feet on the 
opposing seat in the train. However, for this standard of inclusiveness reflection is 
needed.  The various interests have to be prioritized and coordinated. The more 
interests an object appeals to, the more one could say that it appeals to the person 
as a �“human integer�” (Perry, 1954, p. 63). The organization can play a role in the 
experience-encounter by helping individuals with the reflection on their interests. I 
will discuss this role in paragraph 5.4. 

 

5.3.2 PRACTICAL AND NON-PRACTICAL INTERESTS AS AN ALTERNATIVE FOR 

RIVALRY AND EXCLUDABILITY 

An important distinction that Perry (1954) makes between interests is the distinction 
between practical interests and non-practical interests. A practical interest means that 
its dealing requires the exclusive use of the occasion and excludes other interests from 
its occasion. It usurps it, or it alters it so it can no longer be shared with others. 
Hunger is an example of a practical interest, since an apple (occasion) that is eaten 
(dealing) no longer exists for someone else to eat. Examples of non-practical interests 
are aesthetic and cognitive interests, since these �“take and leave external objects as 
they are, and do not interfere with other interests in the same objects�” (Perry, 1954, p. 
102). Hundreds of persons at the same time can enjoy the same concert, opera or 
movie. Thousands of students worldwide can study the same subject at the same time. 
The descriptions of experiences that are focused on the encounter, which were taken 
from various dictionaries and encyclopaedias and that were presented in table 2.3, 
show that the focus in experiences lies mainly on non-practical interests. The verbs 
that were used to describe the encounter were doing, seeing, feeling, encountering, 
undergoing, participating, observing, living through, making contact with, being 
involved, perceiving, apprehending, being physically aware and partaking. All of these 
verbs refer to non-practical interests. 
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RIVALRY DEPENDS ON THE INTEREST TAKEN 

In Perry�’s (1954) terms, the distinction between rivalrous and non-rivalrous goods has 
more to do with the type of occasion than with the type of dealing or consummatory 
activity. What is neglected, when focusing solely on the rivalry of economic offerings, 
is that rivalrous offerings become rivalrous only when someone takes a practical 
interest in them. For example, an apple is not rivalrous per se. If rivalry means that if 
someone consumes a good there is less of it available for someone else, then an apple 
may just as well be non-rivalrous if the interest in the apple for example is aesthetic or 
cognitive.  Various people can easily paint an apple at the same time. An apple 
becomes a rivalrous good if, and only if, a practical interest is taken in it. The 
distinction between practical and non-practical interests has more to do with the 
dealing than with the occasion. It is the activity that the person engages in, that causes 
him to realize his interest in a practical or non-practical way, and thus whether we 
can consider the object to be rival or non-rival. The activities like doing, seeing, 
feeling, encountering, etc. referred to in table 2.3 cause the individual to realize his or 
her interest in a non-practical way, and therefore the objects that are being dealt with 
can be considered as non-rivalrous.. 

 

Figure 5.8 �– Focus on non-rivalry because of non-practical nature of experience-interests 
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EXCLUDABILITY DEPENDS ON THE INTEREST TAKEN 

A practical interest according to Perry (1954) means that its dealing requires the 
exclusive use of the occasion and excludes other interests from its occasion. 
Excludability is thus an explicit element of this definition. By excluding 
experiences, for example by selling tickets to entry or by working based on 
invitation, organizations take a practical interest in experiences. The organization 
decides when the experience begins and when it ends and they decide who can enter 
at what moment and who has to leave at what moment. In this manner, organizations 
thus require people to invest in something with a beginning and an end. This situation 
makes sense in a service economy in which the individual invests certain values after 
which the organization should provide him with a result, which is the end of the 
encounter. However, the practical interest of the organization may clash with the 
non-practical interest of the individual. The individual does not alter or usurp the 
occasion so the fact that he is sent away from the experience and closed off from it at 
a moment chosen by the organization, means that his investments are cut off at that 
specific moment. Especially when the individual does not experience his investment as 
costs but as benefits, this means a lost opportunity for value creation for individuals 
and organizations alike. I therefore see an important role for organizations in the 
experience-economy in providing individuals with opportunities for investing value in 
non-practical interests. In paragraph 5.4 I will discuss this role. 

 

5.3.3 INTERNALLY PRACTICAL AND NON-PRACTICAL INVESTMENTS 

As was discussed in 5.3.2, individuals interact with occasions, based on the interest 
they have in them. When the interest is practical, the occasion will not be available for 
anyone else, at least not in its original state. When the interest is non-practical, the 
occasion remains available for others, and for the person himself, to use for their own 
interests. However, there is another distinction that Perry (1954) has made regarding 
interests, which helps to understand what happens during experiences. Although non-
practical interests do not cause a conflict with the interests of other people, they may 
very well cause a conflict internally, between the interests of one and the same person. 
The consummatory activities, or dealings, that the individual engages in to satisfy his 
interests for example require time and effort from the individual. These are limited 
resources that an individual has at his disposal so it is inevitable that he will have to 
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choose in which dealings he will invest his resources and in which he will not. 
�“Although the cognitive and aesthetic interests are comparatively free from the 
possibility of conflict in the common external world they enjoy no such immunity 
within the personal life. All of a person�’s interests draw upon the same common fund 
of time and energy, and what is expended for one is preempted from the rest�” (Perry, 
1954, p. 103). I define resources of which the investment comes at the expense of 
other investments as �“internally practical resources�”. Investing more time in an 
activity A, means that there is less time to invest in activity B, since there is a limited 
and fixed amount of time available for the individual. Also attention is an internally 
practical resource, because attention is preemptive; attention that is paid to B disturbs 
the attention that can be paid to A. �“Internally non-practical resources�” are resources 
of which the investment does not come at the expense of other investments. So 
learning to like A more, does not necessarily mean that B has to be liked less. 
Becoming more interested in a certain subject does not mean that the interest for 
other subjects has to diminish.  
The investment of values, be they internally practical or internally non-practical 
resources, may lead to increased value as was shown in paragraph 5.2.3. However, 
when given the choice, under the same conditions individuals can be expected to 
prefer investments of internally non-practical resources since these do not involve the 
opportunity costs that are related to investments of internally practical resources. 
Especially when the investment of internally non-practical resources leads to an 
increase in perceived value, the behaviour of organizations that deliberately end the 
experience at some moment seems irrational, since by ending it they stop individuals 
from continuing to invest in it, or send them away to another place where they will 
continue to invest their resources. By viewing value primarily in terms of internally 
practical resources that lead to decreased value, scholars neglect an important part of 
the investments that individuals make in the experience-encounter. There may be an 
important role to play for organizations in this area that should be given attention. In 
the next paragraph I will explore this role together with the two roles that were 
indicated earlier in this paragraph. 
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5.4 ROLES FOR ORGANIZATIONS IN AN EXPERIENCE CONTEXT 

The combination of the three problems that I described in 5.2 with the insights of 
Perry�’s value theory, have led to three roles that organizations can play in the 
experience encounter, which are neglected in the marketing and business 
literature on the experience economy. In table 5.3 the three problems of the 
traditional ways of determining value and the insights from Perry�’s value theory are  
presented again, together with the roles I see for organizations in the experience 
economy, which I will now discuss. 
 

 
Table 5.3 �– Roles for organizations in the experience-economy 

 

Problem

Insight from 
Perry's (1954) 
value theory

Role for 
organization in 

experience 
economy

1
Can the 

individual's 
expectations be 

taken into 
account in the 
evaluation of  
experiences?

Objects of  
interests

Support the 
individual in his 
reection on the 

standard of  
inclusiveness

2

Are rivalry and 
excludability 
appropriate 

concepts in an 
experience 
economy?

Practical and 
non-practical 

interests

Facilitate 
investments of  
value in non-

practical 
interests

3

Do the values 
that individuals 
invest decrease 
or increase the 
perceived value 

in the 
encounter?

Internally 
practical and 
non-practical 

resources

Facilitate 
investment of  

internally non-
practical 
resources



 

 

 

 
236

ROLE 1: SUPPORT THE INDIVIDUAL IN HIS REFLECTION ON THE STANDARD OF 

INCLUSIVENESS 

The first role for organizations in an experience economy that is currently being 
ignored in business and marketing literature on experiences is the role of supporting a 
process of reflection on the �‘standard of inclusiveness�’. The organization in this case 
would have a facilitating or supporting role in the experience, which according to 
Zuboff and Maxmin (2002) is indeed the role that organizations should take upon 
themselves. The organization could for example take upon itself the task of 
connecting various contexts and experiences that the individual is or has been 
engaged in, or the task of contextualizing the different experiences that individuals 
have and by doing so would add value to these. Many examples of experiences that 
are discussed in current marketing and business literature are examples of separate 
happenings and events in the life of an individual. By supporting the individual in 
discovering what his experiences mean for his life in general, the value of the 
experiences may be greatly enhanced. The experiences are not separate events and 
happenings anymore, but they become meaningful on a broader scale. An example 
may help in understanding this abstract distinction: if on holiday one visits a former 
colony with a tour guide who mainly explains the historical facts of the location, then 
the visit to the colony may remain a separate event. However, if the tour guide 
succeeds in connecting the raw material, the meaning that life in the colony had for 
the people that lived there, to the present life of the visitors, then the location becomes 
more than a separate historical venue but it may become symbolic for how people live, 
think and behave in general. By supporting people to step out of their role as oblivious 
or observing tourists, this guide supports visitors in reflecting on the meaning and 
value of their visit to the colony in their own life. Seamon (1979), in his book on the 
encounters that individuals have with the world surrounding them, described this 
phenomenon in terms of �‘tendency towards mergence�’ and its counterpart �‘tendency 
towards separateness�’.  
 
When there is a tendency towards mergence, the individual is highly aware of the 
environment and there may even be a perceptual union between the self and the non-
self. A tendency towards separateness indicates the exact opposite: the individual is 
separate, in terms of awareness, from the world at hand, is oblivious to it and gives it 
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no or little attention. These two tendencies are the poles of Seamon�’s awareness 
continuum, in which he distinguishes four modes of encounter (see figure 5.9). 
 

 
Figure 5.9 �– Modes of Encounter (based on Seamon, 1979) 

 
At the extreme left of the spectrum Seamon has placed obliviousness. �“Obliviousness 
refers to any situation in which the experiencer�’s conscious attention is not in touch with the world 
outside but directed inwardly �– to thoughts, feelings, imaginings, fantasies, worries or 
bodily states which have nothing or little to do with the world at hand�” (Seamon, 
1979, p.104, italics in original). Obliviousness thus does not mean that the person has 
ceased to pay attention in general; Seamon merely refers to a lack of attention for the 
world exterior to the individual. The next mode of encounter is watching. �“Watching is 
a situation in which the person looks out attentively upon some aspect of the world for an extended 
period of time�” (Seamon, 1979, p.105, italics in original). Watching can be more or less 
intense but usually involves a clear separation of the individual from the environment 
according to Seamon (1979). The next mode of encounter, noticing, brings the 
individual and the environment closer together in the moment. Noticing can be self-
grounded or world-grounded. Personal knowledge and past experience trigger the 
former. World-grounded noticing is a more passive form of noticing than self-
grounded noticing and takes place when �“some striking characteristic of the world�” 
(Seamon, 1979, p.108) grabs one�’s awareness. In self-grounded or person-grounded 
noticing the interest, knowledge and/or past experience of the individual causes him 
to pay attention to some specific aspect of the environment. Examples of these two 
variations are noticing that a car hits a fence with a bang (world-grounded noticing) 
and noticing that the house keys one has been looking for for a long time are lying 

Obliviousness     Watching     Noticing Heightened  

contact 

Tendency 

towards person-

environment 

separateness, 

sense of reality 

down 

Tendency 

towards 

person-

environment 

mergence, 

sense of reality 

up 
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under a magazine on the table (self- or person-grounded noticing). The essential 
characteristics of all noticing are that it is always sudden, unmediated and unexpected. 
 
At the extreme right of the continuum Seamon (1979) has placed heightened contact, 
which, as his group observations have shown, is also sudden, unmediated and 
unexpected. �“In heightened contact, the person feels a serenity of mood and vividness 
of presence; his awareness of himself is heightened, and at the same time, the external 
world seems more real�” (Seamon, 1979, p.111). In �‘heightened contact�’ a connection 
is somehow made between whatever is taking place in the individual�’s environment 
and the individual himself. Organizations can support this reflective process by 
showing which of his interests may be involved, and hereby augment the value of the 
experience for the individual. Perry (1954) stated that the standard of inclusiveness 
requires that one also thinks of what his actions would mean to the other interests one 
has, or even the interests that others have, and the more interests an object appeals to, 
the more one could say that it appeals to the person as a �“human integer�” (Perry, 
1954, p. 63). Organizations can take upon themselves the role of connecting various 
contexts and experiences that the individual is or has been engaged in, and by doing 
so add value to these, but they can also try to help individuals in making the 
connections between the different experiences and contexts themselves. Both roles 
would help in supporting the individual in reflecting on his standard of inclusiveness.  
These connections are very important, because �“the measure of the value of an 
experience lies in the perception of relationships or continuities to which it leads up. It 
includes cognition in the degree in which it is cumulative or amounts to something, or 
has meaning�” (Dewey, 2004, p. 114). This cumulative effect of relationships, 
continuities and/or meanings is what may become apparent because of the reflection. 

 

ROLE 2: FACILITATE INVESTMENTS OF VALUE IN NON-PRACTICAL INTERESTS 

The second role I see for organizations in the experience economy is the role of 
facilitator or provider of opportunities for individuals to invest resources in non-
practical interests. Non-practical interests, as defined by Perry, �“take and leave 
external objects as they are, and do not interfere with other interests in the same 
objects�” (Perry, 1954, p. 102), hence the object is still available for others but also for 
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the individual himself. The experiences that are described in the encounter-
centred marketing and business literature on experiences, usually involve a 
peculiar combination of aspects of practical and non-practical interests. Since 
many authors in the field of the experience economy use examples from theatre 
and show business (e.g. Pine and Gilmore�’s (1999) �‘The experience economy: 
Work is theatre and every business a stage�’, Schmitt, Rogers and Vrotsos�’ (2004) 
�‘There�’s no business that�’s not show business�’, McKain�’s (2002) �‘All business is show 
business: Strategies for earning standing ovations from your customers and 
employees�’), I will explain this phenomenon based on an example of someone going 
to the theatre. When an individual buys a ticket and goes to see a theatrical 
performance, he invests both internally practical (e.g. time, money) and internally 
non-practical (e.g. emotions, human capital) resources. On the one hand, his interest 
can be called non-practical, since his experience of the show and his possible 
enjoyment (the dealing) do not detract from the value that others can derive from it. 
In many cases the fact that more people are present is even tantamount to the 
enjoyment of the experience. However, as I already discussed, the theatre company 
has a practical interest in the experience, since the ticket it sells represents temporary 
access to the show, which in this example is the occasion. Although the occasion is not 
altered or usurped because of the experience, it is neither available for the individual 
after the show ends and he leaves the theatre. In this sense, the occasion remains �‘in 
possession�’ of the experience provider. This has to do with the fact that the provider 
has made the experience excludable. The provider exerts �‘property rights�’ of the show 
and carefully monitors the compensation received for its consumption. However, 
Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) claim that people invest psychic 
energy in objects �– a thing, an idea, an activity, a person, etc �– and that these objects 
then become �“charged�” with the agent�’s energy. �“For example, if a person works at a 
task, a certain amount of his or her attention is invested in that task, thus that invested 
energy is �“lost�” because the agent was unable to use that attention for other purposes�” 
(Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 8). The fact that objects can be 
charged with psychic energy, also opens up the possibility of expropriating this 
psychic energy by taking away the object. When the performance ends, it becomes 
excluded from the individual again, until he would buy another ticket. This situation 
closely resembles the situation of �‘artificial scarcity�’ that was discussed earlier in this 
paragraph, meaning that organizations behave themselves as if non-rival goods are 
scarce, by excluding them. Although one of the characteristics of a non-rival good is 
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that it has zero marginal costs and theatre performances clearly do not, for actors 
have to be paid, the theatre and  technical equipment have to be rented, etc., this is 
not what the individual intentionally invests in. He invests in his non-practical interest 
of having the experience. He has to pay money for a ticket which will give him access, 
but he invests time, energy etc. in the experience. This is a main difference between 
organizations in an experience economy and organizations that provide goods or 
services: the latter provide utility in exchange for money, or in Heskett et al�’s (1997) 
terms they provide a result and a process in exchange for money and access costs; the 
former have to take into account the investment of other values. To prevent this loss 
of �‘psychic energy�’ to the individual, it would thus make sense for organizations to 
provide opportunities for individuals to invest their resources in a way that they may 
take the object with them. Object in this sense can be taken literally, for example in a 
situation where the organization provides the individual with everything he might 
need to create something artistic, after which he can take his work home, or object 
can be interpreted in terms of an activity by which the individual�’s human capital 
grows because of the investment. This way, the invested energy can turn into a gain 
for the individual in line with Ratchford�’s (2001) argument that the investment of 
resources by an individual can lead to a gain instead of a loss of value. 

 

ROLE 3: FACILITATE THE INVESTMENT OF INTERNALLY NON-PRACTICAL 

RESOURCES 

The third role I see for organizations in an experience economy based on the insights 
derived from Perry�’s value theory is the role of facilitator or provider of opportunities 
for individuals to invest internally non-practical resources. The fact that the 
investment of internally practical resources in economic terms involves an opportunity 
cost for the individual, in the sense that the invested resources are forever gone and 
cannot be invested again, while the investment of internally non-practical resources 
does not involve these opportunity costs, leads to the hypothesis that individuals, 
when given the choice, will be more inclined to invest internally non-practical 
resources rather than internally practical resources. However, as was shown at the 
beginning of this chapter, most encounter-centred literature on the experience 
economy is still focused on just the internally practical part of the investments that 
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individuals make in their experiences, like money, time and attention. Since 
experience always takes place in time, individuals�’ investments always involve 
both internally practical and internally non-practical resources. If the latter do not 
involve opportunity costs and individuals are more inclined to invest internally 
non-practical resources, it would make sense for organizations to provide 
opportunities for individuals to invest their internally non-practical resources, 
especially since some of these investments may even cause an increase in the value of 
the experience, as was shown in paragraph 5.2.3.  
 
The importance of internally non-practical resources however makes for a particular 
situation for those dealing with experiences. The investment of this type of resources 
cannot be forced. You cannot force someone to rake a cognitive or an aesthetic 
interest in something. In fact, there is growing attention in research and in marketing 
and business literature for concepts involving this lack of control, like for example 
reputation (e.g. Fombrun, 1996; Shore, 2003b; 2003c) and authenticity (e.g. Lewis & 
Bridger, 2001; Gilmore & Pine, 2007; Corbus & Guertin, 2007). It is the individual 
who decides whether he finds that someone has a good or bad reputation or is 
authentic or not and one cannot force someone else to believe that one has a good 
reputation or that one is authentic. Trying to convince someone of this may even lead 
to the opposite (Gilmore & Pine, 2007).  
 
In the same manner one cannot prevent individuals from having a cognitive or 
aesthetic interest in things and investing their internally non-practical resources.  The 
following anecdote makes clear that even incarceration cannot prevent people from 
investing their internally non-practical resources: �“My friend, a French painter and 
Resistance fighter, was put in a concentration camp by the Nazis. Every evening 
during his long incarceration, he and two or three of his fellow prisoners. . . entirely 
by means of conversation and gestures . . . dressed for dinner in immaculate white 
shirts that did not exist, and placed, at times with some difficulty because of the 
starched material that wasn�’t there, pearl or ruby studs and cuff links in those shirts. . . 
. They drank Châteauneuf-du-Pape throughout the meal and Château d�’Yquem with 
the dessert pastry. . . . There were certain restaurants they did not patronize a second 
time because the lobster had been overcooked. . . . On the evenings that they saw 
themselves as men of letters, they quoted from the great poets while they dined�” 
(Boyle, 1985, p. 88). The pleasures derived from this imaginary dinner have also been 
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called �‘pleasures of the mind�’ (Kubovy, 1999). Some categories of these so-called 
�‘pleasures of the mind�’ show again that they cannot be forced upon individuals or 
held from individuals. One example is the pleasure from learning something that you 
did not know before. People are constantly learning and making sense but every 
teacher knows that you cannot transfer knowledge directly to students and it depends 
on the student himself whether he will learn and understand or not. Another example 
is virtuosity, or the pleasure someone has when feeling that he is doing something 
well. Even if according to rules and judges someone is not performing well, one can 
never prevent someone else from feeling that he is doing well. There are plenty more 
examples of investments of internally non-practical resources that cannot be forced 
and cannot be prevented from happening. Organizations can only choose to facilitate 
these investments and provide opportunities for them, or not. 
 
Individuals always invest internally non-practical resources but there is a lack of 
attention for these investments in marketing and business literature. A reason for this 
may be that they are hard to measure and cannot be made excludable, so they cannot 
be charged for explicitly. However, if more and more organizations make their 
offerings non-excludable, like the museums and educational institutions that were 
discussed above, it would be wise for organizations to think about their role as 
facilitators for the investments of these internally non-practical resources, before 
individuals make their investments with some other organization. 

 

5.5 CONCLUSION 

I have argued in chapter 2 that the encounter-centred approach of experience in 
current literature in the fields of marketing and business is biased in the sense that 
scholars in these fields focus primarily on the role of organizations in determining 
which values should be invested during the experience-encounter, hereby neglecting 
values that individuals invest in the encounter beyond financial values. The research 
question I therefore intended to answer in this chapter was �“Which types of values do 
individuals invest in the experience?�”  
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To explore the exchange of values in the encounter the Customer Value Equation 
of Heskett et al (1997) was presented, since this is an accepted theoretical model 
for exploring the value of services. The services economy is seen as a precursor of 
the experience economy therefore it could well be that this value equation can be 
adapted to fit the specific characteristics of the experience economy. However, as 
I explained in paragraph 5.2, the specific characteristics of experiences make the 
Customer Value Equation of Heskett et al (1997) inappropriate for the experience 
economy. First of all, there are theories in the services�’ literature that claim that the 
perceived value is not enough for determining what happens in services, and that one 
also needs to take into account the expectations. However, because of the experience 
and credence characteristics of experiences it is difficult if not impossible to state one�’s 
expectations upfront.  
 
Second of all, the concepts described in the Customer Value Equation are rivalrous 
and/or excludable. These concepts are not suitable for describing what happens in 
the experience economy though, because of the immaterial nature of experiences and 
the specific characteristics of the encounter.  
 
Thirdly, and finally, in the service equation the investments that individuals make are 
placed below the line because a higher price and/or higher costs, in other words an 
increase in invested value, means that the perceived value decreases. I showed that 
values invested by customers do not always lead to decreased perceived value in an 
experience economy. On the contrary, the investment of values may even lead to an 
increase in perceived value.  
 
These three issues have led me to explore a different theory of value, namely the value 
theory constructed by Ralph Barton Perry (1954). By using concepts of Perry�’s value 
theory, like interests, practicality and internal practicality, I have given insight into 
what happens during the experience-encounter, which has led to the conclusion that 
there are three important roles for organizations in the experience-encounter.   
 
1) Support the individual in his reflection on the standard of inclusiveness 
2) Facilitate investments of value in non-practical interests 
3) Facilitate investments of internally non-practical resources 
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To start with the latter, the role of facilitator for the investments of internally non-
practical resources is related to the fact that in current business and marketing 
literature on the experience economy there is a lack of attention for values that 
involve no opportunity costs for the individual. Current literature mainly discusses 
internally practical resources like money, time, attention and effort but internally non-
practical resources like taking a cognitive or aesthetic interest in something are often 
neglected. This is surprising since these interests are exactly the interests that are often 
alluded to in the literature, but they are rarely analyzed.  

 

YOU CAN SELL (ACCESS TO) AN OCCASION BUT NOT AN EXPERIENCE 

In terms of Perry�’s (1954) theory the main aspect of the encounter that marketing and 
business scholars seem to focus on is the occasion. Individuals have to pay money for 
acquiring access to an occasion, they spend time in contact with the occasion, and 
they are stimulated to pay attention to the occasion. However, the focus on the 
investment of internally practical resources in the encounter with an occasion poses a 
risk for organizations. The occasion can often be excluded, for example by closing it 
off and having people pay an entrance fee, but this does not mean that the experience 
itself can be made excludable. As I discussed, there are many occasions that can be 
dealt with in Perry�’s (1954) terms when one has a certain interest, and excluding one 
does not mean that the interest cannot be fulfilled. This is also a reason for why the 
investment of internally non-practical resources cannot be forced or prevented. If one 
has an aesthetic interest in Van Gogh paintings, one does not have to go the Van 
Gogh museum to fulfil this interest by watching (dealing) the paintings (occasions) 
there. One can perhaps also watch (dealing) pictures of these paintings (occasions) in a 
book or on a website. This aspect becomes even more important to take into account 
since according to the SEC-framework individuals do not know what to expect 
exactly from experiences so they do not necessarily always have a clear idea about 
which occasion will help them satisfy their interest best. For organizations focused on 
excluding an occasion and trusting that individuals will have to come to them to fulfil 
their interest, this means that there is a risk that other parties will offer occasions for 
less or even for free, and that individuals will choose to invest their internally practical 
and non-practical resources with those parties.  
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A focus on the provision of occasions also means that organizations are not selling 
experiences but they are selling access to occasions. Experiences, because of the 
fact that there is always some investment of internally non-practical resources 
involved, cannot be excluded, only the occasion can be excluded, and what can�’t 
be excluded, can�’t be charged for. This means that selling an experience is 
impossible, which is why it might seem logical that scholars focus on selling access 
to the occasion instead. However, occasions are not valuable in themselves, they only 
become valuable for an individual because of his dealing with the occasion based on 
some interest. The problem is that these interests are often unknown to the 
organization, which makes it very difficult to understand what the value is of what is 
sold and how much resources the organization can expect the individual to invest. 
 

 

Figure 5.10 �– Connection between first role for organizations and conceptualizations of experience 

 
If I connect these insights with the conceptualizations of experience (as I have done in 
figure 5.10), the focus on access to occasions would represent a focus on secondary 
experience. Primary experiences always involve some investment by the individual of 
internally non-practical resources. There is always direct contact via the senses with 
the �‘raw material�’ as I stated in chapter 3. This sensory contact is an investment of 
internally non-practical resources. Individuals see, hear, touch, smell and taste more 
than one thing at a time, perhaps not always consciously but we do not, if we are 
talking to someone and someone else arrives, suddenly become blind to the first 
person. Processing all the sensory impressions is obviously limited; we cannot 
consciously pay attention to everything at once, which makes attention an internally 
practical resource. But experience begins with contact with the raw material and 
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individuals are capable of taking in many sensory impressions at once, which implies 
that indeed in every experience there is an investment of internally non-practical 
resources. Of course, the investment of internally non-practical resources does not 
only have to do with sensory impressions, but it can also take place when there is an 
aesthetic or cognitive interest. Following the experience-economy adagio �“you are 
what you charge for�” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999, p.61), we see that organizations still 
primarily charge for occasions, or access to or use of occasions, not for experiences. 
Charging for experience would not lead to a situation in which the organization 
determines what they want to charge for their offering, but would have to lead to a 
situation of �‘ex post facto�’ evaluation or retrospective value-determination, in which 
the individual determines what the experience has been worth to him or her 
retrospectively and would invest resources accordingly. The problem with this 
scenario is that for many experiences effects may take a long time to emerge and may 
change in time. This would then have to be taken into account in the method for 
value determination. 

 

EXPERIENCES DO NOT BEGIN OR END WHEN YOU WANT THEM TO 

The second role, the organization as facilitator for the investments of values in non-
practical interests, seems pleonastic in the context of experiences, since I explained 
that experiences represent non-practical interests. However, I also discussed why this 
role is important to take into account. Often organizations exclude their offerings 
since this is seen as the only way to charge for them. By excluding the occasion from 
the individuals, organizations cut off the experience and send people away. 
Individuals then pay for spending a certain amount of time in contact with the 
occasion, the duration of which is usually determined by the organization. Individuals 
are thus excluded or closed off from the occasion after this amount of time, although 
the organization cannot be sure of the fact that individuals have reached 
consummation and are done investing. If individuals are not done investing and have 
not yet reached consummation, they have a choice. Either they can pay the 
organization again and gain access a second time, or they can find some other party 
with whom to invest their resources. Not only do organizations in this case run the 
risk of losing the individual if he decides to choose another party, but in terms of the 
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conceptualizations in chapter 3, by closing off the individual from the occasion, 
the organization also closes itself off from the possibility of being involved in the 
individual�’s potential Erfahrung (see figure 5.11).  
 
By ending the �‘experience�’ one-sidedly, investments after the ending are not taken 
into account and valuable investments may be lost to the organization. In the eyes 
of the organization, that has a practical interest in the experience as I argued in 
paragraph5.3.2, the experience has a beginning and an ending, and the individual 
pays for what happens in between. But for the individual, the experience can start 
before the �‘official�’ beginning and continue long after the �‘official�’ ending, and if the 
organization does not facilitate the investments that happen before or afterwards, the 
individual may find another place where to invest. By paying explicit attention to the 
facilitation of investments in these non-practical interests, organizations enable 
themselves to have a role not just in the individuals�’ Erlebnissen, but also in their 
Erfahrungen. 
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Figure 5.11 �– Connection between second role for organizations and conceptualizations of experience 

 
The third role, as the individuals�’ supporter of the reflection on the standard of 
inclusiveness, would mean helping individuals and providing them with opportunities 
for connecting their experience with other experiences and connecting the meaning of 
the experience with other contexts in their life.  
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Experiential 
concepts/ Role 

Secondary 
experience 

Primary 
experience 

Emotional 
experience 

Meaningful 
experience 

Integrative 
experience 

Support the 
individual in his 
reflection on the 
standard of 
inclusiveness 

  

Figure 5.12 �– Connection between third role for organizations and conceptualizations of experience 

 
In terms of the conceptualizations in chapter 3, the organization would via this role 
help the individual get from a meaningful to an integrative experience (see figure 
5.12). By helping the individual to reflect on his interests and the role of the 
experience for these interests, the organization can at the same time help the 
individual discover what the meaning of the experience is for his everyday experience 
beyond the original context. This way the experience makes a difference in the 
individual�’s life, by transforming and enriching it (Pugh, 2004). The individual not 
only enjoys using whatever meaning he has gained from the experience in his 
everyday life (�“experiential value�”), but he does this out of his own free will 
(�“motivated use�”) and because of this he learns to see the world in a different way or 
attaches new meaning to it (�“expansion of perception�”) (Pugh, 2005b, p.19). This type 
of experience opens up new possibilities for experiencing for the individual. 
 
As can be seen in these three roles, in increasing amounts, the focus on control by 
organizations has to decrease. Providing opportunities and support to individuals are 
tasks that leave a great deal of initiative for those whom are offered the opportunities 
and/or who are supported. This might just be the most difficult and daunting task for 
managers in a society so focused on the idea of control, something that is exemplified 
by some names that have been given to our society, like the social ruling system 
(�‘sociaal regelsysteem�’) (Cornelis, 1995), the disciplinary society (Covaleskie, 1993), or 
the �‘intensive people-breeding farm�’ (intensieve menshouderij, (Peters & Pouw, 2005)). 
The focus on control becomes problematic in a world in which individuals need space 
to make use of the opportunities they are offered and in which uncontrollable aspects 
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(e.g. reputation, trust, authenticity, etc) become more and more important for 
competitive advantage. 
 
 



! C H A P T E R 6

A genuine homage to someone, 
means looking at our world 

through his eyes,
rather than looking at his world 

through our eyes.

A F T E R A L A I N D E B O T T O N , 
H OW P R O U S T C A N C H A N G E Y O U R L I F E , 

1997, P.196
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6.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
In the former chapters I used theories to show the bias that I see in the current 
experience economy discourse and to offset this bias. In the choice of theories I have 
tried to take the individual�’s perspective into account as much as possible. If I would 
finish my exploration for a new theoretical foundation for the experience economy 
here though, a very important aspect would be missing: the voice of the individual. As 
I explained in chapter 2, the bias in current literature has mainly to do with too much 
focus on the organizational perspective and too little recognition for the importance of 
the individual�’s perspective. I therefore want to incorporate the voice of the individual 
literally in my theoretical foundation, by studying what they, as the experts on their 
own experience, have to say about their lived experience. 
 
The reason why I have decided to present my research design for the empirical part 
of the study in this chapter and not in for example chapter 2 is that I want to create a 
clear distinction between the theoretical part and the empirical part, between what 
scholars say about experience and what individuals say about their experience. As I 
will explain in this chapter, for phenomenological research it is important to put 
between �‘brackets�’ one�’s prior knowledge. I have therefore explicitly separated the 
prior theoretical knowledge that was dealt with in chapters 2 through 5 from the 
interview results in chapter 7, so that the individual�’s voice can be heard without 
interference from the models, theories and concepts that were presented in those 
chapters. In my conclusion in chapter 8 I will connect the insights from chapters 2 
through 5 with the insights from chapter 7.  
 
The choices researchers make regarding the strategies and methods to be used in their 
studies are important ones, since the intention should be to arrive at the most accurate 
and comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under study (Mumford, 1991). 
Making these choices out of habit, tradition or personal preference causes a risk that 
the methodology functions as an irrational ritual or fetish, and that one might confuse 
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the means and ends within the research (Sandström, 1991; Wastell, 1996). Not all 
authors seem to acknowledge the fact that their chosen method is in fact a choice, 
and present it as if it were the only possible, or the preferred method for doing 
research (Cavaye, 1996). In the same way, adherents of a particular approach all 
too often argue for its, according to Galliers highly unlikely, universal 
applicability (1991). Researchers should therefore reflect on their choices, guided by 
the research theme and objective, and give a persuasive argumentation for the chosen 
strategies and methods (Galliers, 1991; Mumford, 1991; De Vries & Roest, 1999; 
Easton, 1995; Trauth & O�’Connor, 1991).   
 
In this chapter I will present the choices I have made regarding the research strategy 
and methodology, including the arguments for making these specific choices. First I 
will discuss my epistemological orientation, interpretivism. Although, as I have just 
discussed, it is always important for researchers to present the line of reasoning of 
their study, this is even truer for interpretivistic researchers. Within this line of 
research, the central interest is not in presenting the reader with objective facts, but 
rather in meaning-perspectives and their interpretation, elucidation and exposition by 
the researcher (Erickson, 1986). Based on the presented line of reasoning the reader 
should be able to understand how the researcher has arrived at his or her 
interpretation. I will then discuss phenomenology as an appropriate research strategy 
based on the themes and objectives of this study. I will also indicate why I decided to 
dismiss my former research strategy choices. In paragraph 6.4 I will present the 
research method and the data collection and analysis techniques that I have used for 
conducting the interviews and the analysis of the interview results. Finally I will 
discuss several ways of evaluating interpretive research. 

 

6.2 EPISTEMOLOGICAL ORIENTATION: INTERPRETIVISM 

Epistemology refers to beliefs about the way in which knowledge is construed. 
Interpretivism and positivism rely on quite different assumptions about the nature of 
reality and the way in which knowledge about this reality can be obtained. Different 
approaches to research are therefore required (Cavaye, 1996). The traditional and 
dominant approach in many fields of research has been the positivist approach 
(Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991, Hunt, 1991, Burr, 1995) and this could be a reason why 
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many researchers do not state their positivist epistemological stance explicitly within 
their publications. However, there is a relative increase in the use of interpretive 
research (Walsham, 1995). The differences between the interpretivistic perspective 
and the positivist perspective cause a need for different criteria for conducting and 
evaluating research, depending on the chosen orientation of the researcher (Klein & 
Myers, 1999; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). What makes research interpretive is not 
so much a specific procedure in data collection or analysis, but it is rather a matter of 
focus and intent of the researcher, who is more interested in the specific structure of 
occurrences rather than their general character and overall distribution and who 
wants to understand the meaning perspectives of the individuals involved in the events 
(Erickson, 1986). Researchers should therefore reflect on their own philosophical 
stance and state their position explicitly in their work (Walsham, 1995). 
 
The orientation of this study is interpretivist. The goal of interpretivist research is not 
to generate �‘the�’ truth, but to understand the complexities of a phenomenon in reality 
and make interpretations available to render them intelligible to others. The results 
are not objective facts, which in positivism are considered as the only scientific 
knowledge, but an understanding of the actions and meaning-perspectives of the 
actors involved.  
 
According to Erickson (1986) the specifics of actions and the meaning-perspectives of 
actors are often overlooked in other approaches to research. One reason for this is 
that the individuals whose meaning-perspectives the interpretive researcher is 
interested in are often themselves overlooked. In fact, one of the reasons why I argued 
that the orientation of business and marketing scholars in the field of the experience 
economy is biased is because they tend to overlook the individual that has the 
experience. They seem to be heavily focused on the organization�’s perspective and 
the goal of this study is in fact to solve the problems related to this biased orientation 
on experience by bringing back the individual�’s perspective in the understanding of 
experiences.  
 
Contrary to positivists, who believe that the world conforms to laws of causation that 
can be objectively tested, and whose research approach is hypothetico-deductive and 
confirmatory, interpretivists believe that multiple realities exist as subjective 
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constructions of the mind (Walsham, 1993; Robey & Sahay, 1996; Orlikowski & 
Baroudi, 1991). When reality is assumed to be subjectively or socially constructed, 
there cannot be �‘one�’ universal and objective truth, instead there are multiple 
versions or constructions of truth. These constructions are in fact �“our own 
constructions of other people�’s constructions�” (Geertz, 1973, p. 9), ways of 
making sense of the world, and shared meanings are a form of intersubjectivity rather 
than objectivity. Interpretivism is thus an epistemological position, concerned with 
approaches to the understanding of reality and asserting that all such knowledge is 
necessarily a social construction and thus intersubjective.  
 
Researchers within the interpretive stance aim to understand phenomena from the 
point of view of participants directly involved with the phenomenon under study. 
They do not enter a social setting with a priori defined constructs, instead they allow 
constructs to emerge while they learn about and try to understand the phenomenon 
in its interaction with the contexts and individuals involved. Interpretive research 
focuses on the ways in which human beings make sense of emergent situations and 
phenomena (Klein & Myers, 1999). Lee (1991) speaks of first and second level 
understanding. First level understanding refers to the understanding of reality as 
individuals perceive it in their natural environment. In other words, first level 
understanding refers to primary experience, or �“the information (�…) that all human 
beings acquire from their environment by looking, listening, feeling, sniffing, and 
tasting - the information, in other words, that allows us to experience things for ourselves�” 
(Reed, 1996, pp. 1-2). Second level understanding on the other hand, refers to the 
researcher�’s interpretation of the first level understanding.  
 
The study of interpretations and meanings of individuals regarding their experiences 
can help give an explanation for situations in which the experience of similar or 
identical artefacts in comparable settings results in different effects (Orlikowski & 
Gash, 1994; Falk & Dierking, 2000; Erickson, 1986). By not defining a priori which 
particular observable variables will be analyzed and by remaining open to emergent 
phenomena, the understanding of the dynamics within a complex social reality can 
grow. An interpretive study of experiences can for example reveal why one individual 
is transformed after having experienced a specific event while the same event has not 
had any effect on another demographically identical individual. An interpretive study 
might also reveal why a seemingly �‘modest�’ experience setting might result in 
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significant changes and meaning for individuals. It is not just the experience setting, 
the artefact, itself and its material properties that have to be studied, but also the 
social context and the interpretations and subjective meanings of individuals dealing 
with it (Walsham, 1993; Robey & Sahay, 1996; Robey & Azevedo, 1994). In fact, the 
different assumptions about the nature of cause may be the most basic difference 
between interpretive and other more positivist approaches to research (Erickson, 
1986). Human beings are not merely subject to the laws of nature but their actions are 
grounded in a process of sense making and interpretation and thus are always open to 
the possibility of reinterpretation.  If situations are reinterpreted and the individual 
makes a different choice based on the reinterpretation, he may also act differently, in 
a situation that seen from the outside may look identical. Prediction and control in the 
tradition of the natural sciences become impossible in this type of situation. Not the 
surface similarities of situations determine the actions of human beings but the 
differences in their meaning perspectives. This is why the interpretive researcher has 
an interest for these meaning perspectives and less for the �‘objective�’ features of 
occurrences. The restricted orientation that business and marketing scholars in the 
field of the experience economy suffer from as I argued indeed contains elements of 
the focus on objective features instead of meaning perspectives of the individuals 
involved. Interpretive research can therefore be valuable in constructing a sound and 
integrative theoretical foundation for the experience economy by incorporating the 
individual�’s perspective. 
 
Critics of interpretive research tend to focus on the non-representativeness and lack of 
statistical generalizability of this type of research. From a positivist perspective 
statistical generalizability is important. However, from an interpretivist position, the 
validity of an extrapolation from individual cases depends not on the 
representativeness of such cases in a statistical sense, but on the plausibility and 
cogency of the logical reasoning used in describing the results from the cases, and in 
drawing conclusions from them. Here, one deals with a different type of 
generalization, an induction from the concrete situation to the social totality beyond 
the individual case (Burawoy, 1998; Baroudi & Orlikowski, 1989). Interpretive 
analysis is concerned with discovering and interpreting complex social patterns 
(Gummesson, 1991) and the search is not for abstract universals by making statistical 
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generalizations from samples to populations, but for concrete universals, which 
result from comparing specific cases that have been studied in detail.  
 

6.3 RESEARCH STRATEGY: FROM CASE RESEARCH TO GROUNDED 

THEORY TO PHENOMENOLOGY 

Every research strategy throws light on the same phenomenon in a different way (Lee, 
1991; Klein & Myers, 1999). Based on my research problem, I had originally chosen 
to apply case research in this study. Case research is a preferred research strategy to 
answer �‘how�’ and �‘why�’ questions (Walsham, 1995), and it is most suited for studies 
that deal with contemporary events in their natural real-life setting over which the 
researcher has little or no control, especially when the boundaries between the 
phenomenon of interest and its context are not clear (Yin, 2003). It is useful for 
studying situations in which the context and dynamics of a situation are important  
(Darke, Shanks & Broadbent, 1998). As was explained in the former chapters, 
experiences are dynamic interactive processes of meaning making between an 
individual and his or her environment. Many contexts influence this process and it is 
difficult to isolate these. Furthermore, because of the impact of the different contexts 
and the fact that experiences consist of interactive processes in which an individual 
and his or her environment are involved, experiences should be studied in their 
natural real life setting. Since individuals construct their own meaning in the 
experience, the control a researcher can exert on this process is very limited. In this 
respect case research is suited for the study of the value of experiences in this research. 
 
A further argument for the usefulness of case research is that the study concerns 
phenomena in newer less-developed areas where existing knowledge is limited and for 
which a strong theoretical base is lacking (Benbasat, Goldstein & Mead, 1987; Darke, 
Shanks & Broadbent, 1998). The lack of a strong theoretical base and the fact that 
existing knowledge about experiences is limited is one of the main motives for doing 
this study as was explained in chapter 2. Clear definitions are missing, theoretical 
constructs are lacking and existing knowledge is very one sided in the sense that there 
is a strong bias towards the organizational perspective; only the viewpoint of the 
organization is taken and the focus is mainly on the commercial value of experiences. 
The attention for experiences within an organizational context is very recent and 
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research into this phenomenon is at a very early stage. Also in this respect case 
research is highly suited for the study of experiences. 
 
However suitable case research is for my study, a problem that I discovered during 
the interviews was that it was very difficult to find other data that could be used for 
the goal of triangulation. Only a few respondents could show me some of the 
assignments they had done during the experience and the theses that were in most 
cases available did not contain information on how the individual experienced the 
education. This forced me to rethink my choice for case studies as a research strategy 
and to focus on grounded theory. 
 
Grounded theory, as the name implies, is focused on constructing theory that is 
grounded in empirical data. Glaser and Strauss developed this approach in 1967, with 
the aim of explicating and codifying the procedures used by qualitative researchers. 
The theory was meant as a reaction to the fact that most studies in sociology, were 
logico-deductive, using empirical data to verify existing theories, and not creating new 
theories for unexplored areas. Because of its emphasis on new discoveries, the 
grounded theory approach is �“usually used to generate theory in areas where little is 
already known, or to provide a fresh slant on existing knowledge about a particular 
social phenomenon�” (Goulding, 1999, p.6). 
 
Based on the research question data are collected which are subsequently coded, to 
eventually find general categories and concepts that are related in the theory to be 
constructed. During the research process itself, the theory evolves through a 
continuous interplay between collecting, analysing and comparing data. In fact, a 
main feature of grounded theory is the application of what is called continuous 
comparison. Chunks of data are continuously compared with other chunks of data to 
find emerging similarities and differences and to look for emerging themes, patterns 
and categories. In this process of continuous comparison Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
distinguish three types of coding: open, axial and selective. Open coding means that 
the researcher describes and labels what happens in the data, by giving descriptions or 
categorisations of phenomena in the data. Axial coding moves the researcher to a 
higher level of abstraction. Here the relations between the coded texts that resulted 
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from the open coding process are sought for. Selective coding means that core 
categories or constructs are found, around which one can group other concepts.  
The themes that emerge from the analysis of the interview transcripts should be 
focused more on the process than on the individuals who have been interviewed 
(Goulding, 2002). I should therefore present the materials �“paying more attention 
to the process being studied than to the persons whose lives are embedded in those 
processes�”(Denzin, 1989, p.39). 
 
The practical problem I had to confront after the first round of interviews was that I 
was hired by one of the educational programs from which I had interviewed alumni. 
Because of this work, the alumni got to know me and my work better and it became 
problematic to interview them again. However, within grounded theory, as I 
explained, the process revolves around a reiteration of collecting, analysing and 
comparing data. This way a theory is grounded in reality. However, without being 
able to go back to the respondents and speak with them in the same open way as I did 
before, I was afraid I would end up with biased results. 
 
Phenomenology became my final research strategy, but again, not without problems. 
Creswell (2007) advises investigators to first determine whether phenomenology is an 
appropriate choice for my research problem. When the research problem is to 
understand the common experiences of a phenomenon of several individuals, a 
phenomenological study is an appropriate choice.  The phenomenon in my case is 
free choice learning experiences. The aim of a phenomenological study is to 
understand the universal essence of the phenomenon under study (Van Manen, 1990). 
�“The essence of a phenomenon is a universal which can be described through a study 
of the structure that governs the instances or particular manifestations of the essence 
of that phenomenon�” (van Manen, 1990, p.10). By interviewing individuals who have 
lived through free choice learning experiences, I want to find the essence of their 
experiences, not to find a fixed set of procedures, techniques and concepts, but to 
truly understand the essence of these experiences, what makes something a free choice 
learning experience. 
 
I wanted to show in this paragraph that although there are many lists of guidelines 
and steps and procedures to make choices in the context of the research design, one 
should be very careful with these choices and stay alert when situations change. It 
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may very well be that a choice that was appropriate before has become inappropriate 
or impossible, like in my case. 
 
Since the usual method of inquiry in this approach is the phenomenological interview 
I will now turn to a discussion of my data collection and analysis.  

 

6.4 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

The researcher�’s choice for which method to use for data collection and analysis, 
should be made based on the theme and objective of the study. �“We refuse the art in 
our science when we forget that rules of method serve us, but only to a certain point, 
after which they may enslave us�” (Sandelowski, 1994, p. 56). Methods are only a 
means to an end. The end product is �“greater understanding of the question we are 
trying to answer or the problem we are trying to solve through the research... 
Methods are important but always only as a means to an end - the development of 
knowledge and insight and the communication of these to other groups�” (Mumford, 
1991, p. 22-26). The main objective of the interviews in chapter 7 is to gain a 
thorough understanding of the nature of free choice learning experiences. Based on 
the theme and objective of this study, I argue that existential-phenomenological 
interviewing is an appropriate method for my purposes. Although data collection and 
analysis are simultaneous activities in qualitative research (Merriam, 1988, p. 119), I 
will first focus on the process of data collection and then on the analysis of the data. 

 

6.4.1 DATA COLLECTION 

Pollio et al (1997) see the phenomenological interview �“as an almost inevitable 
procedure for attaining a rigorous and significant description of the world of everyday 
human experience as it is lived and described by individuals in specific circumstances�” 
(p. 28). The phenomenological interview is an unstructured open-ended qualitative 
interview, an emergent dialogue. For the phenomenologist experiences are 
�‘intentional�’, meaning that an experience is always �“of something (�…) it is impossible to 
divide one�’s experience from what it is that is experienced�” (Cope, 2003, p. 4). There 
is no distinction between an �‘objective reality�’ and a �‘subjective appearance�’, these 
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belong together and constitute each other. To arrive at a proper understanding of 
the essence of the lived experience of the individual, it is necessary to have the 
individual, who is the expert of his own experience, speak freely about it (Packer 
& Addison, 1989; Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 1997; McCracken, 1988b). The 
dialogue is set by the participant rather than guided by pre-specified questions 
because the researcher�’s conceptual categories are secondary to the participants�’ 
experiential ones within the phenomenological approach (Thompson, Locander & 
Pollio, 1990). Experience as it is lived by the individual may not always honour the 
standard categorical and conceptual boundaries of the researcher and it must be 
understood in relation to its context (Thompson, Locander & Pollio, 1990; Carbone, 
1999; Zaltman, 1997; Levy, 1981; Adcox & Wittenstein, 2003; Millet & Millet, 2002; 
Holbrook, 1981), causing a need for the researcher to be non-directive during the 
interviewing process (McCracken, 1988b; Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 1997). The 
interview is not a question and answer session between an interviewer and a 
respondent (Thompson, Locander & Pollio, 1989), but rather a dialogue, or as Kvale 
(1996) describes it, a proper �‘inter view�’ between two people in a relatively equal 
relationship. The goal of the interview after all is to gain an in-depth understanding of 
the experience as interpreted by the individual, rather than the confirmation or 
disconfirmation of existing theories that the researcher has in mind (Pollio, Henley & 
Thompson, 1997). 
 
However, also the interview itself is intentional, it is about something. Although the 
researcher should be non-directive and the interview should be an emergent and open 
dialogue between two equals, often there would not have been a dialogue without the 
initiative of the researcher. The researcher, in his role of researcher, already directs 
the attention towards certain aspects of the individual�’s life, and not to others. 
Thompson et al�’s (1989) figure/ground metaphor refers to the fact that in an 
experience certain events stand out (are figural) from other experiences and the 
context, which function as the background. Of course, the researcher�’s subject of 
interest will hopefully be figural in the interview for it to be relevant in the context of 
the research questions and there will be other topics that are left in the background. 
However, as the existential-phenomenologists argue, the figure is dependent on its 
background, so the interview should function as a way of trying to understand the 
figure (experience) firmly located in its background (context). A balance has to be 
found between having the participant tell his own story in his own words and 
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simultaneously keeping in mind the interest of the researcher, or as Erickson (1986, 
p.121) calls it: �“induction and deduction are in constant dialogue�”. McCracken 
(1988b) acknowledges this need for balance in his discussion of the long Interview, 
and describes various types of �‘prompts�’ for directing the interview in a very subtle 
way. Under no circumstance should �‘why�’-questions be asked since these �“often shift 
the dialogue away from describing an experience to a more abstract, theoretical 
discussion�” (Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 1997, p. 30). The researcher should neither 
make use of �‘active listening strategies�’, since these �“are obtrusive in precisely the 
manner that this research wishes to avoid, and they are likely to be almost completely 
destructive of good data�” (McCracken, 1988b, p. 21). 
 
Within phenomenology, sampling is not based on statistical considerations, but rather 
on informational considerations. Various authors distinguish between conventional 
sampling and the type of sampling commonly used in qualitative research (Tesch, 
1990), whether it is called purposive (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), theoretical (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967), or judgmental sampling (Fetterman, 1998). Contrary to conventional 
sampling, the purpose is not to facilitate statistical generalization, but capture the 
complexity of the phenomenon of interest (McCracken, 1988b). Furthermore the 
criteria for sampling are not determined a priori, but may depend on the information 
that the study provides. The size of the sample is determined based on the criterion of 
informational redundancy, not statistical confidence. As was already mentioned above, 
interpretivists consider reality to be socially constructed and believe there are multiple 
realities. Sampling is based on the research question, which in interpretive research 
should be directed at gaining a thorough understanding of these multiple realities.  
 
Initially individuals were chosen based on a variety of factors including their having 
experienced a free-choice learning experience. The choice for investigating their 
interpretation of free-choice learning experiences involves three different aspects of 
the investigated experiences. As was argued in chapters 3 to 5, current literature on 
experiences is very biased toward certain specific concepts of experience, effects and 
invested values, involving a high degree of immediacy. To gain a thorough 
understanding of what having an experience may mean to individuals, I have chosen 
to focus specifically on the less immediate learning experiences that seem to have been 
relatively neglected in contemporary literature on experiences. The choice for 
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investigating free-choice learning experiences is based on the research of Falk and 
Dierking (2000) who propose a model of free-choice learning as a solution to what 
they see as the faulty models and flawed assumptions of learning that have guided 
research by educators and psychologists. �“Free-choice learning tends to be 
nonlinear, is personally motivated, and involves considerable choice on the part 
of the learner as to what to learn, as well as where and when to participate in learning�” 
(Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 13). As was shown in the discussion of positive effects of 
experiences and the construction of meaning in chapter 4, personal motivation and 
autonomy are very important for the active construction of meaning, which is why I 
have decided to focus on free-choice learning experiences in particular. 
 
Gaining a thorough understanding of the individual�’s interpretation of his experience 
means that the free-choice learning experience has to have taken place in the past. To 
be able to grasp the meaning an experience has had for an individual, subsequent 
experiences have to be taken into account (Falk & Dierking, 2000) and time to reflect 
on the experience is needed since learning and the construction of meaning are not 
isolated processes that take place in a vacuum, but instead are processes that take 
place in time. Other factors for selecting participants for the interview were derived 
from McCracken (1988b, p. 37) who states that the participants should be unknown 
to the researcher and should have no special knowledge or ignorance of the topic 
under study. The recommended number of participants varies from one author to the 
next (e.g. McCracken, 1988b; Thompson, 1997; Zaltman, 1997; Zaltman & Coulter, 
1995; Groenewald, 2004; Patton, 1990), but according to Boyd (2001) and Creswell 
(2007) ten participants are sufficient for reaching saturation, which means that 
additional participants introduce no new perspectives on the topic (Gummesson, 1991; 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Groenewald, 2004; Creswell, 2007). Based on the degree of 
saturation and based on insights and information derived from the study, the sample 
may be refined to be able to focus more specifically on those research objects that 
seem most relevant (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Fifteen interviews were held with 
respondents who had participated in a free choice learning experience in the past. 
Due to ease of access three free choice learning experiences were selected, namely the 
Advanced Change Methodologies (ACM) Master of the SIOO, the Executive Master 
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in Information Management (EMIM) of the University of Amsterdam Business 
School and the Kaos Pilot School (recently renamed Knowmads)17. 
 
Although the final structure of the interviews emerged during the interviews 
themselves, each interview began with an explication of my motives and the general 
purpose of the interview, following the guidelines of Taylor and Bogdan (1984), 
without asking the leading research question (Groenewald, 2004). Honesty about the 
motives and the purpose of the interview, combined with confidentiality reduces 
suspicion and promotes honest and sincere responses (Groenewald, 2004) and 
because of the often personal nature of what the participants disclosed during the 
interviews, confidentiality is considered to be very important (Merriam, 1988; 
McCracken, 1988b; Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). For this reason every participant 
received an explanation of the way in which I would protect their confidentiality and 
privacy, based on the �‘informed consent agreement�’ developed by Groenewald (2004), 
stating that participants are participating in research, the purpose of the research, the 
procedures of the interview, the possible risks and benefits of participation, the 
voluntary nature of participation, the procedures used to protect confidentiality (for 
example the use of pseudonyms and modification of personal details that might be 
traced back to the participant), and the option to receive the results of the final 
analysis.  
 
When agreement was reached on confidentiality and privacy the interview started. 
The flow of the interviews was left open but certain themes were probed in every 
interview (see Appendix B). Afterwards the participants were debriefed. All interviews 
were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. 

 

6.4.2 DATA ANALYSIS 

Besides the intentionality of experiences that has been discussed above, there is 
another principle of phenomenology that has consequences for the interviewing 
process and the role of the researcher in this process: bracketing. Eisenhardt (1989) 
and Cope (2003) discuss the fact that it is impossible for the researcher to interpret the 
                                                   
17 See Appendix A for details. 
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interview data with a �“clean theoretical slate�” (Cope, 2003, p. 19), as the 
principles of modern phenomenology, as described by Husserl (1859-1938), 
demand. This principle is called �‘bracketing,�’ and it is often characterized as a 
suspension of one�’s biases, everyday understandings, (theoretical) beliefs, habitual 
modes of thought, judgments, preconceptions, presuppositions, and so on (Pollio, 
Henley & Thompson, 1997; Groenewald, 2004; Pettit, 1969; Moran, 2000; Cope, 
2003). Various authors who consider complete bracketing, also called �‘reduction�’, as 
impossible, have argued for a more positive description of bracketing, as a way of 
seeing (Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 1997; Baker, Wuest & Stern, 1992). A potential 
positive description of bracketing is that bracketing is �“an attempt to identify and 
correct interpretations in which the phenomenological perspective has been coopted 
by incompatible suppositions�” (Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 1997, p. 48). Procedures 
that have been suggested for avoiding biased results based on these suppositions 
(Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 1997; Thompson, Locander & Pollio, 1989; 1990), and 
that I have used while conducting my research, were for example explicitly 
considering my own reasons and motives for doing the research, rendering the 
interpretations in terms used by the participants rather than in a more abstract 
academic language, and conducting a part of the interpretation of the data in a group 
setting. 
 
In the discussion of the collection of data it was already mentioned that the 
researcher�’s conceptual categories are secondary to the participants�’ experiential ones 
within the phenomenological approach (Thompson, Locander & Pollio, 1990). Also 
in the analysis of the results this principle is important. Phenomenologists focus on 
presenting themes that emerge from the data. Although I have constructed a 
theoretical model in chapters 3 to 5, I have �‘bracketed�’ this model when analysing the 
data, to discover the emergent themes within the transcribed interview data. The 
emergent themes will be confronted with the theoretical insights in chapter 8, to see 
whether the insights should be modified to be able to use them for understanding 
experiences from the individual�’s perspective. 
 
I am aware of the fact that the extensive literature review that precedes the collection 
and analysis of interview-data, may have posed a risk in the sense that because of this 
foreknowledge certain preconceptions and expectations may arise. However, I agree 
with McCracken that a �“good literature review has many obvious virtues�” (1988b, p. 
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30). Being well versed in the literature may for example mean that the researcher has 
certain expectations that the data may defy, which according to Kuhn may form the 
origin of intellectual innovation (McCracken, 1988b; Packer & Addison, 1989; Kuhn, 
1962).  
 
The analysis of interview data is the least examined aspect of qualitative research and 
the process of analysis can never be fully specified (McCracken, 1988b, p. 41). Based 
on the many writings on the analysis process however, some guidelines can be distilled. 
The phenomenological analysis of interview data is a hermeneutic endeavour, 
meaning that parts of the transcribed interviews are related to the whole and to each 
other in an interactive back and forth process (Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 1997). 
Each utterance in the interview transcript is first considered in its own terms, then in 
relation to the rest of the interview transcript and finally in relation to the other 
interviews (McCracken, 1988b). The interpretations on these three levels are 
continually revised based on the enhanced understanding of the researcher. The 
themes that emerge from this interpretive process, have however to be supported by 
participants�’ descriptions and rendered in �‘emic�’ terms (terms that the participants 
themselves have used) and should be subject to critical evaluation by an interpretive 
group (Thompson, Locander & Pollio, 1990).  

 

6.5 EVALUATION 

The question of whether research is reliable and valid deserves special attention. One 
of the reasons for this special attention is the fact that qualitative research not often 
includes a discussion of these topics (Kvale, 1989). Another reason is that often the 
quality of research is criticized based on faulty criteria that cannot be applied to 
qualitative and interpretive research (Kvale, 1989; Salner, 1989; Merriam, 1988; 
Gummesson, 1991; Polkinghorne, 2007; Altheide & Johnson, 1998). The fact that 
there are no precise and exact prescriptions for how to engage in qualitative research, 
in contrast with quantitative research in which �“the investigator is the deliberately 
dispassionate operator of a piece of finely calibrated methodological machinery�” 
(McCracken, 1988b, p. 49), has consequences for the way in which qualitative 
research can be evaluated. For long there have been debates about the validity, 
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generalizability, and accurateness of qualitative research, often caused by a 
tendency to apply quantitative standards to qualitative research (McCracken, 
1988b; Goulding, 1999; Kvale, 1989). Positivist and quantitative research, for 
which the traditional criteria of quality were originally formulated (Altheide & 
Johnson, 1998), are based on different assumptions than their interpretivist and 
qualitative counterparts. The purposes of these types of research differ and this 
implies that the evaluation of whether the goals of the research have been achieved in 
an appropriate way should also differ (Altheide & Johnson, 1998). When the purpose 
of research is not the discovery and isolation of laws of causality and the testing of 
hypotheses, but rather an understanding and description of the world as those in it 
interpret the world, the traditional criteria for establishing validity and other aspects 
of quality have to be adapted (Kvale, 1989; Salner, 1989; Merriam, 1988; 
Gummesson, 1991; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Altheide & Johnson, 1998). Denzin (1997) 
speaks of the �‘legitimation crisis�’ in this context, meaning that criteria for evaluating 
and interpreting qualitative research are problematized and that traditional terms like 
validity, generalizability, and reliability have to be seriously rethought. In a discussion 
of the problematization of criteria for the evaluation of qualitative research, Lincoln 
and Guba (1985) argue that because of the different purposes of quantitative and 
qualitative research, there should also be different criteria for evaluation, although the 
underlying rationales of the criteria should be the same. In table 6.1 the four 
rationales for the criteria, the four questions that every researcher should ask himself 
according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), are presented together with their concomitant 
criteria within the quantitative and qualitative paradigms. 
 
Underlying rationale Quantitative criteria Qualitative criteria 

Truth value Internal Validity Credibility 
Applicability External Validity Transferability 

Consistency Reliability Dependability 
Neutrality Objectivity Confirmability 

Table 6.1 �– Evaluation criteria for quantitative and qualitative research (based on Lincoln and Guba, 1985) 

 
Internal validity refers to whether one�’s findings match reality (Merriam, 1988). 
However, when one assumes that there is not one reality but that there are only 
multiple constructions of reality, truth-value becomes a question of whether one�’s 
findings match people�’s constructions (Denzin, 1997; Pollio, Henley & Thompson, 
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1997; Altheide & Johnson, 1998). An often-used term for this is the 
�‘phenomenological nod�’, when people nod in recognition of the descriptions of 
experiences, that resonate with them as they have had or could imagine having those 
experiences. The reconstructions that the researcher presents should adequately 
represent the constructions of the studied individuals and should be �“credible to the 
constructors of the original multiple realities�” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 296). 
Strategies that have been proposed for ensuring the credibility of research are for 
example presenting the documentary evidence and arguments that support the 
conclusions, using terms and categories of the participants (Pollio, Henley & 
Thompson, 1997; Merriam, 1988; Gummesson, 1991), providing referential 
adequacy by recording the raw data while at the same time making sure that the 
confidentiality and anonymity are preserved (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), continually 
checking, questioning and interpreting the findings (Kvale, 1989), and making use of 
member checks, meaning that findings are fed back to the participants (Merriam, 
1988; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to Erickson (1984) credibility is in fact the 
basic validity criterion, in the sense that the presented information should reflect �“the 
immediate and local meanings of actions, as defined from the actor�’s point of view�” (p. 
119). 
 
External validity refers to the extent to which findings from one study can be 
generalized to and across other situations, persons, settings or times (Merriam, 1988; 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985). However, according to many, this generalizability is an 
inappropriate goal for interpretive and qualitative research (Merriam, 1988; 
Gummesson, 1991; Erickson, 1986). Interpretive research is focused on contextual 
information rather than on context-free generalizations (Patton, 1990; Merriam, 1988; 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A possibility though, is to see whether the findings are 
transferable from one context to a different context. Based on the similarity between 
the context in which the findings were discovered, also called the �‘sending context�’, 
and the �‘receiving context�’ one can make judgments on the degree of transferability 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). However, one then needs knowledge of both the sending and 
the receiving contexts, which based on all the possible receiving contexts is impossible. 
A solution for this problem is to leave �“the extent to which a study�’s findings apply to 
other situations up to the people in those situations�” (Merriam, 1988, p. 177). To 
support the person in the receiving context with making the judgment of the 



 

 

  
269

6 | R
esearch D

esign 

transferability as much as possible about how the findings were obtained should 
be specified, for example by use of thick description (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 
goal is that readers who adopt the same viewpoint as specified by the researcher, 
are able to understand how he arrived at the interpretation (Pollio, Henley & 
Thompson, 1997; Giorgi, 1975; Erickson, 1986). 
 
The specification of how the interpretations were produced, also helps to establish the 
dependability of the research. The positivistic criterion of reliability refers to the 
extent to which one�’s findings can be replicated. However, when the unit of analysis is 
not a static object, reliability in this sense becomes problematic (Merriam, 1988). 
Interpretive researchers �“see, as do experienced teachers, that yesterday�’s reading 
group was not quite the same as today�’s, and that this moment in the reading group is 
not the same as the next moment�” (Erickson, 1986, p. 129). The interpretivist 
counterpart of reliability is dependability, meaning that one does not demand that 
other researchers who use the same instruments for the same units of analysis will 
yield the same results, but rather that other researchers concur that based on the data 
collected, the results are consistent and dependable (Merriam, 1988). However, there 
is no credibility without dependability, so a demonstration of credibility as discussed 
above amounts to a simultaneous demonstration of dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985).  
 
Finally, confirmability can be established by conducting a �‘confirmability audit�’ 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By keeping records of documents referring to the raw data, 
data reduction and analysis, data reconstruction and synthesis, process notes, 
intentions and disposition, and instrument development, other researchers can 
evaluate whether the findings are confirmable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 319-
320;382-384). Keeping records of this audit trail also helps the researcher in the 
process of collecting and analysing the usually vast amount of data resulting from 
existential-phenomenological interviews. 
 
One last remark has to be made to manage the expectations of the reader. I found 
that although phenomenology is an appropriate research strategy and the existential-
phenomenological interview is an appropriate method for studying the phenomenon 
of free choice learning experiences, there seemed to be a problem related to my focus 
in this research. I wanted to get to the essence of free choice learning experiences, 
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these Erfahrungen I would be able to set this understanding off against the current dominant understanding of experiences which is more focused on Erlebnissen, to offset the bias in the discourse. However, my interest in the essence of the lived Erfahrung os individuals stood in contrast with some of the guidelines and suggestions that scholars have provided for phenomenological interviews. For example Van Manen (1990) suggests that in the collected descriptions of the experiences under study, there should be a focus on sensory impressions like bodily feelings, sights, sounds and smells, and affective reactions like feelings, moods and emotions the individual has. One should also focus on a particular example or incident of the object of experience, specific events, an adventure, a happening, a particular experience, examples of experiences that stand out from the rest in terms of vividness, or uniqueness as if it were the first time. All of these suggestions indicate a strong focus on the study of Erlebnissen. My intention on the other hand was to get to the essence of Erfahrungen which as I have shown are a quite different type of experience. Nevertheless I thought it worthwhile to use existential-phenomenological interviews with the aim of understanding the Erfahrungen that respondents had lived, by focusing mostly on concrete experiences in an effort to find out the structure that governs the development of Erfahrungen.                
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based on the notion that these, given the descriptions given by the organizations that 
offered the programs, were examples of Erfahrungen. By understanding the essence of 
these Erfahrungen I would be able to set this understanding off against the current 
dominant understanding of experiences which is more focused on Erlebnissen, to 
offset the bias in the discourse. However, my interest in the essence of the lived 
Erfahrung os individuals stood in contrast with some of the guidelines and suggestions 
that scholars have provided for phenomenological interviews. For example Van 
Manen (1990) suggests that in the collected descriptions of the experiences under 
study, there should be a focus on sensory impressions like bodily feelings, sights, 
sounds and smells, and affective reactions like feelings, moods and emotions the 
individual has. One should also focus on a particular example or incident of the 
object of experience, specific events, an adventure, a happening, a particular 
experience, examples of experiences that stand out from the rest in terms of vividness, 
or uniqueness as if it were the first time. All of these suggestions indicate a strong focus 
on the study of Erlebnissen. My intention on the other hand was to get to the essence 
of Erfahrungen which as I have shown are a quite different type of experience. 
Nevertheless I thought it worthwhile to use existential-phenomenological interviews 
with the aim of understanding the Erfahrungen that respondents had lived, by 
focusing mostly on concrete experiences in an effort to find out the structure that 
governs the development of Erfahrungen.  
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7.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
In the previous chapters, a discussion on three approaches that can be distinguished 
within the current literature on experience has resulted in insights into the 
conceptualizations of experience, the effects of experiences and the values exchanged 
during experiences. However, in chapter 2 I expressed my critique on the current 
state of literature on the experience economy, stressing the fact that most of this 
literature discusses experience from an organizational and objectivistic perspective. 
Often the point of view of the individual that �‘has�’ the experience is lacking and 
experiences are discussed almost as if they were products produced and managed 
under the control of organizations. As I have explained in the previous chapters, this 
bias towards the organizational perspective results in a very restricted view on the 
experience economy. For the construction of a sound and integrative theoretical 
foundation for the experience economy it is of utmost importance to incorporate the 
individual�’s point of view. In this chapter I will therefore answer the research question: 
�“Which themes emerge from the existential-phenomenological interviews on 
individuals�’ free choice learning experiences?�” 
 
As has been explained in chapter 6, the existential-phenomenological interview is a 
very suitable method for gaining insight into the perspective and experience of 
individuals and in this chapter the results of the analysis of the conducted existential-
phenomenological interviews will be presented. The analysis of the transcribed 
interviews has resulted in the emergence of three main themes: Engagement, 
Direction and Investment (see figure 7.1). These are the three main themes that will 
each be presented in the following paragraphs. 
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Figure 7.1 �– Main and subthemes emerged from interviews 

 
For each main theme, the related subthemes will be discussed and lessons to be 
learned based on the insights that have emerged from the interviews will be presented.  
Since most of the interviews took place in Dutch, I have translated the excerpts in 
English. To protect the privacy of the respondents, details that could be directly 
related to a specific respondent have been generalized and put between brackets. Also, 
terms and concepts that were highly specific for one of the experiences have been 
generalized to improve the readability of the text.  
 
One general issue that deserves attention upfront is the fact that many of the stories 
that respondents told had a negative tone of voice, as the reader will notice. The 
reason for this remains unclear. A hypothesis is that respondents assumed that since I 
came to interview them on their experience, I searched for ways to create better 
experiences, since I explicitly left out the exact research questions that I had as I 
explained in chapter 6. It is possible that respondents told me about their complaints 
and shared their negative feedback, with the idea that I could advice the organizers 
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on how to improve the experiences. A different hypothesis is that they just had more 
to tell about the negative aspects of their experience. The truly positive stories that 
respondents shared were experiences that made a deep and long lasting impression on 
them. It is possible that they in time had forgotten about the less impactful positive 
experiences and mainly remembered the negative experiences. Yet another 
hypothesis is that individuals compare experiences in their minds and that they rate 
experiences against each other. If other experiences rated higher in their minds, the 
experiences that were focused on during the interviews would then be negatively 
evaluated compared to the other experiences the respondents had in mind. Or maybe 
people have a propensity to talk about imperfections as Brené Brown (2010) notices:  
 
�“You know that situation where you get an evaluation from your boss? And she tells you 37 things 
that you do really awesome and one thing that you, �“an opportunity for growth�”? And all you can 
think about is that opportunity for growth? (�…) Well, when you ask people about love, they will tell 
you about heartbreak. When you ask people about belonging, they�’ll tell you their most excruciating 
experiences of being excluded. And when you ask people about connection, the stories they told me were 
about disconnection�” (3m47s-4m23s). 
 
One of the recommendations for further research that I will propose in chapter 8 will 
in fact deal with the question whether it is usual for respondents to be more negative 
in their responses when asked about their experience and if so, what the reason for 
this can be. 

 

7.2 ENGAGEMENT 

Engagement, the first of the three themes that will be discussed in this chapter, 
describes the relation between the different constituents of the experience. Various 
phenomena that were discussed by the respondents have been grouped together 
under this theme (see figure 7.2), since all of these can provide insight into the 
relationship between the different elements of the experience and especially between 
the different parties that are involved in the experience, like the organizers, the 
participants and the invited experts. 
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Figure 7.2 �– Engagement and subthemes 

 
First of all engagement refers to the engagement of speakers with what they speak 
about. The seeming disengagement that respondents referred to will be discussed in 
paragraph 7.2.1, under the heading �‘Talking about it�’.  The term engagement is also 
used to describe the distance between the organizing team (coaches, teachers, guides 
etc) and the participants in the experience. This phenomenon will be discussed in 
paragraph 7.2.2, �‘Relation vs. calculation�’, in which relation and calculation stand for 
different approaches of the engagement of organizers with the participants. 
Consequently, in paragraph 7.2.3, �‘Being pulled by your feathers�’, reasons are given 
for why the emotional distance between the organizing team and the participants 
should be decreased and why organizers should engage themselves more with the 
personal development of participants. In paragraph 7.2.4, �‘Knitted cloth�’, the fact 
that participants are part of the experience and the experience is or becomes part of 
them, in other words that there is no distance between the two, is discussed. One 
should therefore take into account that the background of individuals plays a role in 
the experience and that the experience may play a role in the lives of participants 
even after it has finished. In the final paragraph, 7.2.5, the lessons that experience-
organizations in general can learn from the analysis are discussed.  
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7.2.1 TALKING ABOUT IT  

�“Some time ago I saw that (speaker)�…  I thought: you�’ve gone too far, you�’ve passed it�… You talk 
about it. It was authentic but now it has become an instrument or something�” 

The first aspect of the Engagement-theme that will be described was �‘talking about it�’. 
This aspect consists of two related issues (see figure 7.3). The first issue that will be 
described is the fact that, as the respondent who was quoted above told during the 
interview, speakers who presented their stories during the experience were often 
people who knew a lot about a topic in theory, but who did not work with the topic in 
practice. They did not live their story so to say. This struck some of the participants as 
peculiar and did not leave them with a good impression. The second issue related to 
�‘talking about it�’ is that the subjects that many of the speakers came to present, were 
subjects that the participants had to deal with on a daily basis and that the organizers 
knew a lot about too. In some cases the question arose why people from outside of the 
experience were hired to �‘talk about�’ things about which participants and organizers 
themselves would have something to say, if they would be given the opportunity.  

 

Figure 7.3 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Talking about it�’ 
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TALKING VS. DOING: PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE 

On multiple occasions respondents indicated that they experienced a clear 
contrast between people who �‘talked about it�’ and people who were �‘authentic�’, 
who were a part of what they had come to speak about. �“(W)hat you see is that 
mainly people are invited who talk about it�…. it�’s all nice and easy to talk based 
on books and so on�…�”, but �“(n)owhere have I seen a CEO or large shareholder of a 
company�… someone like that I would have liked to see, because he deals with it. He 
doesn�’t give advice about it, he has to do it.�”. What was lacking was �“the 
incorporation of some practical experience. I think that that would just be essential for 
me�… because you don�’t need just hotshots. People of the work floor can often tell you 
very much, often more than those hotshots�”. �“(I)f it�’s just about the content, then it 
remains quite distant�… less personal�… everyone stays in his own group, absorbing 
information, doing some assignments and writing a thesis or not, but do you get what 
I mean? It doesn�’t come close to people�”.  
 
One respondent made a comparison with managers. �“It also has to do with 
inspiration�”. She told that in her organization there had been a lot of change in 
personnel and that �“the people who have left, voluntarily or not, those were people 
who were �‘begeisterd�’, and the people who have come in are managers. And they are 
very good at their job but a manager doesn�’t ooze inspiration, at least professionally 
he doesn�’t. Related to managing he does. Well, and there you see a discrepancy 
arising because the responsibilities are no longer with the people who have to do the 
work�… but because of this they also become detached from the primary process, and 
then they tell how it should be done�”.  This respondent makes a clear contrast 
between the people who �‘do the work�’ and the people who are detached from the 
primary process and are �‘telling how it should be done�’. In fact, telling how something 
should be done or talking about something while being detached from the primary 
process, can in some cases lead to quite strange situations.  
 
One of the respondents told about the introduction that was supposed to be the kick-
off for the experience. The organization had hired someone for this event, who spoke 
about what introduction is in a philosophical way. �“(W)e have spoken all afternoon 
about the phenomenon �‘introduction�’�… but we haven�’t talked about  who are you, 
what do you do, what�’s your name and where do you work, so I walked back and I 
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still didn�’t know what all of those people did. So that was very strange, after half a 
day�”. In this situation the disengagement of the speaker and the practice of having 
people introduce themselves to each other, or in other words, the disengagement of 
the �‘talking about�’ and the �‘actual doing�’, even defeated the purpose of people 
wanting to get to know each other. 

 

MAKING USE OF AVAILABLE RESOURCES 

It might seem odd that so many speakers from outside are hired, when one thinks of 
the fact that due to the nature of the educational experiences, the participants as well 
as the organizers dealt with some of the presented topics on a daily basis and should 
therefore be able to speak about these topics from a practical perspective. However, 
little use was made of this practical experience, which was the second subtheme that 
emerged during the interviews. The lack of attention that was paid to the available 
resources received quite some criticism in this context. People from outside, experts, 
professors etc., were hired, while all the while also participants and the organizers 
themselves had valuable insights that they could share. �“(A)lso letting people 
sometimes just tell their own story if it is relevant to a certain theme�… why do you 
always have to look for it far away when you can also find it nearby?�”   
 
One of the respondents explained that what happened during the interview was that 
he disclosed his vision on many topics, like his vision on personal development and on 
certain developments in society. According to him this vision would have been 
valuable to share during the experience, in the same way that it was valuable to share 
during the interview: �“that vision has, it�’s very arrogant of me to say so, but it has a 
certain value. Besides me there were (an X amount of) people with an equally great 
vision. And in front we had two or three professors who also had a fantastic vision. If 
you could actually disclose that and you are able to do that, then you would have an 
enormous amount of knowledge and information�”.  
 
Of course this point could also be made related to the organizing party itself. It is 
possible that members of the organizing team also had an interesting vision that they 
could share with the participants, but �“I thought that the (organizing team) placed 
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itself outside, more in an observing role�… It was strange to think that they had 
nothing to tell. It became sort of a Calimero effect like �‘let�’s hire all these hotshots 
because we ourselves have nothing to say�’. Crazy stuff�”. �“(T)he members of the 
(organizing team) have never stood in front of the group to tell what their ideas 
were, that was also something quite special of which I now think: what a pity�”.  
 
Some respondents discussed the neglect of available resources and knowledge in a 
more general context. During the interviews this theme emerged various times. For 
example when one respondent spoke about a former job she told that according to 
her it was a pity �“that they would always hire people from outside. And they didn�’t 
look enough at what they had available themselves. At a certain moment I discovered 
that for example there was a project related to (a certain topic) and I applied. I said: 
hello, I�’ve graduated on this topic, �… can I join?... you know, it�’s always so easy to get 
everything from outside while inside there can be so much in the people themselves 
that you don�’t even know. First make sure that you understand that a little bit. And 
that you sometimes use those people, so that they can work with that�”. �“(T)here are so 
many people �…that are just wandering around and it�’s like a vast giant resource that 
is just running around and can�’t translate themselves into a job market. �…people with 
the most expensive educations in the world work in restaurants, work with nothing 
that resembles their academic qualities. And qualifications. It is incredible. It is so sick 
you know. A giant waste of resources. And I just, it�’s just, that makes me just 
annoyed�”. To waste the available resources may mean that opportunities to create 
value are lost. In the next paragraph ways in which this waste of resources can be 
avoided by taking a different perspective, a relational instead of a calculative 
perspective to be exact, will be discussed. 

 

7.2.2 RELATION VERSUS CALCULATION 

�“Because the distance has increased, people have started to calculate much more�” 

The second subtheme that is related to the theme Engagement relates to the position 
that organizers take in relation to the participants. Many remarks were made about 
how organizers consciously or not, disengaged themselves and put themselves at a 
distance from the primary process that was taking place in the educational experience. 
One respondent called this attitude �‘calculative�’. To explain what he meant by this 
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term he told a story about when he was a little child. His family lived on a farm and 
his father bred cattle for export. When a calf was born that was not right for export, it 
would be sold to a local trader. One time a trader came and told that he was going 
through �“some rough times, with his family and so on, and that he wouldn�’t be able 
to pay so much for the calf�”. The father, whom the respondent characterized as 
calculative, responded �“too bad, there are ten others who can take your place, I just 
want to have that money�”. The respondent, explaining what he saw as his own 
relational attitude, responded in a very different way: �“I was more like: just give him 
the calf. Don�’t act so strange, that man is having enough difficulties as it is�”. The 
father did not concern himself with the personal struggles of the prospective buyer 
and just thought about the transaction and the calculated price of the calf. The 
respondent himself did not have this calculative attitude. He had, as he called it 
himself, a relational attitude, in which he cared not only about the interests of his 
father but also the interests of the other person who was trying to enter into a buying 
relationship with his father. According to the respondent, society inclined more and 
more towards calculation, which he saw as problematic. The calculative attitude was 
an attitude where the individual disengaged himself from whatever he was witnessing 
and stood along the sidelines, watching the transaction as a matter of speak. This lack 
of engagement can cause problems, for example bad or non-sensical decisions. The 
respondent for example told about the patients that lived in the facility where he 
worked. In all the documents they were not being called patients anymore but 
�‘customers�’. In the context of customer-friendliness and customer-centricity he found 
this a good development, �“but per definition a customer can choose... That (patient) 
here has no choice, he has no choice regarding food, he has no choice regarding his 
clothes, he has no choice regarding his nutrition, also other things, everything is 
presented to him�”. So the whole analogy of offering several amenities of which the 
customer can choose one and pay for it in a transaction, falls short. These �‘customers�’ 
have no choice so the calculative attitude makes for a flawed perspective on this 
situation.  
 
A calculative attitude means that one disengages oneself from one�’s surroundings. 
From a calculative perspective, the focus of attention is the immediate transaction or 
the object that is transacted, and it does not matter who the parties involved in the 
transaction are and what they experience. From a relational perspective, the focus of 
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attention is not the immediate transaction but the relation between the parties 
involved and the relation between the parties and the object that is being dealt 
with. To obtain a relational perspective, organizers could make an effort to pay 
more attention to the way things are experienced by participants but organizers 
could also make sure that someone devotes him or herself explicitly to the specific 
task of taking care of the social context (see figure 7.4). 

 

Figure 7.4 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Relation vs. calculation�’ 

 

PAY ATTENTION TO THE EXPERIENCE OF PARTICIPANTS 

An example of the calculative attitude was given by a respondent who told about how 
the educational experience ended. She felt that the organizers perceived themselves as 
standing apart from the experience, in a role of observing what happened in the 
group, rather than as part of the group and part of the experience. Especially at the 
end of the experience this became apparent, when the organizers had not thought of 
managing the ending of the experience. �“Like we as (organizers) stand outside of the 
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system so we don�’t need to do anything about closure or something. Of course that�’s 
completely not the case. You�’re right in the centre of the system�”.  They seemed to 
behave as if the transaction in their eyes had come to an end and therefore did not 
have to be managed. However, according to a respondent: �“Rituals are required 
there. A ritual is required at the beginning of something but rituals also belong at the 
ending of something. Well, to me it is very characteristic if you look at it from a 
process-perspective. Then you don�’t feel like you should design that as a process and 
that that is important. (Nothing happened?) Nothing at all. No. Nothing�”. In this case 
emotions flared up and participants were so disgruntled that some didn�’t even want to 
pay or receive their degrees until the problems would be solved. An extra event, 
suitably named the �“afterburner�”, was organized to give everyone the opportunity to 
discuss things that were still on their minds and to remove �“old sores�”.  The fact that 
this was necessary �“that of course indicates something, if you have lived through an 
intensive trajectory for (many) months�”. The assumption was that if the organizers 
had been more part of the experience this �‘afterburner�’ would not have been needed. 
The organizing party is an inherent part of the experience and it is an illusion to think 
they could separate themselves from the experience to observe the transaction from 
the sidelines. 
 
An example in which there was a sharp contrast between a calculative transactional 
attitude and a personal relational attitude was when at the end of one of the 
experiences the participants had to organize an event. Two participants were asked to 
take the lead in the organizing process, as part of their learning experience. However, 
although their actions were part of their assignment, they were given a gift by the 
organizers of the experience to thank them for what they had done. This upset some 
of the participants and made the organizers the focus of attention: �“especially if you 
start giving presents or something, then all of a sudden you�’re right in the middle of 
the system�”. As this respondent also indicated, the organizers are in a quite difficult 
position, because on the one hand they have an educational role and have to evaluate 
and calculate the results of the participants and thus should in one way or another 
remain objective, but on the other hand they are and always will be part of the system 
and in this sense part of the relation. How to find a balance between these two 
positions is an important question. The easiest solution might seem to take a 
traditional calculative attitude: to provide students with knowledge in the transaction 
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and to observe and evaluate the students from a distance. But this might cause 
problems related to the effects that the experience has on the individuals. For 
example, the participants in one of the experiences had to read an article about 
the use of information in decision-making processes. One of the participants was 
severely shocked by the information in the article: �“I wanted to leave. I thought, 
well, I don�’t know what I�’m supposed to do here. .. There you read that merely 10 
to 20 percent of all decisions are based on the information that you have made into 
your life�’s work. Can you imagine? I read it, and I really was like: what am I doing? 
What do I do all day long? What in God�’s name am I doing?�” However, the impact 
that the article had on the participant was not reflected in the way the organizers 
dealt with it: �“he dealt with that text in a very rational way in the group, while I 
actually wanted to scream like �‘I don�’t know what I should be doing anymore!�’, but 
that wasn�’t possible at all, because (the teacher) wasn�’t like that at all�… so then I was 
still stuck with my problem of what do I need to do with my life, you know? With my 
daily work?�” As can be seen from this excerpt, the text had had quite a profound 
impact on this respondent, but because of the calculative and rational way in which 
the teacher dealt with the subject and perhaps also because of the lack of personal 
engagement between the teacher and the participant, she was left to her own devices. 
In this way, the lack of attention for the way things might get interpreted by the 
participants or a lack of initiative to deal with the impact that certain things may have 
on the participants, causes the loss of the opportunity to perhaps support the 
participant in a personal, and possibly a very important and meaningful way. 
 
Participants described various ways in which there could be a lack of attention for the 
personal effects of the experience. For example when it came to evaluating the 
experience: �“we have asked for some sort of an evaluation at a certain point�… but not 
so much evaluating the education as more like evaluating how far am I with my 
learning objective, how is it going? That evaluation consisted of some sort of a 
reflection of the (organizers) about what they thought of it but we were not heard. 
While I very much had the feeling like I want to be heard about what I think of this�”. 
In this example the evaluation that the participants had asked for, was not dealt with 
in the way they had expected. The participants wanted an evaluation of how they 
were doing in terms of their development, but the organizers made an evaluation of 
how they as organization were doing their job.  
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PUT IN PLACE CONSTANT FACTOR FOR THE SOCIAL CONTEXT 

�“In terms of group dynamics all sorts of things have happened of course, that have not 
been managed at all, in no way. In certain people this has just caused a feeling of 
insecurity. A sense of unsafeness. So connecting people, looking at what does the 
individual person need, yeah, I found that lacking, there was very little dialogue with 
students, I didn�’t like that either�”.  
 
Of course the relational attitude may not be a natural attitude for everyone. In fact, 
one of the respondents remarked: �“I have noticed that they as (organizers) thought to 
be very diverse, but they weren�’t diverse at all. They were very, cognitively focused 
persons�… Who I think have observed and seen an incredible lot, but who have done 
no interventions. Consciously chosen to do no interventions�”. Again, also this choice 
to do no interventions may have had to do with a calculative attitude. If one sees the 
experience as a transaction in which two parties exchange money and information 
with each other, there is no need for a relationship. So as long as the flow of 
information is doing fine, there is no need for interventions. From this perspective, 
when the program of the day is finished, in other words when all the information for 
that day has been transferred, everyone is free to do whatever he or she wants, the 
organizers included. However, for someone reasoning from a relational perspective, it 
may seem that important contributions are missed in this case, as the following quote 
illustrates. �“For example we had someone with whom at a certain moment I had a 
discussion. (X) is someone who �… made a transfer to a different company because he 
felt he made no connection in that organisation so he said�… I actually don�’t ever do 
anything with colleagues�… my presupposition was that in was something in (X) and 
not in the company and I thought: the same thing will happen again, because he 
behaves in the same way here in (the education) too. At the moment the social 
program starts, he sits down by himself by the fireplace, reading the newspaper. He 
retires at 8 PM because he has to finish up something for his work. What connection 
is he then making in (the education)? And how does he do that? I think that these are 
things you can only diagnose when you have someone permanently in the group and 
the (core team) didn�’t have that. Because they also retired at 8 PM to prepare the next 
day�”.  
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It is obvious that when all these interactions and developments have to be 
managed this takes more resources than what was usual in the traditional massive 
educational systems. As one respondent who had started working for the 
experience he himself had participated in told: �“you need the capacity to follow 
very closely from the coaches and the schools and the staff side the individual 
development.  I mean you have to take into consideration that the (experience) 
values other qualifications than just academic qualifications.  For instance try, in a 
school with 2000 students, you know, try to focus on the individual and try to give 
them, just try to look into the personal development and recognize it and develop a 
model to assess students�’ development, you know, and also look at what kind of 
resources it would take to do that�”. 
 
A solution that was proposed to the organizers by one of the respondents was to bring 
in a constant factor in the group, someone who continuously has an overview of 
�“what is happening now in that group? How does that group develop? Are the right 
lateral connections being formed? Are the people coming together who could enforce 
each other?�” An idea would be to �“just take a student from the last (education) group 
who participates another round, but who especially participates a second round to 
support the group process. So who is there at all meetings, who understands what 
people are going through, who in fact has just one task: making sure that everyone is 
feeling good�”. In fact, at another experience this is exactly what has been done. In this 
experience, the participants of last year are responsible for taking in the new 
participants. Besides the benefits in terms of the increased engagement between the 
organization and the participants of the experience, there are also benefits for the 
person him- or herself: �“the greatest thing is that it is an incredible learning 
experience and a feeling of responsibility as a student to be part of taking up your 
coming peers.  It was one of the strongest learning experiences�”. 
When one deals with the experience in a calculative way, one is dealing with the 
experience as a transaction. Especially when participation in the experience can have 
a vast impact on the individual, one should make sure that the experience is not 
treated as a transaction but one should indeed be aware of the relational aspects of the 
experience. �“I think that when you start an educational trajectory, in which you�’re 
going to fuss with ways of existence, ways of looking, ways of thinking of people, that 
you should also take care of the social context�”. Experiences like the ones the 
respondents had participated in, often had important personal impact. However, this 
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impact did not always emerge by itself. The next paragraph will deal with situations in 
which participants were sometimes forced to be confronted with themselves and their 
�“ways of existence, ways of looking, ways of thinking�”.  

 

7.2.3 BEING PULLED BY YOUR FEATHERS

�“and being examined in a critical way of what I do, that�’s what I had expected. That you would just 
be pulled by your feathers there�” 

Several respondents, like the one that has been quoted above, spoke about the fact 
that they had missed the confrontation during the experience. This respondent had 
expected to be �‘pulled by the feathers�’ during the experience but when this did not 
happen she asked one of her co-participants to do it: �“she started to interrogate me in 
detail in her own way like �‘what do you do�’ and �‘what happens then�’ and �‘why do you 
do that�’, for hours. That�’s something that I expected to get at (the education). So 
someone who helps me, to search for my own explanation because nothing is as 
difficult as being able to explain yourself�”. On the one hand she thought it was 
expected of participants to be able to explain themselves, but on the other hand this 
was not supported or facilitated.  
 
Where the focus in the last paragraph has been on the difference between dealing 
with the experience as if it were a very rational, transactional and calculative process 
and dealing with the experience in a much more personal and relational manner by 
taking personal effects into account, in this paragraph the discussion goes beyond the 
observation of personal effects and more towards trying to force people to enter the 
confrontation. This confrontation can take the shape of a challenging interview like in 
the example mentioned above, but also of a literal confrontation of someone with his 
or her behaviour (see figure 7.5).  
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Figure 7.5 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Being pulled by your feathers�’ 

 

USE CONFRONTATION TO CHALLENGE PARTICIPANTS 

The kind of experiences discussed during the interviews may very well be 
confrontational in themselves for certain people. As one respondent remarked: �“It 
shakes certain things that for many are self-evident to their foundation, it pulls at the 
core of how you look at the world and look at people. �… there were some people in 
my group�… who in that year have really struggled enormously with yeah, who am I, 
and where do I stand and why do I look at the world like that? Who have had to 
stretch their frame of reference�”. The fact that these experiences touch the way 
people think and behave and so on, already makes them confrontational. As one 
respondent indicated: �“all those perspectives�… also quite confrontational, because 
you experience how you also get locked into perspectives yourself�”. The content of 
the education and the way in which the content is offered may already take care of 
the necessary moments of confrontation and reflection. 
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Some respondents indicated that they had even let the level of confrontation influence 
their choice. One respondent had had a couple of talks with the organizers of a 
competing educational experience and these talks had gone quite smoothly. �“(H)e 
connected very well with me. It also felt right. But when people connect very well with 
me and feel right, in me that immediately evokes some sort of, because I don�’t like 
those harmonious models, because I always drown in those harmonious models. I 
immediately leave, because for me that is no challenge�”. In his search for the right 
course he also had a talk with the organizers of the course he ended up doing, and this 
talk went quite differently: �“they were like: you know quite little about organisations, 
and I was like: what is this? Of course that was kind of funny�… that atmosphere�… 
that appealed to me much more, it was truly much more challenging�”. According to 
this respondent, the challenging nature of the introduction had been a main reason 
for him to choose the experience. Other respondents also described the aspect of 
challenge. One respondent described it in terms of a difference between hard and soft 
educations: �“in the end, in that aspect I missed a model and I didn�’t find the 
education soft enough, or maybe not hard enough. I always think you should reverse 
it, educations that don�’t confront people with each other are too soft, they are soft, I 
think that this is where there would have been an opportunity to get even more out of 
(the education) together�”. This respondent indicated that he saw confrontation as a 
beneficial aspect of educations, which could have caused people to get more out of the 
experience. In fact, he was not alone in having this opinion. �“Personal development, 
in the end that is one of the most important aspects.... it always does something to 
your personality�…. Of course you can also just say like we�’ll only pour a lot of theory 
in there and after that everyone�’s on his own�”, but then one will miss the opportunity 
of finding out what knowledge the participants possess and how they use it. As was 
already indicated above, one might also miss the opportunity to have a meaningful 
personal impact on the individual.  
 
At one of the experiences that were discussed in the interviews, a choice was made by 
the organization to even make the application form confrontational.  �“(T)he 
application form�… has more to do with you and your core, your DNA and what 
motivates you and why you feel, who are your role models and why do you feel you 
should be in school.  I think it gives you much.  It gives you an experience of yourself.  



 

 

  
291

7 | A
nalysis interview

s 

At least. You will find new things about yourself when you are addressed with 
surprising questions. But also it will give the school a better platform to assess you�”.  
Of course it might be nice for the individual to find out new things about himself 
or for the school to have a better platform to assess individuals, but the 
confrontation can also have effects on the ultimate goal people during the 
experience have: their learning. Some people state they actually need the 
confrontation or challenge to be able to learn better:  �“I�’m inclined to learn when I 
feel threatened. I�’m inclined to learn when I feel tension. I�’m inclined to learn when I 
have a challenge. The moment I have a new VCR, I start to learn, so I need a 
challenge. That has to come from somewhere�”. This respondent indicates that 
someone or something has to be present for him to feel the need to learn. Although 
the experience might be confrontational in itself and although some people are better 
in finding challenges for themselves, there seems to be a clear role for organizers of 
experiences to at least facilitate the confrontations: �“Although I do think that we 
could have gotten more out of it�… I haven�’t been truly challenged by them. The 
challenge has come from out of me. But I also actually expect  to be challenged by my 
environment. So that could have been done much more�… it can also help you on 
your way, it can be sort of a catalyst, and I have missed such catalysts�”. According to 
this respondent the effect of the experience could have been greater if the organizers 
had done something in the contact of challenging participants. In fact, �“I think that 
by being critical you make progress with each other. If there is no critical attitude, 
then it is like it is. I always want to explore: can it be different, can it be better? How 
can we get more out of it?�”, and trying to challenge individuals and confront them 
with other perspectives or with themselves or their own behaviour might be a way of 
making this progress. 

 

USE CONFRONTATION TO MIRROR PARTICIPANTS�’ ACTIONS 

Based on and named after the former Dutch public transportation system, all 
participants of one of the experiences were given a certain amount of �‘strippen�’, 
which they could exchange for time to meet interesting persons like professors, 
sportsmen, writers, or whoever the participants deemed interesting for their learning 
process. Participants were not forced to meet with these people and so it could 
happen that someone ended the year without finishing his or her �‘strippen�’.  However, 
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as one of the respondents that had someone like that in her group told, since this 
method is an important element in the learning process, one could wonder why 
someone wouldn�’t use all of the �‘strippen�’. �“There even were people who did not 
finish their strippen. Who have given them to the group.  That to me was 
incomprehensible, in my eyes that is really incomprehensible�…. But if you don�’t use 
your (strip), then I think this requires at least a talk. What happens to you that you 
don�’t use that (strip)? Why, why, why not? Is that (strip) unhandy? Do you find it 
difficult to organise? Are you afraid to call up a professor? What is the deal with you 
that you don�’t do this? These discussions have never taken place�”. More generally, 
participants could also be confronted with their behaviour related to the assignments 
they were given during the experience: �“How come you haven�’t finished your 
homework? Or that you hand in something of which the group says: listen, we�’re not 
going to invest any more energy in you. Cause this was the third time you didn�’t keep 
your promises�”. 
 
Of course not everybody likes to be confronted with his or her behaviour. However, 
as one of the respondents explained, for some people the confrontation can function 
as a trauma or a mirror, causing people who otherwise would not have felt the urge to 
make changes, to change. �“(A)s a force, as a potential force within the education. �… 
have the courage with each other to make that transition to that of which you have 
always been so afraid? Because you don�’t do that until that trauma emerges, or that 
mirror emerges, only then do you have that change. ...9 out of 10 times, someone 
does not change spontaneously from out of himself�… it�’s just like with the frogs, you 
put those frogs in a wheelbarrow and some always jump out. You lose those. But the 
others of course come out of it much more mature and developed. In that aspect the 
education is lacking�”. 
 
Obviously not everyone will be challenged by the same things and not every challenge 
will have the same effect on everyone. This is why knowledge of the background of 
people, of who they are, is of paramount importance. In the next paragraph the need 
for understanding the background of participants will be discussed. 
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7.2.4 KNITTED CLOTH 

�“ (Do you ever think back of (the education)?) No. (never?) no, not really�… because I tie 
everything together. It was just a gigantic piece but, well, you develop. Also from a personal 
perspective, or in terms of consciousness, of course you read a lot of books. It is just one big piece of 
knitted cloth, it has just been integrated�” 

In the quote mentioned above, the respondent indicates that the experience and all 
the other things that have made him develop, that have made him into who he is, 
have all been integrated. It has all become �‘one big piece of knitted cloth�’. The 
experience does not stand on itself for this respondent, it has become one thread in 
the whole piece of cloth, one part of his life. According to another respondent, it is a 
part of the �“line of development. So it�’s one type of growing awareness next to other 
types that you have, that you experience, and the books you read and whatever else 
you do, and that is just your growing awareness�… It was a way of developing next to 
other ways that I also experience. That�’s how you should see it�…�”. The fact that the 
experience can influence one�’s whole life was reflected in the following quote of one of 
the respondents, who told about the potential effects of the experience: �“at the end of 
the road you either have a different job or a different wife�”.  
 
In this context, one should also take into account that the participant in the 
experience is not some sort of tabula rasa, but a human being who has already 
experienced many things that have made him into who he or she is. This background 
of the individual can have a lot of impact on how he or she is going to experience the 
education, in both positive as negative ways (see figure 7.6). �“(T)here should exist, let�’s 
say, some basic knowledge. But after that it makes a big difference when I�’m 
attending lectures and I have been educated by my father who is an entrepreneur, 
than when I was educated by my father who is a civil servant. And let�’s say if I already 
had my own internet company when I was in high school, it�’s truly a different 
situation from me not even knowing where the economy pages are in the NRC�”.  
Another respondent expressed it as follows: �“you act through who you are. ...you 
bring what you have experienced and what you have learned, you bring it with you. 
And it doesn�’t have to be expressed directly all of the time, but it still has a certain 
impact on it�”. This impact was perceived in different ways. For example �“The 
reactions were very different because everyone had a different background�… and that 
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Figure 7.6 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Knitted cloth�’ 

 
made the whole just very colourful. I found that surprising, and also a bit a relief�”. 
Furthermore, people �“have gotten very different things from (the education) because 
they just have a different background, other interests�”. Also the quality of discussions 
during the experience was connected to the background of participants: �“I think it is 
nice if you already have a couple of years of experience. ...Because you can then 
better put yourself in the place of the experiences that you have had�… there were also 
many technical people there. And they simply look at things in a different way�… the 
way they�… talk and think�… and perhaps that is also the reason why during classes 
there was often not so much discussion. It was often quite limited; I had expected 
more of that too�”. Other respondents also criticized the different, more �‘technical�’ 
perspective of some participants. �“There indeed were some who have not gotten so 
much out of it I think�… you notice that upfront. You know it upfront because it�’s a 
different level of thinking. Not less intelligent or something but less conceptual or 
something, with less overview or something, you just notice it, you notice it�… I have a 
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couple of people with whom I can talk well, about conceptual levels, and about the 
totality of these and the idea behind it and philosophy, and others, some of those 
people are very much into the operational things�… and if you notice that upfront 
then you also know that they are going to get different things from it�”.  
 
Of course one might say that the goal of the experience is to increase the 
participants�’ level of thinking or as one respondent called it: �“to stretch their 
consciousness�” but �“if the goal is to get people to stretch their consciousness then this 
will always succeed, everyone on his own level, where he is at that moment in his 
development�”. One of the respondents explained why it is sometimes difficult to find 
a way to evaluate what people learn, precisely because everyone starts at their own 
level. In his work he often had to work based on a very �“mechanical�”, �“phased�” and 
�“blueprint�” -like method and sometimes he was confronted with problems inherent in 
this method: if the score for some activity was 5 percent and the goal was to achieve a 
higher score, this method �“says: �‘you have to measure, you need indicators with which 
you can measure because you want to know whether you are attaining your goal�’. 
Well, imagine that I write down �‘8�’, eight percent, from five to eight in that system, 
and I achieve 10, then they say: �‘how is that possible? Why didn�’t you write down 
10?�’�” The point for this respondent was not the score, but what the score means: 
�“that we are getting people to a level that they start to think: hey, wait a minute, how 
can I observe in a smarter way? And how can I get better returns to my effort? How 
can I use my scarce resources better?�”, which are all goals that have the former level 
of the individual as their basis, not some standard universal level for everyone. 
 
However, at certain points in the experience, especially when topics like meaning and 
interpretation are dealt with �“you would want to have a certain level of consciousness. 
I think. �… I can imagine that it would be very handy if there would be some more 
conscious people... you need a certain level, otherwise they don�’t get it�”. People did in 
fact not just criticize the level of thinking or the level of consciousness of other 
participants, but they also reflected on their own. For example, one respondent was 
happy that she had not participated at a very early age: �“it shapes you. Yes, and I 
don�’t think that it would have shaped me so much when I was 20 years old. (Because?) 
Because I think that now you have the insights and a sort of maturity with insights, 
that now you suck it up. And know how to apply it. I don�’t think that had I been 20, I 
would have done that. When I was 20 I have also been to the Gaza strip in Israel for a 
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couple of months, that also shaped me, but in a more superficial way I think, so it�’s all, 
I think this was just the right time, you know, that you also captured the depth that�’s 
behind it. Because otherwise I probably wouldn�’t even have understood it�”. Another 
respondent thought that it would have been better for him if he had participated at a 
later stage in life. Had he been older with more years of experience, the experience 
would have �“connected more with one�’s own world of experience�”. Furthermore, he 
thought he would have had �“a different view of education in the broader sense of the 
word�”, than the view of someone like him has who comes relatively �“fresh from out of 
school�”. He thought he �“would have even liked it better and found it more interesting, 
I really think so. And also that my own, my individual contribution to the group 
would have been bigger. It had definitely been different, but also bigger. You have 
more practical experience that you can bring into a discussion�”. This lack of 
experience was quite an important issue for the respondent, in the way that he kind of 
felt out of place because of the lack of background and even thought that �“perhaps 
they should have refused to take me in, perhaps they should have refused me. And 
that also goes for some others in the education. They should have taken us in but 
maybe in 5 years or so. Or in 10 years�… afterwards I think well, maybe it would have 
been good if they would have said come back in 5 years. I wouldn�’t have liked it back 
then, but now that I have done the education I would understand�”. 
 
When there is a selection process for an experience, as was the case for the 
experiences discussed during the interviews, the background of the individuals can be 
taken into account, to evaluate whether the individual would be right for the 
experience and vice versa. The importance of this intake process is stressed by 
participants because of the impact that the background of the individuals has on his 
or her own experience but also on the experience of others. One of the respondents 
for example blamed the presence of too many participants with a technical 
background and little more general experience for the fact �“that there often was not 
so much discussion during sessions. It often was quite limited, and I had expected 
more from that�”. Had there been more attention for the background of the 
participants, this problem might have been prevented, but the respondent told that �“it 
wasn�’t a very thorough intake, but you had to write something about work, and about 
the experience that you have collected, you had to write a text of one-and-a-half 
pages and we discussed that�”. That in some cases the intake process was perhaps too 
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light could also be deduced from what another respondent told about the selection 
process: �“and so (one of the organizers) gave me the list of assignments that I could 
make over the weekend, to bring with me to (the first session), while everyone else 
had been preparing that for months�”. It is very possible though to construct a 
much more severe selection process, as was exemplified by the story of one of the 
respondents, in which the level of education is checked, previous knowledge, the 
professional context, the employer, the social context, and �“then in the end you get a 
stamp like you�’re in or you�’re not in. That is only the first elimination round�”. It is 
obvious that in this latter case a better understanding can be gained about the 
background of prospective participants than if they were to just write a page-and-a-
half assignment.  

 

PAY ATTENTION TO POSITIVE ASPECTS IN BACKGROUND 

These are of course important reasons for taking into account the background of 
people. If problems and dissatisfaction can be avoided by paying attention to people�’s 
background, it would be good to look into this. However, one of the respondents had 
a different perspective on the importance of attention for people�’s background. One 
should not just pay attention to it to avoid problems, but according to him one should 
explicitly make an effort to find valuable talents in the individual backgrounds of 
people. �“I am so opposed to the kind of thinking that we should all be educated and 
trained to be able to do the same things and I would say okay, yeah, reading and 
speaking a language, that is cool, but to me then it kind of stops. I actually feel that 
everywhere in our system I think we should be looking for people�’s talents�”. He had 
gotten this idea when he was at a congress where he heard a psychiatrist speak about 
how to identify young psychopaths so you could help them from a very early age. 
�“(A)nd then I just realized, okay, what if you start spotting the talent of every single 
individual very, very early in life? �… how could you allow young people to just 
develop their potential, is it musical, is it sheer creativity, is it mathematic, intellectual 
capacity, a love for language, language philosophy or you know, is it natural, the 
natural sciences, what if we spot the talents there and give them an infinite 
opportunity to better themselves and to improve and excel�”. 
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Of course there are as many ways in which background can have an impact on the 
individual�’s experience as there are backgrounds. However, I would like to illustrate 
what has been described above with some examples derived from the interview 
transcripts. One of the respondents, when he wanted to describe the impact that the 
experience had had on him, told about his studies when he was young.  He had 
started with a very scientific study �“and in the last year of that study I fell into a crisis, 
also in a personal crisis�… also a spiritual crisis�… because from when I was a little boy 
I had always dreamt of deep truth,�… at the end of my study I was confronted very 
much with .... that it, the natural sciences�… that it consists of a very restricted 
domain,�… it is the exterior side of things, it is external, it is exterior, it is what you can 
measure,�… that was confrontational for me that on my road to truth I had a crisis, 
because it was just very limited, it was not the deepest truth�”. Later on, this 
respondent took up a part time study in the field of theology, history and antique 
languages, disciplines with which he �“fell in love�” and in which �“I received very good 
feedback. My professors enjoyed my translations also enormously, they always said. 
To me it was also the road to liberation, but it put me in a difficult position since I 
couldn�’t accomplish synergy with what I was dealing with in the work situation�”. 
These two crises, one in which he found out that the physical sciences didn�’t help him 
with his passion of finding the ultimate truth and the other in which he experienced 
himself being in a difficult position between his passion for his studies on one side and 
his work on the other. The experience he ended up participating in, was in this sense 
a �“great opportunity...because it presented me that very deep drive to learn, but also 
to learn fundamentally, in a very transformative way, in a way that was compatible 
with work, that it nourishes each other. Instead of clashing with each other. It related 
very well with each other�”. In the experience he studied subjects that had his interest 
and that at the same time were relevant for his working life.  
 
It is clear to see that this respondent, because of his specific background, had a special 
need for being able to connect the material of the experience to his work and that he 
didn�’t care for dealing only with information about the exterior side of the world. The 
balance that was made in the experience between the more personal and 
philosophical topics and the way in which they were related to his work worked very 
well for him. However, one could also imagine that an educational experience that 
resembled his former studies would not have worked well for this respondent at all 
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since he even tells that those former studies have brought him into a situation of 
crisis. On the one hand it could be just a lucky coincidence that the experience 
and this individual with his specific background and interests matched so well. On 
the other hand the initial idea was that this participant�’s manager would 
participate in the experience. The manager did not feel like it and thought that it 
would be more something for this participant. Since the manager and the 
respondent knew each other quite well, it is possible that the match was not just a 
lucky coincidence, but that the manager had enough relevant knowledge of the 
background of the respondent, that he could foresee the match.  However, the 
experience was not tailor-made for this respondent so one could imagine that the 
match does not happen for everyone. By gathering information on the background of 
people and trying to anticipate it, one would not just have to wait and see whether a 
match would emerge, but one could try to create a match by adapting or customizing 
the experience. This way the perceived quality of the experience could be improved. 
However, the following example will show that there are also situations in which a 
lack of knowledge of the background of people can lead to many problems.  

 

PAY ATTENTION TO NEGATIVE ASPECTS IN BACKGROUND 

One respondent told about her interest in the way that power is used and misused in 
organizations. In fact, the topic she had chosen for the thesis that participants had to 
write for the experience, had to do with the abuse of power in organizations. The 
thesis was not the only assignment participants were given during the experience 
though. Participants had to write papers and do other assignments which were 
periodically evaluated and on which feedback was given by the coaches. The results of 
this evaluation could be good enough, not good enough and good enough, but with 
an assignment. This last judgment, good enough but with an assignment, meant that 
the paper or thesis or whatever was being evaluated, was good enough for passing, 
but that the organizers thought that with doing some extra optional work, the 
participant could �“make an extra step�”. However, the exact criteria for giving this 
extra assignment were not completely clear and the judgment remained a quite 
elusive concept for the respondent. This also shows in her explanation of what 
happened when her theses were evaluated and judged by the coaches as being �‘good 
enough but with an assignment�’. The situation was that she had written two separate 
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theses, one about her past professional life in the healthcare business and one about 
the use and abuse of power in organizations. Both theses were deemed good enough, 
but she was given an assignment to try to connect the two separate topics since the 
assumption of the organizers was that both topics were related. At the time of the 
interview, several years had passed after finishing the experience, and she was at that 
moment working on making that connection, because with hindsight she realized that 
the organizers had been right in their assessment. However, the lack of clarity of the 
concept �‘good enough but with an assignment�’ for this respondent caused her to feel 
very bad when her work was given this judgment. �“I had worked tremendously hard 
on both (theses), I had invested very much time and energy in it�… and to me it was 
like, I am also quite normative, it was really like being hit by a sledgehammer that I 
had an assignment, �… and to me it was like, it really felt like, well, at that moment I 
really experienced it like power, like well, I am not good enough... they said: it is not 
good enough. It is good enough but there is an extra assignment. Well, that hit home, 
that made, something inside me snapped at that moment�”.  
 
The normative character and the allergy for power that this respondent said she had, 
were reasons why she had so much difficulty accepting the judgment according to her. 
Of course most people would probably have preferred a good enough above a good 
enough but with an extra assignment, but also the way in which the feedback was 
given had made her really angry: �“after two weeks I called him on the phone and said: 
hey, I want to have a talk with you because I can�’t continue with you like this 
anymore. I can�’t look at you anymore. I�’m incredibly angry with you, for the way you 
have treated me�”. Between the moment of that evaluation and the interview, years 
had gone by and �“(n)ow I say yeah, that also has to do with the fact that I have 
experienced them in the context in which I found myself in back then, the 
development that I was going through, to look for power, as power and as wrong 
power. At the moment that (name) started to discuss my (thesis)�… If I look back at 
that now�… like what was being said and how did I interpret it, then I say: I just didn�’t 
feel taken seriously. While my everything was laying there on the table, there were 
two of the things with which I was struggling, my whole life lay there, and someone is 
going to judge that, well, you can already have an opinion on that, that someone else 
is going to judge that�”. The resistance of this respondent against someone judging her 
work, may seem strange when one takes into account her own acclaimed very 
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normative background. However, during the experience she was confronted with 
her own being normative all the time and according to her, the biggest lesson she 
had learned from the experience was in fact that she was normative: �“Well, one of 
the things I have worked on very hard, but of course I always, that�’s the monkey 
on my back, I am normative�… and what I have worked at very hard, and have to 
work at every day again, is that I have to postpone my judgment�…. So one of the 
things that I very strictly adhere to, since [education], since I made the decision I 
don�’t want that anymore, it really bothers me, as a human being, it causes me to have 
a narrow perspective on things, I don�’t want that because it makes me, as a human 
being, it makes things more difficult for me as a human being, but also that I perceive 
the world in a different way, so it�’s not good for me, so it bothers me, but it is not 
good for me either�… Because in [education] I had a strong feeling that being 
normative holds me back very much. It really bothers me. When you�’re very 
normative and something happens that does not live up to your standards, then either 
someone else is not good enough or you are not good enough yourself. And the 
�‘you�’re not good enough yourself�’ can hold you back enormously in some 
areas�….That is just something that grows, that comes along in [education]. That 
perhaps is the core of the biggest learning point�”. By taking into account this 
respondent�’s �‘blind spot�’ as she calls it, the organizers of the experience could have 
helped her in a better way with this realization, because now �“in my feeling there has 
been too little intervention on what my blind spot was. But perhaps that was the 
intention because now I have had to learn to discover it myself, so I don�’t know. But I 
do think that for some people this didn�’t work�… experience-based learning happened 
because you picked it up yourself, but if you don�’t want to see it or you can�’t see it, 
then you won�’t see it�”. The chance that people don�’t want to or can�’t see their own 
blind spots is big. To help participants with this, organizers of the experience could 
for example work with �“feedback rounds�”, and �“learning goals, and that other people 
give feedback on this, the stating of learning points, which you have to show in the 
here and now, to which other people can react�”. According to this respondent, these 
activities could have helped her and others in dealing with their blind spots.  
 
Another example of a situation in which an understanding of the individual�’s 
background could have helped the experience was the following: one of the 
respondents told about when he had started working as a consultant. Continuously he 
was confronted with situations in which he saw something as self-evident, but his 
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clients thought otherwise. �“(I) had to explain time after time what to me was self-
evident: why you prefer model A or model B. And I had to consult with my colleagues 
every time like, guys, to me B is self-evident, but the client says: why not A? Help 
me. ... So I started to extract information from all of my colleagues, ran around asking 
questions�… and I noticed that my own expertise really ended up in the periphery. I 
started to copy everything and parrot everything they had. I thought: I don�’t like that. 
In the end it becomes you, because if you practice a lot you start to talk automatically 
but it was not me. So I thought: I have to do something else. I have to make sure that 
I develop my own area of expertise�”. This respondent�’s problem and main reason for 
coming to the experience, was that he felt as if he was conforming to the group of 
peers he was working with and that he had lost his own expertise. With this 
knowledge of his background, one can understand why he was very reluctant to 
participate in a forced group process in the experience: �“I don�’t want a forced group 
process or something�… I invest in individuals or in a couple of individuals but I don�’t 
intend to invest in the group as a whole... I am here for my own learning process, that 
is one, and two is: if for my own learning process I need other people, or if other 
people for their own learning process need me, then we have a negotiation. And then 
we�’ll see. If I like it, I would like to stay in touch, I would like that very much even, 
and the other way around, if you like it and I like it then we also have a deal. But 
don�’t start asking me to all of a sudden, in the context of the group, to interfere with 
people who lag behind or who suddenly want something that doesn�’t interest me. I 
won�’t invest energy in that. And that is not because I don�’t like those people or 
something but that�’s not what I�’m here for�”. This respondent participated in the 
experience for the explicit reason of retrieving his own expertise and not having to 
conform to others anymore. So when the group had to divide into four subgroups 
based on specific topics and he ended up being the only one choosing a certain topic, 
other groups were overcrowded and he formed a group of one. �“(A)nd then they 
started to pressure me like �‘wouldn�’t you consider joining one of the other groups?�’ I 
said �‘no, this is what I want�’. �‘Yes, but we have a problem�’. I said, �‘well, who has a 
problem?�’... I said: �‘I don�’t have a problem�’�”. The respondent explained the problem 
as being a difference of perspective. He was there for his own learning process, to 
retrieve his own expertise. Therefore his perspective on the experience was that it was 
a �“transactional process�”, �“if for my own learning process I need other people, or if 
other people for their own learning process need me, then we have a negotiation�”. 
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The problem was that the organizers had a different perspective according to him: 
�“the moment you want to approach it from some solidarity or collectivistic 
principle, then you have a different approach. I don�’t have that. And don�’t start to 
force me to have it because then for me the transaction is gone�”.  
The examples given above of how background can have an impact on the 
experience of the participants, should act as a sign of the importance of taking into 
account the backgrounds of participants. During the selection process and during the 
experience itself, organizers should be aware of signs of situations in which certain 
aspects of the background of individuals help or hinder their experience, so action can 
be taken to prevent negative and support positive effects.  

 

7.2.5 LESSONS TO BE LEARNED RELATED TO ENGAGEMENT 

In the previous paragraphs, four subthemes that are related to engagement have been 
discussed, together with some important points of attention that emerged from the 
interviews (see figure 7.7). These attention points that have come from the direct 
experience of individuals themselves, are of course valuable for the educational 
experiences that were focused on during the interviews, but in this final paragraph on 
engagement, an effort is made to translate these findings and to see what general 
organizations that are dealing with experiences, also outside of the educational realm, 
can learn from the analysis of the interviews.  
The lessons to be learned in relation to the theme engagement, can be summarized by 
saying that organizers of experiences should realize that experiences are systems in 
which various groups of people are engaged. These people are part of the experience 
and should not be viewed as neutral, objective individuals who stand apart from each 
other or from the experience. Speakers, participants and organizers are all engaged in 
creating the experience and are all related with each other.  
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Figure 7.7 �– Lessons to be learned in relation to Engagement 

 
The first subtheme that was discussed in the context of Engagement, was �‘Talking 
about it�’. This subtheme referred to situations in which speakers were hired who 
spoke about certain topics although they had no or little practical experience with the 
topic at hand according to respondents. Of course, not in every experience there are 
speakers, but this insight can be valuable for other types of organizations too. If there 
is a preference for information that is closely related to reality, as the respondents 
express, then every organization can learn from this. Every organization 
communicates and distributes information, inside and outside, so by finding ways to 
keep this information concrete and related to reality, the meaning of it may come 
across much better. 
 
 �‘Talking about it�’, also referred to situations in which experts from outside were hired 
while there was much knowledge �‘inside�’ the experience that was left unused. One 
can imagine that if more and more experiences are focused on attracting active 
participants instead of mere passive observers in an age of co-creation, the value that 
can be created by making use of the available knowledge and skills and talent of 
participants, can grow enormously. In co-creative experiences individuals are not 
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passive absorbers of stimuli provided by the organizers, but are expected to fulfil 
an important role in the creation of value. The more important this trend towards 
co-creation experiences becomes, the more important the lessons related to the 
engagement of participants are. 
 
To be able to make use of the available resources within the experience, one has to 
know which resources are available. To understand how one could make use of the 
talents of the participants in the experience, one would have to make an effort to get 
to know them and find out what talents they have. This cannot be done by standing 
along the sidelines of the experience as a calculated transaction, as if one was an 
objective observer. An experience is not an objective transaction that one can observe 
and calculate from outside, but it is a system that one can only fully understand by 
being part of it. The perspective taken should therefore be more relational. After all, 
the organizers and participants are all engaged in the experience and are therefore 
involved in a relationship with each other. Organizers could thus make an effort to 
understand what kind of implications are experienced by participants because of the 
organizers�’ actions, or they could even make it someone�’s explicit task of getting in 
touch with the participants�’ experience on a continuous basis. 
 
Especially when confrontation is or becomes a valued activity within the experience, 
organizers need to enter a relationship with the participants, to learn about how to 
confront them best and whether they even desire or need this confrontation. For 
participants who claim they need confrontation, to become more aware or to 
accelerate their learning process, this can become a very important function in the 
experience. Especially when organizations become more interested in co-creation and 
in shifting towards more active experiences, the importance of this function may 
increase even more. This development has even led some to claim that we are shifting 
towards a challenge economy (Lier, Heijblom & Waijers, 2009). However, not 
everyone will be ready or willing to be confronted since confrontation may be very 
painful, as was also argued during the interviews. Still, one should realize that what 
may seem painful experiences at a certain point in time, may end up being very 
beneficial experiences in the end. Some even claim that this type of seemingly 
negative experiences is needed for the individual�’s personal development, by causing 
experiences of �‘positive disintegration�’ (e.g. Dabrowski, 1972). 
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By taking a more relational, instead of a calculative approach, there can also be an 
improved understanding of the backgrounds of people, which can be taken into 
account in the experience. The backgrounds of people can have serious positive but 
also serious negative consequences for how they experience events and situations, so 
an understanding of these backgrounds may be very important to understand how 
specific individuals will experience what the organizers have put in place for them. 
Obviously this requires not only more, but also different information on the individual, 
than the demographic information that has traditionally been collected by market 
researchers. Participants do not just have an age, profession, income, gender and 
other demographics, but they also have �“expectations and motivations�… a wealth of 
previously acquired knowledge, interests, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and experiences�” 
(Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 79). All of these affect what people will do during an 
experience and how they will interpret the experience. It would therefore be wise for 
organizers to look into ways of discovering the individual characteristics beyond the 
mere demographics, and to take these into account in the design of the experience. 

 

7.3 DIRECTION 

The second of the three themes that emerged from the interviews is Direction. This 
theme is related to the role that the organization has in the experience. On multiple 
occasions during the interviews, respondents spoke about either the way in which they 
perceived the organization as being too directive, or situations in which they would 
have wanted some direction when there was none.  
 
In this paragraph the questions, challenges and possible problems related to direction 
will be discussed. This theme has been subdivided into four subthemes (see figure 7.8). 
The first three subthemes have to do with the amount of direction: an excess of 
direction (7.3.1 �– Not getting on that bus), reasons for being less directive (7.3.2 �– The 
image of the sower), and a lack of direction (7.3.3 �– Here�’s a bike and go). The fourth 
and last subtheme has to do with the content of direction or the two tasks that are 
seen as very important for the organizers of the experience: being clear about the 
context and the norms (7.3.4 �– What movie you�’re in). Finally, in paragraph 7.3.5, 
lessons to be learned for experience organizations in general will be discussed. 
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Figure 7.8 �– Direction and subthemes 

 

7.3.1 NOT GETTING ON THAT BUS 

�“I don�’t get round to what I actually want. So on the third day I just said: I�’m not getting on that bus 
anymore�” 

During the interviews, respondents often spoke about the way in which they felt they 
had no freedom or autonomy to give input and take action in the experience, because 
there was too much direction from the side of the organization. There were three 
issues that could be related to this excess of direction: too many activities that were 
planned in the program so that the program had become too full, there was too much 
sending and a lack of two-way communication, and things were directed where there 
was no need for direction at all (see figure 7.9).  
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Figure 7.9 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Not getting on that bus�’ 

 

PROGRAM IS TOO FULL 

In the quote above for example, the respondent had very different ideas about what 
she wanted to do and accomplish during the trip than what the organizers had 
programmed for the participants. �“For example we went on a trip. They had put 
together a program for the trip and I thought, well, that program just isn�’t for me. I�’m 
just not going to do that. Because then I�’m in a circus in which I don�’t want to be. 
Where we have one meeting after another with hardly any time to internalize those 
meetings and to connect them at all with what I actually want here. �… And with all 
this hassle, where I�’m put in a bus, running from one meeting to the other, I don�’t get 
round to what I actually want. So on the third day I just said: I�’m not getting on that 
bus anymore. I refuse. �…. So not just running from one place to another like an 
idiot�…. The program was so full that we had no time at all for exchanging. Till late at 
night it was all meetings with people�… I won�’t get on that bus again. I don�’t like it at 
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all�”. The program was so full that it even interfered with what this respondent had 
wanted to do, leading to her refusal to �‘get on that bus�’ again. There were many 
instances in which respondents told about situations in which the focus of the 
experience seemed to be primarily on the side of the organizers and much less on 
the input and needs of participants.  

 

ONE-WAY COMMUNICATION 

�“What I generally found was that the whole education was designed along a quite 
strict rational line. What in itself, content-wise, is a good thing, but look, at a certain 
point you have taken in like a basic amount of information and data�”. After having 
taken in this basic amount of information and data, there should be opportunity for 
participants to discuss and give their own input so they can learn also from each other. 
However, several respondents remembered situations in which this opportunity did 
not exist:  �“Actually I specifically didn�’t like it for just one reason, that he was like �‘sit 
down and let me tell you,�… I will tell you how it all works�’. He sat down and just 
started talking. After 3 hours he closed his mouth and we could ask an occasional 
question, but then he left again�… sending, I�’ll come and do my thing and then I leave, 
or something�”. One of the respondents remembered some �“speakers that make you 
think, God, how do you come up with it? Who only deliver a speech, but who didn�’t 
wish to be disagreed with during their story�… Who of course are not used to 
something different, and find it incredibly hard to enter a discussion, because it 
surpasses their way of thinking�”. As this last respondent believes, it could very well be 
that certain speakers are just not used or willing to enter into a two-way 
communication process with the participant and are more into �“sending�” or �“playing 
a cassette tape�”. However, there are also situations, just like the example of not 
getting on the bus in the opening quote of this paragraph, where the program itself is 
the cause of the lack of two-way communication. �“(W)e actually found that during the 
whole [education] the personal experience of people or the projects they had 
experienced, there was not so much time for that in the whole program. A certain 
trajectory has been thought out, that they want to walk you through�… and really 
interesting projects or things that people had experienced at their work�…  that just 
was brought to the fore less. There is a speaker, and someone starts telling about his 
own personal experience in that area. And at some moment that is kind of cut off, 
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because the speaker has to finish his story within time. And then I think, that is a pity, 
because the main point is the combining of knowledge in the group. A speaker like 
that should provoke, but if something emerges, let it go, make room for that. Yeah, 
they�’re not yet playing that game in the right way�”.  

 

EXCESSIVE DIRECTION 

A restriction in the participants�’ own initiative can also take place out of fear for the 
impact of this initiative on the other participants. For example, one of the respondents 
was curious what would happen if she, as an experiment, without the other 
participants knowing, would �“start behaving like a rat�” in the group and �“completely 
ruin something�”. She proposed her plan to the organizers who told her that there was 
room for experiments in the experience but that her experiment was �“not possible, it 
is methodological, we can�’t do that�”.  The experiment would possibly have a personal 
impact on people and would have an influence on the experience itself, and that was 
something that the organizers did not want according to the respondent.  
 
When there was a lack of attention for the needs and input of participants, sometimes 
participants became rebellious and felt like �“it just is not working for me like this, in 
this way. I am not getting what I want. Or let�’s say I have to do something of which I 
wonder is this me? Conforming to some system�”. For example, in one of the 
experiences the participants had to make appointments with people to speak with 
them on the topic of their assignments. To start things off, the organizers �“had made 
some appointments with people, but the first thing I said is �‘can those appointments 
be cancelled?�’ Why? I said: �‘well, if we have to do it ourselves, then we are going to do 
it ourselves�’, I said, �‘then I don�’t need a prefabricated program. That�’s so 
hypocritical�’�”. This respondent even gloated a little bit when she told  �“What was nice 
by the way, was that at some point in time we were told by the coaches that the 
persons on their list�… were practically never invited. So they had started to complain 
like �‘we are not being invited�’�… completely different people were being invited �… 
than the ones they had on their list. So that was kind of nice, that you saw that 
happening�”. 
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However, the fact that participants didn�’t like too much direction and even 
rebelled against it, does not necessarily have to be a problem from an educational 
perspective. The respondents complained about not liking the situations described 
above, but they did not say anything about whether these situations were obstacles 
in their learning processes. There are situations though, in which the excessive 
direction hindered the actual learning process of participants. A common element 
in the experiences that were discussed during the interviews was the working on 
assignments in small groups. However, respondents expressed some doubt about how 
these groups were formed and whether this couldn�’t be done in a different and 
hopefully more suitable way. For example one respondent described how groups were 
created during the experience she participated in :�“We could choose from eight 
themes but there could only be four groups. So I said, well, I find this very peculiar. I 
said: so theoretically I could end up in a group that I don�’t like one bit�… there were 
only four of them so that�’s why there could only be four groups. So those are very 
strange frameworks�… So you might ask whether those were the people with whom I 
wanted to do the most, or who brought the best out of me�”. The framework of having 
to form a predetermined number of groups, in hindsight left this respondent in doubt 
about whether she ended up working with �“the people with whom I wanted to do the 
most, or who brought the best out of me�”. Her thoughts about this, although again, 
the interview took place years after the experience so the respondent spoke with 
hindsight, were: �“I don�’t think so, I don�’t think so�”. One respondent told that 
probably because of the way in which groups had been formed initially, six months 
after having been formed some groups �“were not doing well�”. Because of this, the 
organizers �“have taken the initiative to mix the groups up again. Causing a rupture in 
the line of development of people�”. Another example that was given was when 
participants in one of the experiences all had to organize a day based on a topic. 
However, because of time and money problems, people were paired up. �“(B)ut that 
also meant that I for example was paired up with someone while our [topics] were 
completely unrelated. But you have to do something together. �….Well, I have 
subordinated my [topic] to someone else�’s [topic]�”. Because of the pairing up 
decision, participants also had to share the budget they had received for hiring an 
expert, which in the case of this respondent ended up in her partner hiring an expert 
and the respondent doing something herself. �“so I explained something to them about 
[topic]. �…But I would have liked to hire someone who would do something with it�… 
I�’m not an expert at all so I can at best share what I have learned. �… Together we 
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had 300 or 400 Euros, or what was it? For that amount you can at best hire one 
expert�….If I had really done what I had wanted to do with my [topic] �… then I 
would have wanted to share more about that�”. In this case the pairing up intervention 
resulted in a participant who ended up not doing what she had really wanted to do 
because she subordinated her topic to her partner�’s topic. It is also very possible that 
the learning processes of the other participants in the experience for whom the day 
was organized were compromised, because of the budgetary problems and the 
resulting fact that this participant as a layman in the topic explained what an expert 
could have better explained, had there been one. The question is whether the 
implications of the decision to pair people up because of time and money constraints 
have been thought through sufficiently because the type of direction that was chosen 
had negative consequences for the experience of the respondent and perhaps also for 
the other participants. Perhaps a different type of direction could have been thought 
of, that had the same beneficiary results in terms of time and money, but not the 
negative effects on the experience. A different but similar issue related to direction 
took place when in one of the experiences, people were told that they had to form 
their own curriculum and that they were completely free in doing this. However, 
according to one of the respondents, they were absolutely not free in doing this. 
Implicitly it was made very clear which literature was suitable and which was not. She 
understood that this type of experience has to have a certain quality and that the level 
of the education is evaluated and accredited and so on, but according to her the 
implicit direction towards certain literature was completely unnecessary. Because the 
core literature on a certain topic, �“whether it is being told or not, you will still come 
out at that. Because if I don�’t know something about a domain, then I start to sniff 
around and I will end up with those books. Why do I have to, did you expect me to 
end up with completely different things? And I would have been told: yeah, but what 
about (names of the authors that were deemed as essential for the topic at hand)? So I 
don�’t get that principle�”. Why was it made clear what the �‘right�’ literature was, when 
participants would eventually have ended up with the �‘right�’ literature anyway? The 
process leading up to finding that literature might have differed from person to person 
but the result would have been the same according to this respondent. By telling 
participants in advance what the result should be, it is very well possible that the 
organizers take a valuable lesson away from them related to finding out what the 
relevant literature in an area is. In this senses, sometimes an excess of control or 
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direction may have negative consequences. In the following paragraph more 
reasons are given for why one should sometimes make an effort to curtail one�’s 
need to control things.   

 

7.3.2 THE IMAGE OF THE SOWER 

�“The image of the sower�… you sow. And well, part of the seeds falls onto rocks and another part falls 
onto fertile soil. And you have absolutely no control over this.  And actually it�’s also, it doesn�’t matter 
at all. You sow, and yes, that is such a mystery, that growth process�… the seeds work in the soil, you 
don�’t see it, it�’s invisible. When it comes above the ground much has happened already, so you trust in 
this, you hand it over�” 

The image of the sower that is alluded to in the quote above, refers to this 
respondent�’s opinion that not everything is, or should be under control. When seeds 
are sown, you have no control over the growth process. If one would try to speed up 
the growth process by pulling at the plants for example, one could even do damage. 
Of course this lack of control also means that one doesn�’t know whether all seeds will 
end up in plants but one should therefore �‘trust in this�’ and �‘hand it over�’. It is a 
process that is �‘invisible�’ and takes place �‘in the soil�’ so the only thing one can do is to 
support the process and wait for results to emerge. This trusting, handing things over, 
and waiting may become problematic when, as a respondent described: �“People want 
a lot of control�” but according to him there are many things that cannot be controlled 
completely: �“you can�’t plan that in a blueprint. You have to let it emerge. You have 
to cherish it, you have to water it, you have to talk to it so to say, so I�’m kind of a 
sower. And sometimes it emerges and sometimes it doesn�’t, but something emerges, 
things start happening�”. Which things happen and which things don�’t, is not under 
complete control of anyone. For example, in the end, neither participants in the 
experience, nor the organizers of the experience know what people will end up with, 
what they will remember or what will make the biggest impression. In this paragraph 
examples of this phenomenon and ways in which one can behave like a sower, like 
giving space to the ideas and insights of participants, paying attention to the 
individual goals that participants have, and allowing solutions and insights emerge 
(see figure 7.10), will be described.  
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GIVE SPACE TO PARTICIPANTS�’ IDEAS AND INSIGHTS 

As one respondent told, the situation that made the biggest impression on him was a 
part of the experience on the one hand, but on the other hand it had not been 
directed. 

Figure 7.10 �– Elements of subtheme �‘The image of the sower�’ 

 
During a study trip there had been a part of the program where all participants had 
had to visit �“normal people�” in their homes. The fact that the father of the family that 
this respondent had visited started to tell his life story was a very memorable 
experience that had made a deep impression on the respondent. Although the visit at 
home was pre-programmed by the organizers, the father telling his whole life story in 
a very passionate way was not. By providing the opportunity of visiting �‘normal 
people�’ in their own homes, the organizers of the experience have, so to say, planted 
the seeds. However, what exactly happens during these visits and what effect this will 
have on the participants is undeterminable upfront and cannot be directed. Another 
respondent told about a study trip abroad where a visit to a water laboratory had 
been organized for the participants: �“We had a wonderful contact with the ladies over 
there, ... and she told, it was completely unrelated to the water laboratory, but just her 
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stories about how she had to raise her children, who were almost Western in terms 
of their way of thinking, so who didn�’t want to do anything anymore for other 
people, and how she was raised, so for me, I have had completely different 
experiences, everyone has actually had that, to us it wasn�’t about the practical 
part. We all have those different contacts that we fully used, and all specific 
insights�”. When asked about what made the biggest impression during the 
experience, many respondents did not tell about the rational contents of the 
experience but more about events that made a great impact on them personally.  
 
Personal impact is sometimes incorporated as a goal in the experience by organizing 
events that don�’t have an explicit link with the rational goals of the experience, but 
where the aim is to support the individuals in their general or personal development. 
Journeys to other countries with other cultures were described as having this effect on 
participants, but visits to people�’s homes and survival trips are other examples of 
events that can be organized to facilitate a possible personal effect. �“There we have 
done a sort of survival trip and that was also very surprising. What happened there in 
a couple of occasions�… there also was this guy �… we had to abseil, and he was like I 
can�’t do it, I am not bold enough, and he eventually did (descend) that mountain, I 
still get goose bumps, yes, yes, and that you think: sheesh, you know, �… someone 
takes a step that he by himself would never have taken, yes, he arrived completely  
�‘yeeeh�’! You know, big applause, yes, those are the things that stay with you�”. The 
mere memory of this event still made this respondent �‘get goose bumps�’ and whisper 
when telling about it. 

 

PAY ATTENTION TO INDIVIDUAL GOALS 

Besides giving individuals space to express their own ideas, one could also give them 
space to express and reach for their individual goals. Especially for the type of 
educational experiences that have to deal with accreditation committees and so on, 
there will be common goals that are determined for all participants and that are 
managed and controlled centrally. However, participants may have additional 
individual goals that differ from one person to the other. �“What is your goal to come 
here? With which goals are you here? And which goals do we have in common? And 
which goals are individual? The common goals�… are easy, we can attain them easily, 
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but I want the individual goals to come to the fore, because those are a reason for you 
to stay here. And that is also what I find so important in such an education. To watch 
that very closely. �… and I think those are things in the learning process that pull at 
you, to attain your individual goal, it pulls at you to work with that, it pulls like a 
hobby or like a challenge, to come back. That is what makes it so beautiful to pay 
much attention to it�”. Organizers of experiences could therefore try to find out what 
the individual goals are and make an effort to facilitate participants in attaining these 
individual goals. One of the respondents for example told how literature was dealt 
with in the experience he had participated in. Instead of the traditional model of 
building a curriculum and having everyone read the same material, in this experience 
books, lectures, case studies and workshops were used, �“but you only do these things, 
you only add theory, if you will be working with a project where the content and 
some of these things can be applied�”. Not the curriculum and the central program 
were the core of the experience on which decisions were based, but the needs of a 
specific participant at a specific moment in his or her development. 

 

LET SOLUTIONS AND INSIGHTS EMERGE 

Besides the focus on the centralized control of what participants take in, attention 
should also be paid to their output: �“it is of great importance to not be dealing 
constantly with that input, but to provoke output�”. Not only could the facilitation of 
knowledge sharing between participants cause them to have more access to valuable 
knowledge: �“those people also had a lot of knowledge that had a lot of added value. 
Everyone who entered there brought a lot of knowledge with him, A. based on his 
individuality, personality, you name it, �… but on the other hand there was also a lot 
of knowledge around (the topic)�”. Provoking more output from the participants could 
also have additional benefits in the form of getting �“more insight in the roles that each 
has in the group�… you can also attend someone to his role. By this you can also have 
people look at themselves much better�”. The sharing of information can in this sense 
function as a mirror in which people get a better look at themselves and learn more 
about themselves. The sharing of information and discussions amongst each other can 
help in clarifying one�’s perspective.  �“(A)lso this type of discussions, this sort of 
discussion that we are having now, those have to, those should already take place 
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much more often during the education itself. �… it was focused too much on 
rationality�”. However, there were also examples given of how the level of 
�‘rationality�’ could be decreased. For example, one respondent told about a 
problem that arose when participants had to divide the group into subgroups 
based on some topics they could choose from. He had been the only one who had 
chosen for a certain topic and first felt pressured to join another group. However, 
he didn�’t feel like changing groups since he had chosen a topic that had his interest. 
Then other people decided to join his one-person group but he said: �“ho, wait a 
minute, those who are joining out of pity, those who are joining because they are 
superfluous somewhere else, as far as I�’m concerned are not welcome. ... I choose this 
theme with my heart and my soul. If there are other people who by giving in or 
because they are superfluous somewhere else, they are not motivated enough to pull 
this theme together with me�”. Both options, him having to change groups and him 
having to accept other group members that did not choose the topic at first, did not 
take into account his perspective. In both cases he had to conform to the wishes of 
others, while he had come to the experience with the main reason to learn how to not 
conform to others. The problem was solved by someone in the group who suggested 
to let the solution emerge in the following way:  �“He said: �‘(name), do you want to tell 
us what (the topic) means to you? And why it was so interesting for you?�’ So I could 
kind of advertise why I found that. So okay, that was nice. And then someone said like 
�‘now I think it�’s good to ask who, based on this story says that gets me going�’. And 
then people joined. I said, �‘well, then we have a deal. ...if based on this story you say I 
feel connected with it, then we have a deal�’. And we have had the tightest group of 
all�”. The solutions that consisted of forcing the respondent to conform to others did 
not help the situation but when the situation was not forced and the respondent was 
given the opportunity to explain to others why the topic was so interesting to him, the 
problem was solved. Sometimes, not forcing people to do things or do things in a 
certain way, may actually help in the learning process. As one of the respondents for 
example told, he always made sure he did not take complete control over ideas he 
came up with in his organization, but rather made an effort to have ideas emerge 
collectively and flow freely, because �“if I have an idea, I have to sell it. But if an idea 
emerges in a group then it is our idea�”. Instead of trying to convince everyone else of 
his ideas, he let go of complete control and claimed to give the individuals in his 
organizations the freedom to express their own ideas in the group. Another 
respondent told about a course she had done in the past that had been very important 
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to her. Students were given a large piece of paper and a special pen and were �“given 
the assignment: �‘just put dots on the white surface�’. �… I received no instructions at all, 
just �‘do something�’�”. At that moment the respondent thought it was a �“very stupid�” 
and �“retarded�” course, �“(b)ut okay, of course you obey and you were given harsh 
feedback on what you had done, like �‘what kind of mess is this?�’ And then you were 
looking at those little dots and you thought like, yes, I just did something, they are just 
small dots, but it is very difficult because where do you put that dot? Where do you 
put the first dot and the second dot, and well, one point in time, months later, you 
look back at your first drawings and you see, yes, that dot is not in the right place 
there, no. No, no, that is indeed a wrong dot. So what you have learned is to see 
dynamics, by placing small dots. The year after we could do a dot and a small line, 
really ... And I think I�’ve done that for five years. At a certain moment it was a 
square, then it became a coloured square, well, like that�… apparently it did 
something with me�”. The course �‘did something�’ with the respondent, although the 
assignment had been very vague and she had �‘received no instructions at all�’. The 
freedom that students had in putting dots on the white surface, made that they had to 
discover by themselves what was a right or wrong dot, �“and that is about relations. It 
is about seeing dynamics, and seeing dynamic and static differences. And when I walk 
into a company I see that. Then I see, and that�’s what I call �‘incongruence�’, then 
something is not right�… it can also refer to the relations between people, how people 
react to each other, for example�”. At the time of the interview, this respondent 
intended to start her own company based on this ability to see what she called 
�‘incongruences,�’ so what she had considered to be a �‘very stupid�’ and �‘retarded�’ 
course without any instructions, ended up having a great influence on her professional 
life. By not directing the students in where and how they would place the dots, by 
giving them no instructions at all and by letting them �‘just do something�’ and make a 
�‘mess�’, this experience later appeared to have been very important to her.  Of course, 
the large amount of freedom that was given to students may have worked very well in 
the context of this course, but this does not mean that it would per definition work 
equally well in other situations. In the following paragraph several examples of 
situations in which there was too much freedom will be discussed. 
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7.3.3 HERE�’S A BIKE AND GO 

�“Self-discovery is very good, but well, you don�’t tell a child: �‘here is a bike and go�’ either. You tell 
him there are the paddles, that is a saddle and this is kind of how you do it�”. 

Based on the former two paragraphs, it might seem as if control and direction are 
always wrong and may cause many serious problems. A consequence could even be 
drawn that for these reasons it would be better to give participants maximum freedom 
and autonomy. However, respondents also described multiple instances in which it 
was a lack of direction that caused problems. For example, the quote mentioned 
above was derived from a story in which a respondent described how participants 
were presented with several topics during the experience. �“I said, I experience that as 
a kind of system in which the responsibility is shifted upon others... you now expect 
me to form a view on the whole professional field, then I have to find out who are the 
inspirational writers or the exemplary figures in that field, and then I still have to read 
all those books. I said it would save me a lot of time and energy if you would give a 
personal anthology on how you view the field. Or something. So self-discovery is very 
good, but well, you don�’t tell a child: �‘here is a bike and go�’ either. You tell him there 
are the paddles, that is a saddle and this is kind of how you do it�”. On the one hand 
the participants were required to look into the topic, but on the other hand they were 
free to decide where to look for material and what they would read about the topic. 
Since most of the participants in the experience had no, or at least no recent, 
academic experience, it took them much time to find out who �‘the inspirational 
writers or the exemplary figures in that field�’ were. Had the organizers given a 
presentation of their perspective on the topic, this would have saved the participants a 
lot of time, which they then could have used to learn more about the topic. In this 
sense the respondent thought that they were given too much freedom and could have 
benefited from knowing where the paddles and the saddle were so to say. Of course, 
something can be said for giving people freedom to discover the relevant literature, 
since this process of discovery can also be a lesson in itself. However, in the eyes of the 
respondents, there seems to be a fine line between too much and too little direction 
from the side of the organizers. Especially when specific results are expected to be 
delivered by participants, when participants are not aware of what could be learned, 
and when participants are responsible for each other�’s learning processes through the 
sharing of information, more direction is preferred (see figure 7.11).  
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Figure 7.11 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Here�’s a bike and go�’ 

 

GIVE MORE SUPPORT WHEN SPECIFIC RESULTS ARE EXPECTED 

There is a point where participants don�’t want more freedom, but just want to be 
given a push to move on. One of the respondents for example told about when 
someone was  
invited to help the participants with moving on with their research projects: �“We then 
had a consultation of 15 minutes with him, one on one, because that was what people 
needed. (The organizers) wanted to do something plenary but we didn�’t want that at 
all, for once we just wanted some advice from someone, just content, just give me a 
push so I can move on. All that searching is very nice but it gets you nowhere. �… 
Sometimes you just want an answer, like try doing this or that, so with a research 
proposal, I don�’t want an answer like well, then you can also read that book or that 
book, That is so not what I am waiting for �… What (this person) did, was putting 

Direction

Not getting on that 
bus

The image of the 
sower

Here�’s a bike and go

Give more support 
when specic results 

are expected

Methodize the �“here 
and now�” to help with 

blind spots

Pay attention to how 
information is sharedWhat movie you�’re in



 

 

  
321

7 | A
nalysis interview

s 

down clear boundaries: you will not succeed in doing this. Period. And if you still 
want to do that, you should go about it like this. Well, then you can proceed�”. 
Although this respondent liked to have freedom in the experience, sometimes 
more direction was needed than was given by the organizers. In educational 
experiences, there is also a goal of obtaining a degree or learning something, so 
complete freedom may not be beneficial to attaining these goals. For example, in 
the beginning of one of the experiences �“(w)e were sent to [place name] with an hour-
long introduction on observation, followed by a half hour of instructions of a DAT 
recorder, and the program in which all appointments were written down and good 
luck! And at the end of that week a product had to be finished. �…. And what do you 
end up with then? You have an individual process of people, you have a group 
process, and you have a production process. And those are all intermingled in the 
week. Well, that doesn�’t work. People are all communicating with each other on 
different levels�…. You can see that there has been too little direction. (Concerning 
what?) Concerning the coaching. It is too open, and that doesn�’t have to be a 
problem, but it will be if at some point in time you also expect people to produce 
something, and to do this and that�”. As this respondent explained, there were three 
different processes going on at the same time. Especially for the production process, at 
the end of which the participants were expected to deliver a specific result, some 
direction was needed.  

 

METHODIZE THE �“HERE AND NOW�” TO HELP WITH BLIND SPOTS 

It was not only in cases in which the organizers expected specific results that more 
direction was wanted though. More direction was also wanted in situations in which 
the participants were not aware of what to do. The following respondent described 
one of these situations. She spoke about what she had termed �“the methodology of 
the here and now�”. To explain what she meant by this she gave an example of how 
she had incorporated it in the experience. When she had to present a project that she 
had done on how people communicate non-verbally, she could have given a formal 
presentation on this topic. However, she decided to use the �‘here and now�’ to explain 
how this kind of communication works by taking pictures of her fellow-participants 
and then using those pictures to explain some principles of non-verbal 
communication: �“and I explained to them, using those pictures, that is a picture of 
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you and look, what can you see in it? And I explained: I took that picture in this 
context and because she sits like that and looks forward and opens her eyes very 
much, you can read the following in that...�”. By using concrete situations in the 
experience, she explained how this type of communication worked. Her advice for the 
organizers was �“to also methodize what is happening in the here and now so you can 
work with it. To make someone grow�”. One thing that she had in fact really missed in 
the experience and that she thought might have been resolved by methodizing the 
here and now, was that during the experience �“in my feeling there was little 
intervention on my blind spot�”. Blind spots are �“areas in which one fails to exercise 
judgment or discrimination�” (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2008). Examples 
can be character traits or behaviours that the individual does not notice of him or 
herself and that he or she is unaware of. Therefore it is very difficult to change these 
traits or behaviours if they are negative. In these cases the organizers of the 
experience could intervene in the process of becoming aware of the blind spots, and in 
the process of changing them if needed. By focusing on the �‘here and now�’, the 
individuals could be made aware of how they behave and act in practice, which can 
be the first step towards change. When no interventions were made, individuals 
sometimes remained unaware of certain negative traits or behaviours: �“experience-
based learning happened because you initiate it yourself, but if you don�’t want to see 
it or if you�’re not able to see it, then you will not see it�”. By giving more direction in 
this area, individuals may become more aware of themselves and their behaviour and 
learn important lessons about themselves. One of the respondents for example 
complained about a lack of facilitation with regards to self-explanation: �“someone 
who helps me to look for my own explanation, because nothing is as difficult as being 
able to explain yourself. And it�’s being asked of you but it�’s not facilitated. And I 
think, that is because, psychology of a layman, (the organizers) don�’t explain 
themselves in the research that they do. It�’s not about them, it�’s about a phenomenon. 
You can look at a phenomenon but you can�’t look at yourself. Yes, in a mirror, but 
then you just have the outside�”. She thus arranged for a fellow participant in the 
experience to interrogate her on how she acted and even after the experience she has 
continued the process, by asking her clients �“why are you hiring me? And how do I 
do things? And how do you know that I can do it?... And then you get really nice 
answers, sometimes very disenchanting�”.  
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The need for �‘mirroring�’ was described by various respondents. One of these had 
a background in psychiatry and he compared the experience of someone holding 
up a mirror to you to the experience of a trauma. According to this respondent, 
the psychiatric discipline makes a distinction between two types of change in 
people: change of the first order and change of the second order. To start with the 
latter, �“change of the second order is adapted behaviour. People return to their old 
behaviour when they find themselves in a different situation�”. A different type of 
change is change of the first order, which is lasting change that is evoked by the 
experience of a trauma. This more lasting kind of change can also be evoked by 
holding up a mirror to someone, this respondent explained, because this 
confrontation can also be experienced as traumatic. And �“only at the moment that 
this trauma emerges, or that that mirror emerges, only then do you have that 
change�”. It would thus be very useful to make an effort to facilitate this mirroring 
process in the experience by paying attention to how participants behave in the here 
and now, and to hold up a mirror to them to make them aware of possible blind spots. 

 

PAY ATTENTION TO HOW INFORMATION IS SHARED 

Besides the focus on the lessons that can be learned from the here and now, one 
should also pay attention to what has been learned by others. Instead of the here and 
now, one could call this the then and there: not what is happening right at this 
moment to the person himself but what has happened to other people, experiences 
that they can share with each other. To give an example, one of the respondents told 
about an element of the experience in which the participants were divided into groups 
that would all focus on a separate subject. At the end of the project all groups would 
come together so every group could share what they had learned with the other 
groups. However, this process was not managed well according to the respondent 
because �“then you receive a big pile of material of which it is difficult to follow the line 
of reasoning behind it, because you weren�’t in (that group). So that kind of feels like a 
handicap�”. What the participants received was �“a database or something, with books, 
interesting books, with summaries or something, like that�”. What the participants in 
other groups would do with these books and summaries was left up to them, this was 
not facilitated or managed. Furthermore, the groups were free in deciding how they 
would share their knowledge, which in some cases resulted in a flawed understanding 
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of what the group had actually done. For example, �“for system dynamics we played 
the beer game�… and that is about systems thinking. The game is a lot of fun only it 
doesn�’t tell me anything about system thinking that has an added value for me. So the 
quality, the transfer of knowledge, that�’s not managed. And that is, you have to 
structure that more. That in the end you have a document, that you can use, that you 
can have a good debate with each other about the ins and outs of something�”. This 
respondent actually quite liked the fact that the group was subdivided into smaller 
groups that all focused on different topics because this way more information could be 
gathered in a small amount of time. However, �“the moment you choose for one 
(group), you also drop other things�” so if the sharing process is not executed in the 
right way, the participants don�’t really learn from their fellow participants�’ lessons. 
The organizers could pay more attention to this process so the context of the 
information that is shared is clear, by having participants explain the �‘line of 
reasoning�’ behind their work and the reasons why for example they see the beer game 
as an appropriate context for explaining system dynamics. Other reasons for 
clarifying the context of the experience are discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

7.3.4 WHAT MOVIE YOU�’RE IN 

�“if you don�’t know the context, how much security do you then have for learning, because you have no 
idea what movie you�’re in... Had I been the boss of (the experience) I would have given that a much 
clearer place. Clarifying to participants, students, who enrol: this is the context, this is what we are 
going to do, this is what we intend with it, the storyline�”. 

In the last paragraphs the degree to which the organizers should influence the 
experience was discussed. In some cases participants thought that there was too much 
direction from the side of the organization and wished for more freedom and 
autonomy, in other cases they experienced too much freedom and autonomy and 
wished for some more direction. However, besides the degree in which they wanted 
direction, respondents also discussed the role that organizers should or could play in 
the experience. In general, organizers should make sure that the context is clear for 
everyone and they should clarify what the rules of the game, or norms, are for the 
experience (see figure 7.12). In the words of the respondent quoted above: the 
organizers should make clear in which movie one finds him or herself.  
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Figure 7.12 �– Elements of subtheme �‘What movie you�’re in�’ 

 

CLARIFY THE CONTEXT (SURROUNDINGS, MEANING) 

Not understanding the context in which things are happening makes people insecure. 
People are sense-making creatures and if they don�’t understand what is happening 
and don�’t feel safe, they will make up their own story about what is happening and 
why, as can be illustrated by the following story that one of the respondents told about 
a study trip she and her fellow participants had made as part of the experience: �“all 
along during that trip I had the feeling now they will give me a report on what kind of 
person I am. It is sort of an assessment trip. All the while I was thinking that I was in 
some sort of assessment. �‘And then someone will arrive, who...�’. Also all sorts of things 
kept happening there. I remember at one point, at night we were having dinner�… 
and a glass of wine was knocked over or the waitress knocked over a glass of wine and 
she went completely ballistic about that glass of wine�…and you could hear the chef 
singing very loudly from the kitchen while we were at the table,�… so all the time I was 
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thinking: these are all actors and they are just observing our reactions. They are just 
observing people here. How we react. They will give feedback on it later on like: �‘well, 
these are the points you could improve, in the context of (the education)�’. So seriously, 
right after that trip but also the time after that I kept on waiting for like when is that 
report coming and it wasn�’t until the third time that I felt like well, no, there will be 
no report. And I kept asking like �‘gosh, were they actors?�’. Well, no, it just was real�… 
But this also means that I never ever have known in what context I was being 
placed�… if you don�’t know the context, how much security do you then have for 
learning, because you have no idea what movie you�’re in�”. 
 
Especially for an educational experience in which there is a clear goal that the 
participants have to attain, namely learning, clarification of context and norms is 
important. Like one respondent who herself teaches at an educational institution 
explained, at the beginning of a course you have to explain: �“we�’re going to do this 
and this and this, the experiment consists of that and that and that, and I ask you to 
participate, because you can learn so and so from it. That whole piece, putting down 
the context, so that people experience safeness and think, this is not just doing 
anything but also understand what is going to happen and in what light�”. 
 
Context can be given in different ways. One example would be to chose locations and 
venues based on the topics that are discussed. As one respondent suggested: �“I could 
also imagine to make the surroundings interact much more with the learning process. 
Which would accelerate it. Why not in the library, if all of a sudden books are so 
important? Why not go to the Royal Library then? That sort of things�”. In the case of 
books in a library setting, the link between location and topic should be quite clear. 
However, some other connections that were meant to give context were less clear. For 
example, �“those were all different conference venues and they had tried to make a 
connection between the theme and the place we were at. (in what sense?) Based on 
the topic that we were dealing with at that moment, they had looked for a location�…. 
(because those were, I don�’t know those locations, but what was the connection then?) 
Yeah, well, you would have to ask them�”. This respondent indicated that she 
remembered that there was some sort of connection but unfortunately she had no 
idea what the connection had been. Other respondents told about a mill, a steam 
pumping engine, an art museum, a place for missionaries owned by a church and a 
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restaurant where the connection with the topic at hand was often hard to find: �“I 
don�’t see the advantage of it happening in one place over another�”. If the 
respondent that was quoted above was right and the interaction between 
surroundings and topic indeed accelerates the learning process, the lack of 
perceived interaction may mean that opportunities for learning are lost.  
 
Some examples given by respondents may show that possible connections between 
venues and topics are manifold. For example a connection was made between a visit 
to a museum of ethnology, in which the main themes were symbolism and power and 
the work environment of one of the respondents. As this respondent told: �“of course 
there are certain populations and if you have like a village chief or something, who 
had decorated himself in a certain way�… that was kind of an expression of power, it 
all has to impress others and so what you see here with the Board of Directors, that 
they all (have) a large room and a wonderful table�”. Another respondent described a 
session in a different museum, the museum for the tropics, in which one of the 
participants gave a presentation on the connection between his fascination for 
travelling and his work as an consultant. His fellow participants recognized the 
connection between the location and the subject of the presentation and asked him 
questions about whether in both areas he also had a specific interest in people and 
new things and whether he was easily bored with assignments. �“There you make a 
nice connection�”. Another respondent had also chosen a venue for her presentation 
on the telling of stories and thinking differently that fitted the topic: �“we did our 
(session) in a castle�… and there we hired a female story teller�… I think that such a 
castle is appropriate for that. Fairytales and knights�”. These respondents gave 
examples of connections with specific venues. However, one respondent thought that 
going �“somewhere completely different�” was the most important thing. Many of the 
developments and issues that are dealt with and discussed during the experience, are 
international or global developments and issues, and �“I do think that you have to go 
there to experience it, to see it, live it. To feel what it means�”. �“It is an enormous 
difference. You look at the world differently if you have just been in (your own 
country), or if you�’ve also been travelling in the world. So if you look at working in a 
mind-expanding way, I think that travelling does that very much. So the fact that you 
are just somewhere completely different, that you experience other cultures, that you 
see other developments, that just is an experience. You just feel it�”.  
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Context does not necessarily have to do with just the physical surroundings that one 
finds oneself in. Context can also be symbolic. By clarifying and agreeing on what is 
meant by certain words, one can avoid lengthy semantic discussions on the meaning 
and interpretation of words, and save time that can be used for learning. �“So if I say 
to (name) �‘I see a flying chicken�’, then she knows exactly what I mean. So at one point 
she also said �‘There�’s another chicken�’, �‘Could you give me another chicken?�’. Well, 
then you have, then you create a common language. The moment you don�’t do that 
with each other�… you have to place yourself in the other�’s shoes every time. In what 
the language is�… that doesn�’t mean that there is less freedom, but you just indicate, 
this belongs in that quadrant and we have that word for it. And then it�’s clear�”. If 
there is a �“common language�” and �“you (don�’t) have to place yourself in the other�’s 
shoes every time�”, attention can be focused on the core of what is being 
communicated, which may again help in accelerating the learning process. 
 
Besides the use that that clarification of the context may have in the acceleration of 
the learning process, it may also help participants in understanding how the various 
elements that the experience consists of, fit together and how they can be translated to 
the participants�’ lives outside the educational experience. Especially when �“all sorts of 
things are being dragged in, politics, emotions, and really a lot of things of which you 
think: what�’s the use of that?�”  it is important to take into account that for some 
participants the connection between these things and the rest of the experience is not 
immediately obvious. �“then we went to the (museum). (What did you do there?) Yeah, 
I still wonder about that too sometimes�…. I think (name) took us by the hand and 
gave us a tour of the (museum). Yes. And afterwards we haven�’t really discussed it or 
something,... so the deeper meaning of it was kind of lost on me. I�’m still guessing�”. A 
discussion afterwards to see whether everyone had understood the �‘deeper meaning�’ 
of the activity could perhaps have helped this participant in understanding why this 
activity was incorporated in the experience and what he could have learned from it. 
However, the respondent did not remember having discussed the visit to the museum 
which caused him to remember the visit as having been  �‘of no use�’ and just �‘fun�’. 
�“Those are really the things of which I think I liked them very much but what has 
been the use of it in practice? Maybe the way of looking, the way you look at certain 
things, but I don�’t have the immediate feeling that that has taught me something. No. 
But okay, others maybe have. But I haven�’t... what�’s the practical use of it? It was 
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great fun, nothing negative in that respect, only in practice it is of no use. It 
doesn�’t always have to be, it can also just be fun once in a while�”. Of course, the 
goal of participants at an educational experience, let alone of the organizers of the 
experience or the participants�’ employers who often pay for the experience, is not 
to just have �‘fun�’. The intention is often quite utilitarian, meaning that things 
happening during the experience should have some use-value. Indeed some 
participants experience the �‘just fun�’ elements in a positive way, while still wondering 
what the use of it all was. �“I sometimes wished that it had been a bit more professional, 
like I already indicated, the link with practice, with business in that sense, is 
sometimes hard to trace. �… what�’s the use to me, you can�’t apply it in any direct 
way�… during dinner someone came to play the harp�… why a harpist at dinner? I 
found it wonderful, very beautiful, and I wouldn�’t want to trade it for something else, 
it�’s just, you don�’t expect it, and what�’s the use?�” In fact, respondent s remarked that 
they experienced difficulty in finding or keeping track of the connection between what 
happened in the experience and their professional life. �“(Y)ou really have to stretch 
your mind to make a connection to the everyday practice I at least work in. Yes, that�’s 
something I definitely experienced... There was a point where I was, and also others 
were completely loose, like guys, nice that we�’re discussing this, but what in heaven�’s 
name does this have to do with the work that we will be doing later on or that we are 
supposed to be doing later on?�” The organizers of the experience could take up the 
task of helping participants understand the connection in situations like these. More 
attention could be paid also to how the topics that are discussed during the experience 
could best be translated and implemented in practice. One of the respondents in fact 
remarked: �“I experience few connections between (the experience) and my daily 
work. ...I can use parts in my work but I always have to translate them...If you have to 
implement it, it�’s, sometimes that step is quite big�”. By helping this participant already 
during the experience with how the topics can be used in practice, it would perhaps 
be easier to make that step. 
 
Of course the attitudes of different participants are different and not everyone 
experiences difficulty when something is quite abstract or cannot be translated into 
practice in a direct way. For example, one of the respondents told: �“But our trip to 
the Ukraine, they say: what�’s the use of that? Here? Yeah, for my work: none. But you 
really enter a completely different world,�… so as a human being it has really formed 
me. I am glad that I have seen that, that I know that, that I can tell about that, about 
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what I have seen�”. The type of educational experiences that were discussed during the 
interviews provides a �‘frame of reference�’ for participants:  �“it creates a general 
framework and you can draw from that when you need it, but you�’re not dealing with 
it all the time. ...I think just some frame of reference, of a frame of thoughts maybe. I 
think that has been the most important contribution�”. A frame of reference or a frame 
of thoughts is of course a much more elusive result than practical skills or guidelines 
or other more explicit and applicable results. This is all the more reason for 
organizers to take into account the degree to which the context is clear for all 
participants so they don�’t get lost.  

 

EXPECTATION MANAGEMENT IN COMMUNICATION 

Obviously, more abstract and elusive results are also much harder to communicate. 
For prospects who are perhaps thinking of partaking in the experience, it should be 
clear what they can expect, what type of movie they are getting themselves into in 
other words. Therefore, also in brochures and websites and other communicative 
means that are used to explain and promote the experience, the context should be 
clear. In fact, one of the respondents had some advice on the communication: �“One 
should add something like �‘the education is not just about the professional area of the 
(topic) but it touches on a couple of subjects that a (professional) in practice...�’ then I 
get stuck. Anyway it all boils down to the fact that the topics that you can expect in 
the education, that these, although they are not directly applicable, they are useful in 
your work as a (professional). Something like that. But in any case that the direct link 
with practice can�’t just be made that easily. That at least is something that I 
experience. (And that�’s not in it now?) That�’s not in it now. But I wouldn�’t put it in 
either if I were the organizer of the education, it�’s not advice. Well, in nicer words you 
should put it in perhaps. I think so�… But how do you communicate that something 
like a cello-player during dinner, or a tour in the (museum), or a conversation with a 
miller about his profession, is absolutely useful for someone as a person, for me as a 
person, but cannot be related directly to the work I do here at (the company)?�”  By 
clarifying the context of what was happening in the experience, things could perhaps 
also be related to the respondents�’ professional lives. The answer to this question may 



 

 

  
331

7 | A
nalysis interview

s 

lie in stating clearly what the experience is about and within what context various 
elements take place. 

 

WORK WITH CLEAR, UNAMBIGUOUS AND SUITABLE NORMS. 

If it is difficult to communicate the effects of the experience, it is equally difficult to 
measure its effects. If the intended effect is something elusive like for example an 
improved frame of reference, it is hard to discover how one could evaluate the 
attained results of participants. An improvement in one�’s way of thinking, perceived 
from whoever�’s perspective, is very personal. For example, �“if the goal is to stretch 
people�’s consciousness, then you will always succeed, each on his own level where he 
is in his development�”. This personal aspect of the effects complicates the process of 
evaluating and measuring the results of participants. If everyone incorporates his or 
her own personality in the experience, it becomes very hard to establish common 
standardized norms that are the same for everyone.  �“You clearly say is this the norm 
or not, because that�’s your task as (organizers) �…I think they hadn�’t expected this 
much diversity, in what everyone was going to research. And also so personal. Which 
makes it very hard to put up frameworks for this�”. Also the fact that all of the 
experiences that were discussed during the interviews had a �“shade of commerciality�” 
makes that �“you can, in fact you just buy, very often you just buy a title, because if 
you deal with it in a somewhat clever manipulative way, then you can reach the finish 
line resting on your laurels. �…you have paid for it so they can�’t send you away 
without a degree. �… I think that some have been free riders and they now have a 
degree of which I think: well, that has been really easy�”. This opportunity to free ride 
and to buy a degree, was something that caused some people to ask themselves what 
the norms had been in the educational experience: �“maybe that also has to do with 
my feeling that some people should fail, because what is the norm then? If everyone 
passes? What is the value of an education if everyone can just pass?�”  
 
If people succeed in obtaining a degree �“resting on their laurels�” and �“if everyone 
passes�”, something apparently is not going well with respect to the norms that have 
been established, with potential negative consequences for the quality of the education, 
�“(b)ecause the common quality is the quality of the education so if the norm is too 
low�… If that�’s the way they deal with the quality, how have they dealt with my 
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quality then? So I think you should be very clear in this�”. However, another problem 
that was indicated by respondents, was that in some cases where clear norms were 
available, the problem was that these were not always followed as strictly as they 
should be. �“Clear requirements have been indicated with which the [result] has to 
comply, to be considered as sufficient, but you then also have to be able to recognize 
these. And it shouldn�’t be like that if something is lacking, it is still alright�”. Examples 
of situations in which this happened were also given: �“they give you a deadline when 
something has to be finished. Well, it then becomes apparent that if you fail, they give 
you an extra assignment so the deadline is not so deadline-y at all�… they don�’t stick to 
their own rules, the (organizers). (Concerning what?) Well, for example, it is required 
to involve some practical experience in (the session), in which you experiment with 
the things you have written about, and it�’s not in it. That�’s just not in it. It is clear to 
everyone but it is still considered to be okay�… Then I think, hey, the rules of the 
game are changing�”. Or: �“(y)ou were required to invite an X number of people from 
your professional field to the [end-session], who would provide feedback to you. That 
is easily measurable. Well, there has also been someone, he invited one person. So 
that is not according to the norm�… so those are very quantitative measuring points. 
And that is noticed. And whatever reason the organization then has, to say, well, we 
will still let this person pass, it is noticed. By fellow students. And they will attach value 
to this, and you should be very careful with it I think�”. Also when participants are 
divided into groups where each group has its own coach, one should be very careful 
that each coach holds the work of the participants in his or her group to the same 
standards. As one respondent described: �“at a certain point the people have been 
divided, the students were divided over the four (coaches)�… Yeah, by doing that you 
also indicate, or you also let go of some common norm. Because (coach 1) has a 
different background from (coach 2) and from (coach 3) and (coach 4). So it�’s all very 
far apart from each other�”. 

 

BE AWARE OF IMPLICIT NORMS 

Norms are always established from some perspective on what is right and what is 
wrong and one should always remain conscious of this fact. Otherwise, there can exist 
implicit norms that may seem non-existent but that can have a great influence on the 
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experience. To give an example, one of the respondents told a story about one day 
at the beginning of the experience, when the organizers entered with a couple of 
suitcases full of books. The suitcases were emptied on a large table, and the 
organizers said: �“we have no curriculum, you will make one yourself. And these 
are all very interesting things concerning (the topic)�”. The immediate reaction of 
the respondent was: �“what is this? I just see, I don�’t see any books with pictures �… 
so to me that indicated a lot about the (organizers), their view on reality. They were 
theoretical and dry books. There was no movie, there were no CDs, I saw no poetry 
on the table, I saw no trunk with clothes for dressing up, �…so very one-sided, in my 
view very one-sided. And I found it, that moment I thought, hey, something is missing 
here�”. �“There is a huge norm hanging over this�… this is your judgment of what is 
right or wrong �… otherwise you wouldn�’t have brought these books. Then you would 
have left things open�”. So where the organizers thought they had �‘no curriculum�’ and 
that participants had to make their own curriculum, in the eyes of this respondent 
there still was an implicit norm that formed the basis of the choice of books. �“There 
absolutely is an implicit norm about what is a good book and what is not, so everyone 
did something with (name author), because implicitly it became apparent that that 
was a good book. �… And that is no problem I think, because everyone brings his own 
norms. But you can also just say: �‘guys, this is what we think�’. Like that.  �‘This is what 
we think�’, �’this is what I think�’: �‘I think this is a good book, and that one and that one 
and that one�’, alright?�” This way, the choice does not become the norm, but everyone 
knows �“how the people who are going to evaluate you think, work, look�”. By making 
explicit that there is a subjective side to the norms, the seemingly universal validity of 
the norms is taken away and understanding could grow for disagreements on the 
norms between people. Because especially when the �‘rules of the game�’ are not clear, 
disagreements can emerge between the participants and the organization. �“I still have 
the impression that there were just some people who just really�… Well, of course 
people also thought something about this in the education, let�’s be honest. There are 
also a couple of people who in the end graduated but of whom the group says: does 
not comply with the norm�… there was some fuss about this. A lot of fuss actually... 
There were also people who didn�’t pass of whom the group said �‘didn�’t pass? Didn�’t 
pass? Hey, wait a minute. We have seen that development, he has done this, done 
that, it was all good enough, and then to not pass?�’ And then there were people who 
did pass of whom the group said �‘yeah, hey, listen up, what is this all about?�’�” If 
participants don�’t understand how the norms apply to others, as in the quote above, 
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there is a good chance they won�’t understand how the norms have applied to 
themselves either. Especially if there is little room for participants to speak their 
minds, as was discussed in paragraph 6.3.1, the dissatisfaction about the norms may 
persist, resulting in �‘a lot of fuss�’. One of the respondents remembered that in the past 
she had done another education, in which this problem did not exist, since students 
and teachers together decided what the norms were and how these were applied to 
the students�’ work. What happened there was that at the end of the year, all students 
handed in their work and all these results were presented together. �“And then we 
debated about what is the norm? So there were thirty (results), what is the norm, what 
is a six? �… and then we took the next and said is this above or below the norm? �… So 
we made a kind of ranking and the ranking maybe was not so interesting but the 
discussion about it was. �… Then you get into the essence of what you are dealing 
with�”. But during the experience �“we never had that debate on each other�’s (end 
result). I was not present at half of the presentations because that didn�’t fit in the 
program, those were divided into two groups. So I would like to have a debate on 
that. To ask people about their (end result). Because I have an opinion about the ones 
of some people, for some people I sincerely think, well, they harm the quality of the 
(degree) but perhaps I am completely mistaken�”. Giving people the opportunity to 
decide on norms together and to discuss their work together, might be very helpful in 
overcoming the problems described above, but it might also help in getting �“into the 
essence of what you are dealing with�” and thus be a valuable lesson. 

 

7.3.5 LESSONS TO BE LEARNED RELATED TO DIRECTION  

This paragraph has focused on the role in the experience of the organizing party and 
the amount and type of direction that the organizers should exert according to the 
respondents. The subthemes related to Direction and some specific issues that came 
to the fore during the interviews, are presented in figure 7.13. 
One task that was seen as important was the provision of clear norms and support for 
attaining the desired results. When there is too little support, context and structure, 
there may exist misunderstandings of which goals should be achieved and how to 
achieve them. By clarifying and communicating clear norms and structures and by 
giving enough support, these misunderstandings may be prevented. The Dutch 
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philosopher Arnold Cornelis (1934-1999) argued that structure and clear rules 
should in fact always precede freedom and autonomy. By giving individuals clear 
structures and rules to abide, one can prepare the individual for an autonomous 
life. Only if the autonomous individual has succeeded in internalizing these 
externally imposed rules, can he be a successful autonomous individual according 
to Cornelis (1995). In this sense, organizers of experiences should take into account 
that they cannot just give people unlimited freedom, since their first task is to make 
sure that the individuals understand what that freedom entails. One should ask 
oneself in which cases individuals need freedom and autonomy and in which cases 
this freedom or autonomy just takes up time. Looking at developments in the 
economy, like more attention for gaming and activity and initiative of individuals, 
more and more space for expression Is given to individuals, which makes it all the 
more important to also support them in using that space. 
 

 

Figure 7.13 �– Lessons to be learned in relation to Direction 

 
After a certain point, when a basic level of support has been provided and the 
individual is able to act autonomously, it is important to leave ample opportunity for 
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self-direction and input from the side of participants in the experience. Excessive 
direction when no direction is needed can have a negative impact on the experience. 
In fact, a very important insight that has been derived from the interviews is the need 
for organizers to pay attention to their own role and how participants can experience 
this role. There were ample situations recalled in which the actions of the organizers 
had contrary effects than the ones intended. For example, full programs with many 
presentations and speakers may be intended by the organizers to give participants 
maximum value for their money. However, as was seen in the interviews, it may be 
experienced as too restrictive, leaving the participants no space for their own initiative 
and input. Also the direction of things that don�’t have to be directed and the implicit 
norms that exist in the experience, of which the organizers seem to be unaware, are 
examples that were given. Especially the example of how groups were formed in one 
of the experiences, clarifies what the problem can be related to direction. The 
problem is that participants in this case were given the freedom to choose a theme 
although their freedom of choice was curtailed at the same time by the organization 
that had only four coaches available. Because of this, it would be entirely possible that 
participants ended up in a group that was not their first choice. The participants had 
to adapt to the possibilities of the organization, which is quite similar to the more 
general �‘gap�’ between individuals and business organizations that was described by 
Zuboff and Maxmin (2002). In what they call the �‘standard enterprise logic�’, 
producers are seen as �“central to the creation of value, while consumers could be 
regarded as a distant anonymous abstraction�” (Zuboff & Maxmin, 2002, p. 180). The 
core of this logic is that there is one party in control over the interaction and another 
party that has to adapt itself to what the first party decides. A lesson that 
organizations in general could learn, is that this logic leads to a situation in which 
individuals may be forced to make suboptimal choices. The least organizations could 
do, is to discover where they restrict the individuals�’ choices and to see whether the 
consequences of this restriction are positive or negative. If there are negative 
consequences, they should try to adopt a different logic. 
 
This process, of discovering which consequences the organization�’s actions have, is a 
process of becoming aware of one�’s actions and their impact. The same process could 
be facilitated for participants in the experience. By paying attention to the �‘here and 
now�’ individuals can be made aware of their blind spots and perhaps supported in 
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changing what they feel should be changed. Of course these blind spots and how 
individuals behave in the here and now, are idiosyncratic, so it would be 
impossible to design a centralized program for this. Besides, if one is to notice how 
individuals act in the here and now, it would be wise to give them room for taking 
actual action, and not have them sit and passively take in whatever the 
organization provides. Individuals could for example be stimulated to share their 
ideas and insights with the group, to express their personal goals and how they hope 
to attain these and to find solutions and answers themselves, and share how they have 
found these. This way individuals can learn from each other. Obviously this process of 
learning together and sharing information should be managed, as was also observed 
by one of the respondents, but there are great advantages of having people learn 
together. First of all, the social aspect of a learning experience is usually the most 
important thing adult individuals will remember according to Falk and Dierking 
(2000). Second of all, research shows that the best way to learn is to teach (Ackoff & 
Greenberg, 2008). This is not just an important lesson for those active in organizing 
for educational experiences but for all organizations, because there are signs of a 
strong development towards more co-creation. In fact, more and more individuals 
become active participants instead of passive consumers of whatever organizations 
provide them with. Some of these active individuals are becoming so skilled and 
knowledgeable that they are named professional amateurs, or pro-ams (Leadbeater & 
Miller, 2004). The sharing of information can therefore even help the person who is 
doing the sharing. Third and last, when this process is managed well and the 
individuals are supported in a useful way, the individuals may also learn more about 
their own sharing behaviour and communication skills and learn how to improve 
these. Besides learning about the content that is being shared, they would also be 
learning about the procedural aspects of information and communication. 
 
Of course, this highly active and personalized experience would have little to do with 
the passive and massive events that are staged and directed by many organizations. In 
the communication of the experience, organizers should be very clear about this 
difference. A reason for this is that because of the many events with a passive and 
massive nature, many people will perhaps expect to be entertained and not expect to 
really have to participate in an active way. Another reason is that it would be a way to 
differentiate from other experiences. 
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7.4 INVESTMENT 

Investment, the last of the three themes that have emerged from the interviews, refers 
to the role that participants play in the experience. As was also shown in the last 
paragraph, Direction, participants often spoke about their dislike of too much control 
and direction by the organizers. The following paragraph will deal with how 
participants see their own role in the experience. 
 

 

Figure 7.14 �– Investment and subthemes 

 
First of all, the results that participants attain in the experience are not mere facts that 
can be absorbed passively. Participants have a clear role in the outcome of the 
experience and some reasons for why this is, are described in 7.4.1, Knowledge from 
out of the wall. In 7.4.2, Pressure cooker, the catalytic function of the experience is 
discussed. Many speakers, activities, topics and events can be put together in the 
experience, but participants have a clear role in doing something with all of these 
elements. Of course, if participants have to play a role in the experience, it becomes of 
utmost importance to find out whether their intentions are also in line with this goal 
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and to construct innovative methods for evaluation that incorporate the 
participants�’ input. These issues will be discussed in paragraph 7.4.3, Climbing 
frame. In paragraph 7.4.4, New oxygen, excerpts from the interviews show what 
are seen as the success factors of post experiences. In these post experiences, 
participants can continue to develop the effects of the original experience. Finally, 
7.4.5 contains a presentation of lessons to be learned for experience organizers in 
general, related to the effort invested by participants. 

 

7.4.1 KNOWLEDGE FROM OUT OF THE WALL 

�“It�’s not just �‘I get a diploma because I happened to have the knowledge�’ anymore, but it�’s actually 
more like what�’s inside of you�…. And I think that�’s what you get if you�…. also invest in trying to 
develop your personality. Not just taking knowledge from out of the wall. I don�’t need any more 
knowledge from out of the wall�”. 

The saying �‘from out of the wall�’, or in Dutch �‘uit de muur�’ refers to the automat 
vending machines of certain Dutch fast food chains. At these restaurants one can take 
food from out of a small heated compartment in the wall after inserting the right 
amount of money in a specific slot. The compartments are continuously backfilled by 
a kitchen. Like the fast food in these machines, other items that are described as 
having been taken �‘from out of the wall�’ are perceived as being standardized, cut and 
dried, fully prepared and ready to be consumed. The interviews showed that not only 
was �‘cut and dried�’ factual information seen as an insufficient result of the experience 
and was expected more of it, but also that the actual results and effects that were 
achieved because of the experience, were often much harder to describe and much 
less immediate and instantaneous than knowledge �‘from out of the wall�’.  

 

PROVIDE MORE THAN CUT AND DRIED FACTS 

When respondents tried to describe their motivations for choosing the specific 
educational experience they had pursued, they often contrasted it with other 
educational experiences. For example, one of the respondents, who at the very 
moment that the interview took place was involved in a, as he himself called it: 
�“conventional, traditional�” education, explicitly indicated that there was a clear 
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contrast between this type of educations and the educational experience that was 
focused on in the interview. In the educational experience it�’s not just about 
participating in the �“body of knowledge of a certain professional area�”, but also about 
�“that which goes deeper, (participating) in the exploration, in asking questions, in 
amazement, in emotions, in opening one�’s self up�… Well, that is a very valuable 
thing�”.  
 
 

 

Figure 7.15 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Knowledge from out of the wall�’ 

 
In the more conventional, traditional educations, though, �“the bandwidth is just very 
limited�… the textbooks are never more recent than from 5 years ago, because 
everything has to be proven through and through, the program and the curriculum, 
and the modules they offer. Because the people have to be capable of managing all of 
it on their own. So something truly cutting edge�… is impossible. You can�’t 
experiment, because then you would send people into a dark forest and they will get 
lost. It has to be proven through and through�”.  One of the advantages of this kind of 
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more traditional educations is that people with a more instrumental attitude and 
motivation, are �“equipped with things that they can immediately apply 
operationally. Knowledge, that you can immediately�… step into a role, and that 
you can reproduce all those frameworks and models, and that you can apply 
them�”, �“so to speak you can apply it the next day�”.  
 
Some respondents indicated that sessions in which depth was attempted to achieve, 
were �“horrible�”. �“Very technical, very detailed, and that was exactly not what we 
were looking for. We expected, and that was also the strength of the experience, that 
you would be confronted with many topics, and that they were presented in all 
breadth, so you could put it into the context, so you would know what you could do 
with it. But to actually apply it, yeah, that required some more effort, while (name) 
was someone who actually was very much about the depth, very much detail�”.   
This sort of depth and detail was actually expected from other educations, which were 
described as being �“bookish�”, �“rather instrumental�”, �“where you mainly get answers 
and no questions�”, �“quite, let�’s say linear, causal, quite blue�… the memorization of 
how-to guidelines�”. The contrast with the perception of the experience was in fact big. 
The experience was described with terms like �“you can create your own 
environment�”, �“it provides you with many questions�”, �“much more abstract, so you 
can connect a much larger area to it and trace more movements�” and �“the 
multiplicity in solving tough problems�”.  
 
However, the experience is �“much more mature, in the sense that it wants to inspire 
you in such a profound way, which makes that operational translation very easy. You 
can pull a couple of all-nighters and then you will have read all those books too, you 
will know them by heart�”. It thus seems to provide some sort of a basis or �“foundation�” 
where it is not about the factual information and knowledge that is transferred, but 
where people are being equipped to advance on their own and to make themselves 
familiar with the knowledge and information if in the future this would appear to be 
needed. 
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REALIZE THAT RESULTS ARE HARD TO DESCRIBE 

In the descriptions that respondents gave of what they had gotten out of the 
experience there was a high level of abstraction. Often the difficulty of indicating 
concretely what they had learned was expressed. �“I don�’t know whether I can say that 
in such a concrete way, in the sense of, hey, that�’s what I�’ve learned and so now I do 
that differently from before, or something. The most important thing to me is, what 
I�’ve ended up with, is that I now know more of various subjects, that it all has become 
wider, my view is broader, �… and related to that perhaps also more self-
confidence.  �… but that�’s also why I find it hard to say something like, hey, that�’s 
really what I have learnt there. Yes, it�’s quite broad, like I have kind of gained a 
broader experience that has made me stronger as an individual, with a wider 
perspective and so on, than that I say like, hey, that is something specific that I now 
apply in my work. Yeah, that probably is also the case, but I can�’t reproduce it like 
that�”. �“Things that (the experience) has brought or stimulated. I have also come to be 
in more of a learning mode in that sense�… so something has been stimulated�… Pfew, 
I find it a difficult question. I would have to ask my partner�”. 
 
Also the fact that the result was not tangible but more �‘a complete package�’ caused 
great difficulty in expressing what had actually happened during the educational 
experience. As respondents indicated: �“there are certainly also a number of topics that 
are not directly applicable. But that doesn�’t mean that they are useless. But if you say 
�‘give me some examples of topics that are hard to directly translate to practice, which 
are however useful�’, that�’s very difficult. Because it�’s more like a complete package 
that they give you, and that forms you as it were, you start dealing with things based 
on that framework�”, and �“also the learning in itself, �… it�’s more like the complete 
package that has formed you in a certain way. I can�’t really approach it in a very 
concrete way�”. �“I can�’t describe it very well, but that�’s what I truly experience. �… 
awareness, but of course education is always a matter of awareness.... It is just very 
hard to specify it, shall we say it like this?�”  
 
The effect or result was often described in a rather metaphorical way. For example �“I 
call it: �‘your skull gets stretched out very much�’�”, �“I have felt like the �… education 
had woken me up from sort of an intellectual hibernation�”, �“it all comes together now, 
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it has been sort of a catalyst, the education�”, or �“some sort of a process of growing 
awareness, in which, I claim, such an education causes you to make an enormous 
leap�”. One of the respondents told that the immensity of the effects that the 
experience she had participated in was often jokingly described by participants as 
�“at the end of the road you either have a different job or a different wife�”. 
The nature of the experience also made it difficult to clearly describe what exactly 
happened in the experience. One of the respondents in fact told: �“then I would clearly 
indicate what he can expect. And I actually think that if you, I have also read this 
year�’s brochure again and then I think, in itself it is actually true what is written there, 
but still, I have reread it later, from the perspective of someone who has done the 
education and it is all true, so there is not one lied word in it, but still, if you haven�’t 
done the education you will expect to get something different, like what I also 
expected, when I started the education�”.  As this respondent indicates, it can be very 
difficult to communicate in a clear and correct way what the experience entails. 
Apparently, sometimes the communicated facts about the experience can evoke faulty 
expectations. 
 
Paying attention to communicating in the right way about the experience is even 
more important, since one remarkable theme that emerged from the interviews was 
the contrast that was made by many respondents between what they saw as the result 
of the educational experience and the result that was perhaps in their eyes implicitly 
expected. Over and over respondents spoke in a very positive way about the effects 
that the educational experience had had on them, while at the same time speaking in 
a quite derogatory manner about the perhaps conventionally expected results. For 
example, one respondent told: �“What do I do with it? Well, that�’s actually quite 
disappointing. Because you actually don�’t do much with it. But my idea is: that�’s not 
the point. Because something happens during the education because you develop�”. 
One has to focus beyond applying the lessons in practice, since �‘that�’s not the point�’, 
and focus more on the development of the individual. Another respondent indicated 
that learning purely professional facts and knowledge, �“that�’s not exciting. You can 
teach that to anyone, that�’s all very mechanistic. But to touch people in a very deep 
way�…�”. Again, one has to go beyond the mechanistic level, towards deeply touching 
people. Other respondents expressed: �“I think it is more about the (tapping and 
touching) of things, that kind of suits this phase I think. I don�’t need it anymore, I 
don�’t go to instrumental educations anymore, no offense, been there, done that. I 
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have done enough of those�”, �“solving questions in organizations is more about getting 
people around a table and being able to find a solution that way, than it is about 
saying �‘I would do it like this�’, because that doesn�’t mean anything in a large 
organization, so it�’s much more like a process that you have to go through with a 
couple of people�… Then it�’s not about the instrumental things, because by now we 
already understand how you can arrange those things�… we get that�…�”, and even: 
�“whether it has been valuable for (the topic), I don�’t know, I don�’t even ask myself this 
question, but in terms of nourishment, for me personally, �… I don�’t know whether 
they really were so revolutionary with reference to (the topic) �… it was more about all 
that other stuff, that�’s where the insights were located�”. However, as one respondent 
told who described how she made the choice for the experience, the difference 
between the more instrumental stance of certain educations and the more visionary 
stance of others, can also be recognized in the communication: �“well, what was 
remarkable when I received all those brochures: the story of (the experience) was the 
most content-laden. That was very funny. Those others were all about the money, the 
criteria, the teachers who worked there, about, well, I felt like everything was 
important except for what their vision was of what you should learn�… I got an 
overview of the courses that I was to follow, but what those courses were about, what 
books were involved, what their ideas were on why that course had to be in the 
education, you just couldn�’t put your finger behind it�”.   

 

REALIZE THAT RESULTS TAKE TIME TO TAKE EFFECT 

Besides the difficulties that people have with describing the effects or results of the 
experience in general, also the fact that the effects of the experience take time causes 
great difficulty in determining the results of the experience. As one respondent told: �“I 
would say there are some very, maybe some concrete things, benefits, or things you�’ve 
learned, that you will know when you just graduated.  it also has to do with that 
people will grow, you know, on a personal level.  And so, it focuses on the 
development of personal competences, and this is, we know, it�’s a long, it�’s very 
process orientated.  It takes a lot of time for things to be �‘eingefleischt�’, or integrated 
in you and your behaviour, because it is like, it�’s a change of human behaviour �…I 
feel that now, almost 10 years after, I realize what some of it was all about.  Or at 
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least what I got with me.  At that time, I could say on a tool level, things that I had 
learned, that I could do, but now in terms of things being integrated, in my 
thinking on a value level, and what I want to be involved in, �…I feel I have kind of 
a platform now.  A kind of core that I reflect from when I choose.  And I believe it 
must somehow come from there�”. What has been learned in the experience and 
all other things that have been learned in life �“are all things that are part of your 
history after all, and that shape you as a human being�”. This makes it difficult to 
make explicit what exactly has been learned during the experience.  
 
Another respondent told that she had created two documents at the end of the 
education, while only one was required. �“So I had two separate [results]. That 
actually was kind of special, because those two, in my eyes, had nothing to do with 
each other. Because one was about me, and the other was about analyzing a 
professional question�… that was more like a master�’s thesis. And so I was given the 
assignment that I had yet to connect those two with each other. They say�… I think 
you still have to take a leap to integrate those two one way or the other.�… Well, it was 
not before two years after the educational experience that I was able to do that, 
actually I�’m only now at a stage that I can do that, I have also had to distance myself 
from the topic and now I can start to write something about it�”. With the passing of 
time, some issues that were highly personal and emotional for this respondent, 
became more distant to her so she could now deal with the two theses in a somewhat 
more distant way and try to connect them, as the organizers had suggested her to do. 
This way, there are effects that don�’t happen during the experience but that happen 
because of insights later on, that may have been inspired by the experience. The 
experience may then boost several other phenomena when times goes by. In the next 
paragraph more examples are given of this boosting role of experience. 

 

7.4.2 PRESSURE-COOKER 

�“It was all too much to take in at once... It is actually like some kind of pressure cooker, in which all 
sorts of things are put and you have to finish cooking them yourself. And I�’m still in the process of 
doing that, finishing cooking the things that have been put in there�”. 

The respondent who was quoted above, described the experience as a �‘pressure 
cooker�’.  In a pressure cooker, ingredients are cooked under pressure and therefore 
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much faster than if a normal pan would be used. Many ingredients, the participants 
themselves, their knowledge and experience, the teachers and organizers and their 
knowledge and experience, speakers, activities and so on, were all brought together, 
which accelerated the learning process.  

 

FACILITATE THE CATALYTIC FUNCTION OF THE EXPERIENCE 

Although the respondent who was quoted above, was the only one who used the term 
�‘pressure cooker�’, many other respondents spoke about the same aspect of the 
educational experience they had participated in. Often they used the term �‘catalyst�’, 
to describe the experience. The idea of �‘pressure�’ in the experience as a pressure 
cooker was, although in different terms, described by a respondent who told about a 
situation in which a negative atmosphere arose among the participants. Although 
�“(y)ou could interpret all of this in a negative way, you could also say like gosh, this is 
a very 

 

Figure 7.16 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Pressure cooker�’ 
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interesting learning process �… That whole group thing, that has remained a mess 
up until the end. However, we see each other every year�… and there is also a lot 
of contact�… so the question is: doesn�’t it also have to do with that struggle, that 
because of that you become much more conscious of yourself, much more 
conscious of your surroundings, of what you expect of your surroundings�… I 
actually expect to be challenged by my surroundings�… really getting into the contents 
of a piece you made, discussing it in depth and judging it or putting other perspectives 
against it�… that can help you on your way, that can be some sort of a catalyst, and I 
have missed that kind of catalyst�”. For this respondent the catalyst function was 
especially found in the �‘struggle�’ and the �‘challenge�’, which made her �‘much more 
conscious�’ of herself and her surroundings.  

 

SUPPORT THE CREATION OF CONNECTIONS 

One of the respondents for example described how his many lines of interest, which 
he had always perceived as standing apart from each other, actually came together in 
the experience, and how �“different perspectives... come together and how (the 
experience) deserves to be an important catalyst in (this process)... To me it has been 
the catalyst for my whole way of thinking�”. He felt that for him, the experience had 
been a catalyst in the process of connecting the different interests and perspectives on 
reality. Another respondent expressed this effect in almost identical words when she 
told about the great variety in her work: �“those are actually all little pieces that have 
sprung from the study, if you think back. Of course it also has to do with my interest, 
all the things that happened before, ... but it all comes together now. It has been some 
sort of a catalyst, that study�”. What both these respondents describe is how the 
experience has helped them in connecting and becoming more conscious of the 
connection between the separate elements that they had been dealing with and 
thinking about prior to the experience. 
 
An increased consciousness was also described as �“the pieces of the puzzle have been 
put together�” by one of the respondents, because �“it is as if you see the pattern right 
up to the moment that you started the study. There already was a pattern, ...but 
you�’re not conscious of the fact that there is some order�”. The catalytic function of the 
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experience had made this respondent discover that in fact there had always been an 
orderly pattern. Many respondents remarked that the experience had been like a 
clearly marked period or point in time, which is why people were able to make a very 
clear distinction between �‘before the experience�’ and �‘after the experience�’. Like in 
the quote above: a pattern was already present but the respondent came to notice the 
pattern only after the experience. This respondent spoke about the experience as a 
�“breaking point�” in her life, in the sense that she had never realised before the 
experience that there was a pattern in everything she did and wrote and the studies 
she had done. After the experience she had also discovered that she maybe had 
always hurt herself by conforming to other ways of thinking, but because of the 
experience, things had become clearer and �“the pieces of the puzzle have been put 
together�”. Another respondent found that an education that he had done had been �“a 
turning point�” in his life, since it brought many things in his life together and it 
changed his way of looking at the world and his relationships with people.  

 

SUPPORT THE RESTORING OF CONNECTIONS 

One of the respondents told that he had felt that he had been neglecting his own 
knowledge and expertise, and copying the behaviour of his colleagues, which for him 
had been one of the main reasons to participate in the educational experience. 
Because of the experience he was able to take his own expertise, knowledge and 
concepts �“out of the closet�” and develop these into an organisational competence. 
Another respondent intended to find herself in a different way. She had certain ideas 
about how to do her job, but �“if they keep telling you the same things over and over 
at a certain point you start to doubt yourself a little, like am I in the right profession, 
am I not doing things right?... Also for these things it was kind of a test�… Yeah, in 
itself it might not matter at all, but if you�’re in doubt, about yourself, then you�’re also 
like I would like an indication of, well, what I know, how smart I am, where I could 
go. And what I could do with it�”. For this individual the experience was intended to 
find an answer to these important and personal questions about whether she as a 
person could be compatible with the knowledge in her field. Coincidentally there was 
another respondent who seemed to have the exact same question but from an 
opposite perspective. This person wanted to know how the knowledge in her field 
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could be compatible with her way of working. She had a certain way of working 
that she had developed for the greater part in practice. What she lacked however 
was a theoretical framework. �“For me it actually was more like how do I work? 
What do I actually do?�” So by hopefully recognizing her way of working in theory 
she hoped she would be better able to express what she did and to reproduce her 
way of working. �“At (the education) I was able to find words for it, because I have 
always known it, I just had no words for it. So now I have words for it�…(the 
education) has kind of been some sort of an awareness-year, at least for me, of how do 
you actually do things? And can you make something out of that that is transferable?�” 
 
From this and previous quotes it becomes clear how personal the effects are that 
respondents sought from the experience. Of course it may be quite difficult for 
organizations to deal with these expectations of people. When people desire to find 
their own expertise or themselves or to recognise their way of working as in the last 
two quotes, it becomes very hard to say what the organisation could offer to be of help. 
Instead of situations in which the individual would just receive whatever the 
organizers wanted to provide him with, in these experiences, the participant plays an 
important role himself. Both organizers and participants put the ingredients in the 
pressure cooker but it is the participant that has to finish cooking the dish. In the 
following paragraph the role that the individual plays will be discussed. 

 

7.4.3 CLIMBING FRAME 

�“Some sort of learning space is created, like a playground where you can choose in which climbing 
frame you want to climb, �…. If I don�’t want to learn, then it�’s useless of course�”.  

As can be seen from the quote above, the topics and information were presented to 
the participants but they had to do something with it themselves for it to have value. 
The organization offers �“a playground where you can choose in which climbing 
frame you want to climb�”. But of course the choice whether to climb or not was left 
up to the participant himself. �“You listened to things, �… but you had to process it 
yourself. And also do something with it by yourself. Only what you did with it was not 
checked or something, that is kind of always the case, you make or break the 
education for yourself�”. �“If I don�’t want to learn, then nothing will happen. And if I 
see it as an obligation, because I want to attain a (degree), for whatever it�’s worth, 
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then I can free ride�”. The intentions of the individual thus have a big influence on the 
effects that he will attain from the experience, which is why it is very important to pay 
attention to his intentions during the selection process and to see whether the ways in 
which the effects are evaluated are suitable for evaluating the effects that are aimed 
for (see figure 7.17). 

 

PAY ATTENTION TO PARTICIPANTS�’ INTENTIONS DURING SELECTION 

Instead of seeing the experience as a means to a piece of paper, by many, the 
experience was seen as an investment, �“not just an enormous investment of money, 
but also of time. Look, if you want the time that this requires, it means that you have 
to take that money from other things. At a certain point in time I made the radical 
choice of having no more hobbies, quit doing sports, put a halt to my social life, and 
also work less for some time. I negotiated with my former employer and took on a 
construction of parental leave because otherwise I just felt like, then I�’m running from 
work to here and I do everything half and nothing gets finished�”. If one wasn�’t 
prepared or able to invest in it, this was seen in a negative way by some: �“I always tell 
people that you shouldn�’t think of just doing this, that you don�’t get the return on 
investment.  �… you really have to want to invest and if you don�’t want to invest, then 
you could better go to (another education)...if you can�’t invest in it because you�’re in a 
job that also requires 40 hours a week, then it�’s just not feasible. And then you arrive 
at the finishing line, and you have a piece of paper, so if you�’re in it for that piece of 
paper then you might as well do (another education) or something. But what the 
difference to me is between those educations and (the experience)�… if you don�’t 
invest enough time in it, then you won�’t get the results�”. 
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Figure 7.17 �– Elements of subtheme �‘Climbing frame�’ 

 
More respondents spoke about the focus of some people on �‘a piece of paper�’ and 
people with another motivation. One of the respondents told about an assignment she 
had done and for which she was asked to send her end-thesis to the client. 
Coincidentally �“he had sent two of his own people to the same education, and he says, 
there is so much difference between the end-results�”. According to this respondent 
this was not strange since some of the participants �“didn�’t show up a couple of times, 
and they have made minimal (end-results). You can just see it. But they still get a 
piece of paper at the finishing line�”. However, participants also saw the dilemma that 
faced the organisations. �“That, I think, is also the problem of the education, of this 
type of paid-for educations�… cause then the content is not the goal, but the goal is 
that piece of paper of course, and of course the company thinks that with that (piece 
of paper) it has bought the content�… You can buy those massive pieces of paper 
without doing anything for it�… it becomes almost charlatanesque if you are not 
careful�”. 
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PUT IN PLACE MORE INTERACTIVE FORMS OF EVALUATION 

These situations in which participants can receive a degree without doing the work, 
indicate that it is sometimes difficult to judge the work of participants on its quality. If 
the methods for evaluation would work properly, in theory it should be impossible 
that someone would obtain a degree without doing anything. However, there are also 
other situations that make the evaluation process complex. The results respondents 
see as the goal of the experience do not consist of facts and guidelines that are taught 
by teachers and absorbed by students. The dry knowledge is something that people 
can learn from books, but according to the respondents it�’s not about the facts. �“It�’s 
the translation�…that�’s the art and skill�”, and for translation there is a clear role for 
the participants themselves, which makes it difficult to decide who has learned to 
translate well and who has not. One of the respondents had an idea for how these 
results that go beyond the superficial factual level could be evaluated in a way that 
those who do not have the intended results �“quite rapidly have to own up�”: �“you can 
have (students) reproduce everything, like what are the characteristics of (X) and so on, 
but you have to take the test in this way. Of course it is a test in this (interview) form, 
not a preformed questionnaire, that you have them translate what (X) looks like from 
the inside. Well, then they have to own up. How do you experience that, what are 
your emotions? If they are not (X), then cerebrally they can reproduce the list they 
have memorized, but if you ask them to translate that from the inside out, then it 
becomes clear where one really is�”. Individuals can memorize facts and figures for an 
exam, but if tests would have the form of an interview like the one this respondent 
participated in as he himself suggested, then one could really get an understanding of 
whether the participant had merely reproduced what he had memorized, or that he 
truly understood �“what (X) looks like from the inside�”. In fact, another respondent 
who had participated in an experience that in fact tested its students in a different way, 
told: �“you can in no way take any �… student (of this experience) and say let�’s test this 
person�’s intelligence and study 2000 pages and go to an academic exam interview. 
Because that won�’t be what comes out of it. It will probably be an examination where 
the students will ask a lot of intelligent questions. Why is this relevant? �…That�’s 
probably what would come out of that�”. Where one can test students�’ factual 
knowledge by asking them questions and having them provide the right answers, with 
the kind of results that are expected from the experience, the participant does not just 
have a role as the provider of right answers, but also in the process of asking questions 



 

 

  
353

7 | A
nalysis interview

s 

and entering the discussion, which can for example be done in the form of an 
open interview or assignments or so. In fact, the fact that experiences worked with 
assignments instead of exams, for some people had been an additional reason to 
partake in the experience. The system with assignments �“to me was something like, 
okay, then I learn to build up the discipline needed to sit behind my desk, read 
texts and have an opinion on those. I don�’t mean in the context of work, but just 
reading articles and writing down your reaction on these�”. On the other hand, the 
more traditional system with exams was seen as a matter of going �“back to the school 
benches�” and as being �“bookish�” in the sense that there is no free choice. �“I did not 
experience it as bookish. It was very much about development and awareness, that 
sort of things and of course it was very much up to you whether to read a book or not, 
so that is something, I did not experience that as bookish�”. 
 
One can imagine that if a participant has the sole intention of passing exams and 
obtaining a piece of paper, that after having obtained it, the experience is perceived as 
finished and done. However, many respondents spoke about the fact that �“there are 
quite a few people of our group still working together after (the education). (The 
education) has formally stopped but informally it actually has not�… All sorts of things 
are still going on, it doesn�’t stop�”. However, one respondent saw a clear relation 
between the people for whom the experience had continued even after it had 
�“formally stopped�” and the investment that people had done in the experience: �“there 
are a few people for whom it has not continued. And my assumption is that those are 
the people who have not invested sufficiently in (the education)�”. Not only does the 
investment by individuals have certain benefits for them as described in this 
paragraph, but it may also have indirect benefits because of the higher chance of 
continuing the experience even after the formal ending. Some of the benefits of this 
�‘post experience�’ are discussed in the following paragraph. 

 

7.4.4 NEW OXYGEN  

�“These really are people who need new oxygen so to say. To stay up to date, to get new ideas�”  

The educational experiences that were discussed during the interviews, were all 
temporary events ranging from 2 to 3 years. Some participants however chose to 
continue the learning process after the official ending of the experience and in this 
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sense to prolong the experience and stay up to date. Elements that were discussed in 
this context during the interviews, were the fact that oftentimes initiatives by 
participants to organize a post experience failed and a clear role for the original 
organizers of the experience was perceived here, and that the original experience was 
actually not seen as a finished product but more as a basis or foundation on which 
one could continue building knowledge and as a place where one could find social 
resonance with other individuals (see figure 7.18). 

 

Figure 7.18 �– Elements of subtheme �‘New oxygen�’ 
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If the organized version of a post-experience already has to emerge, step by step, one 
might wonder how spontaneous, more autonomous post-experiences will do. The 
organized version of one of the post-experiences, was intended to also bring forth a 
more autonomous version. �“The intention of the (post-experience) was like (inviting) 
speakers, but after that groups have to emerge that continue working together, on 
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certain themes or subjects�”, so �“part of the formula of (the post-experience) 
originally was that we would also meet outside of the regular meetings with a small 
group of kindred spirits, kind of what we are doing at this moment, to explore a 
certain subject in depth. To work out something, give form to it, that can be 
anything�”. However, this plan �“turned out to be non viable�” and it �“has never 
really taken off�… some topics have been considered, that people have started 
working on, but then they met once or twice and it blew over. So that didn�’t really 
take off�”.  
 
�“We were like well, we�’ll just organize it for ourselves. We don�’t need (the organizers) 
for that, you know, that tone, if we are with so many people, we can better organize 
that for each other. But what you see is that nobody does it. Even reunion days are 
difficult�… we have organized a reunion day�… but actually after that never again�…. 
It disintegrates. �… also because of a lack of time I think�”. In fact in some cases there 
was a start with self-organized reunions but after a couple of times  �“you don�’t see 
them anymore. We sometimes had some sort of a reunion once a year like having 
dinner with each other�… and that actually hasn�’t happened anymore. And then you 
lose them�”. What the reasons are of people to continue going to these reunions or to 
not go there anymore is a guess but one respondent thought that �“apparently we live 
in such a volatile world that for most people that just isn�’t possible�… everyone is so 
busy with their own lives that that doesn�’t happen�… You need some sort of a catalyst 
or something, for such a group�“. There thus has to be a person that tries to keep the 
group together and that is the instigator of a continuing post experience. Another 
solution that was proposed to solve the issue of disintegrating post-experiences was: 
�“what you need is just a concrete problem, of which you say: quite irritating that that 
still hasn�’t been solved. Let�’s all look into that. Shall we solve it? Can we arrange that? 
�… I think you just need to have something really irritating that has to be solved. Or 
something very beautiful of which everyone says: yes, let�’s do that. So there needs to 
be energy�”. 
 
However plausible these solutions may seem, even without these elements some post 
experiences organized by former participants themselves, functioned fine. One of the 
respondents told that the group she still was in contact with although the actual 
experience had been finished years ago, consisted of �“Four people, actually we�’ll see 
each other again tomorrow�… and then we make appointments with professors�… and 
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we participate in workshops and I don�’t know what else, we have written an essay 
together�… so yes, that is a lot of fun�”. From what she told about the activities that she 
participated in with this group, there was neither a sign that there was a specific 
�‘concrete problem�’, nor that there was someone who had the role of �‘catalyst�’. 
However, these former participants still did things together, without interference from 
the organizers of the original experience. One group took it upon themselves to 
organize a reunion day about nine months after the ending of the experience and at 
the end another group volunteered to organize a reunion day. Now there exists 
something like a relay race system that one person from the preparation team of this 
year also participates next year so all the experience and knowledge that has been 
built up during the preparation phase does not go to waste. 
 
What the exact requirements are for a successful post-experience, remains to be seen. 
One of the respondents in fact asked herself: �“I don�’t know. I have to say, suppose 
that I would do another education next year, something similar, would you substitute 
one thing for the other or would things continue? I don�’t know�… would one thing 
stop and do you have that replaced by something else? Because also with those people 
you will experience and encounter things. Yeah, that�’s a complex process, I don�’t 
know. Because I also know, there are groups of classmates that continue and that still 
see each other once in a while, and that still do all sorts of things with each other. 
That put an ad in the paper together when one of the classmates dies. And you also 
have groups of classmates that are ending, sometimes already after three years. Yes, 
that�’s a complex story. Why does one thing continue and another not? And also the 
implementation, of what the classmates do together can sometimes be very different. 
That of course is a comparable story�…. But you should be able to do research on it.�” 
Research on this phenomenon would be in fact be interesting given the importance 
that respondents give to the existence of participating in a post experience. Or as one 
respondent described it: he had decided to get involved in the actual experience �“to 
keep ahead of the rest�”, and without the continuation of the experience in the form of 
a post experience, he told that he �“would have fallen asleep... they would just about 
now be hot on my heels�”. 



 

 

  
357

7 | A
nalysis interview

s 

USE EXPERIENCE AS BASIS TO CONTINUE BUILDING 

In some cases the reason for continuing the experience in one way or the other, 
was the opinion that the experience in itself was not enough and that it would be 
�‘an enormous pity�’ to leave it at that: �“You have to stay involved with it�… the 
(education) is the foundation. And because you stay active in the (post-experience) 
you keep on developing that foundation �…. Well, that�’s how I�’ve experienced it. I 
think that should you only do just (the education) and leave it at that, I would find 
that an enormous pity. It lays out a foundation on which you can keep on building�”. 
�“(I)f you wouldn�’t do that, so if you would leave it at doing just that education, yeah, 
then perhaps it is somewhat too ephemeral. But because you partake in that (post-
experience), and are still busy with it and try to develop it further like that, that makes 
it very fascinating�”.  It seems as though this respondent sees the experience itself as a 
necessity for what comes after it, �‘a foundation�’, since the experience itself is perceived 
as �‘somewhat too ephemeral�’. Another respondent shared this opinion and told that 
she saw the sessions of which the experience consisted as �“small dots�”, as short 
moments in time so to say, in which �“something is being sown and you have to 
continue with it�”. During these moments all sorts of things may happen, but the 
participant has to continue doing something with these. This is also a reason that is 
given for participating in post experiences: �“how do I prevent that in 5 years I will 
have to do another (education), because I will have completely fallen asleep again?�” 
 
The experience in itself, as an event, has a clear beginning and a clear ending. �“if 
you�’ve finished the education, ...then you are done and then, well, then it�’s over, right? 
And then all of a sudden you don�’t do anything anymore�”, �“you�’re participating very 
intensively for a certain amount of time and then you�’re done, and you have your 
degree and then, well, okay, then it�’s finished, the learning�”. Although objectively the 
experience can be over, finished and done, this does not always mean that people also 
experience it like this. �“I have to say that I�’m still stimulated. And not that I think like, 
well, I have the degree in my pocket, done. Title after my name and I continue on the 
same old road. No, it has really brought about a change�… I wanted to continue it�”. 
The degree may mark the objective ending of a successfully finished experience, but 
with some participants, it has brought about a change process that they want to 
continue.  
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CREATE SOCIAL RESONANCE FOR FORMER PARTICIPANTS 

Some people also saw the social aspect of the experience as a reason for why the 
finished experience did not feel as being finished.  �“(Y)ou know, it has been a very 
intense (period). You have seen each other a lot, you have met many people, it is not 
like two days and then it�’s over. All sorts of things happen. ... So, pursuing such an 
education with each other for (such a period) makes that you all go through a group 
process, which does not just stop according to me�”. Yet another respondent thought 
that the reason for him still being in touch with his former fellow students in the 
experience was that �“we are very, very close, but also, we spent three years together, 
24/7, knowing each other, getting to a level of knowledge of each other and sharing 
emotional moments�”. This group process did not just stop when the experience 
formally stopped. 
 
In fact, one of the main benefits that respondents named of the post-experience, was 
this social aspect and the continuing existence of a group process. One of the 
respondent s for example told that he experienced difficulty in finding people to 
discuss with about the topics that were dealt with in the experience. �“I experience that 
sort of resonance very little. I have to be satisfied when at night I�’m reading in 
Erasmus, that�’s of course a sort of surrogate, because it�’s not so alive as the real 
dialogue, as getting deep into that intellectual adventure or that spiritual adventure 
together�”. With other former participants of the experience that participated in the 
post-experience, he did find this �‘resonance�’, which was �“why that (post experience) is 
kind of like an oasis in the desert for me...I also think that at this moment, many 
people struggle a bit with that loneliness�”. This feeling of loneliness, of desiring more 
�‘resonance�’, was also expressed by another respondent, who would have liked it �“if 
more initiative would be taken, to also do something with it. It all stays in my head 
now and it doesn�’t go beyond that, or you should meet someone by coincidence or a 
friend should ask you how you are doing, with whom you can talk on a certain level. 
With them you share this, but after that it becomes disintegrated again�”.  Of course it 
is not just a matter of putting some participants together in a group and the resonance 
will emerge spontaneously, because �“it grows. You actually see each other for too 
short periods of time. A basic group is starting to exist now, at least that is my 
feeling... we are getting to know each other a bit better�… and that is starting to grow 
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now, something is starting to emerge I think. But you don�’t put that in place in one 
year�… that has to take shape some more. But well, step by step�”.  

 

7.4.5 LESSONS TO BE LEARNED RELATED TO INVESTMENT 

Just as paragraph 7.3 was focused on the role that respondents thought that the 
organizing party should play, the theme of this paragraph was investment, or the role 
that respondents saw for themselves as participants in experiences. In this paragraph, 
four subthemes that are related to investment have been discussed, together with 
some important points of attention that emerged from the interviews (see figure 7.19). 
Participants told that they saw themselves as having a clear role in creating effects for 
themselves, in working through everything that happened during the experience, and 
in keeping the learning process alive.  

 

Figure 7.19 �– Lessons to be learned in relation to Investment 
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Lessons that organizers of experiences can learn from the theme Investment, have to 
do with how to deal with participants that play a role in the experience. When passive 
absorption of stimuli is not the goal of participants anymore, it becomes more and 
more important to think about how organizers can deal with the more active 
participants. Of course, not everyone will always want to have an active role in 
experiences, an issue that was also discussed in the interviews. However, if an 
organizer decides that he wants active participants, something that will happen more 
and more if the economy is headed towards more cases of co-creation like Prahalad 
and Ramaswamy (2004) argue, then he will have to make sure that he has an 
understanding of the participant�’s intentions, and perhaps select participants based on 
their willingness and ability to take an active role in the experience. After all, actions 
taken by participants, or lack thereof, do not only impact their own experience but 
also that of the other participants.  
 
If one realizes that an experience is not a simple transaction between two or more 
loose parties, something that has already come to the fore in previous chapters, then 
one also understands that the role of individuals in experiences is usually much bigger 
than when they buy products or services. In experiences one deals with results and 
effects that are not �‘from out of the wall�’ or standardized, but that are at least in part 
created by individuals themselves. Furthermore, experiences become part of the 
individual�’s life (see figure 3.7) and they can catalyze other experiences in life, but it is 
and always remains the individual who decides whether to continue to do something 
with the experience or not, and if so, what he or she will do with it. Respondents for 
example described how the experience can function as a catalyst in the creation or 
restoration of connections between different parts of the individual�’s life. Which 
connections will be created or restored is of course not known beforehand and cannot 
be managed by the organization (Falk & Dierking, 2000). However, organizers should 
be aware that connections can be created or restored during or after the experience, 
since they can have a great impact on the individual. One just has to think of terms 
like for example an �‘Aha Erlebnis�’, a �‘eureka moment�’, a �‘revelation�’ or an �‘epiphany�’ 
to see that the manifestation of the connection between things that were not seen as 
connected before, can affect the individual on a deep and personal level.  
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The insight that experiences are part of a human being�’s life also prevents one 
from considering the experience as something with a beginning and an end that 
stands apart from the rest of life. For example the effects of experiences don�’t 
necessarily emerge immediately. It may take a long time for the final effects to 
come into existence and because of the personal nature of experiences one may 
never know which aspects of life will be impacted by the experience in the end. 
Every experience from the past has become part of the individual�’s background that 
influences future experiences. This way relations are made that cannot be predicted 
upfront, let alone be controlled. This influence of life on the experience and of the 
experience on life should be taken into account, if one is to understand the impact 
that experiences can have. Experiences are part of life and should not be perceived 
from an outside perspective as events with a beginning and an ending that stand apart 
from the rest of life. Therefore, when studying experiences, one should take this 
matter into account. In the context of services, the service process usually starts with 
the first encounter and ends with the last. For example, the process begins when the 
individual enters the store and ends when he leaves. A service chain or map could 
then be drawn, which shows all the relevant encounters and how the individual 
evaluated them (Hume & McColl-Kennedy, 1999). When dealing with experiences 
that can have a vast impact on various areas in the individual�’s life, this evaluation is 
not that simple. The experience does not necessarily begin when the individual of the 
abovementioned example enters the store and it does not necessarily end when he 
returns home. In the end, it is the individual who decides which events he considers as 
part of the experience and which he doesn�’t. Although an organization may think in 
terms of the activities that are executed under its own roof, there should be a growing 
awareness that from the viewpoint of the individual, the experience can be perceived 
in a much more extensive way. Where an airline may think in terms of its service, the 
transport of people and luggage from point A to point B, an individual may think in 
terms of his or her summer holiday to Italy. Where an insurance company may think 
in terms of remunerating the costs of a funeral service, an individual may think in 
terms of the loss of a loved one. These hypothetical experiences are much more 
extensive than the services that are provided by the mentioned providers. This also 
means that other service providers have a potential role in the experience, so no one 
provider has control over the whole experience. This makes it difficult for 
organizations to describe what the experience is exactly. One has to take into account 
much more than what takes place within the boundaries of the own organization. 
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Organizations can try to manage their own stake in the experience, their service, but 
the quality of the complete experience may be dependent on what the other providers 
have done. Of course this also affects the way in which one can evaluate experiences. 
Every organization can evaluate its own service, but only individuals can judge the 
quality of the experience. Also in the method of evaluation the individual should have 
the opportunity to express his or her thoughts and feelings. A centrally produced 
standardized preformed questionnaire, made by the organization, if usable at all, will 
have to contain questions that evoke the true and complete opinions and experience 
of the individual.  
 
A different issue regarding the evaluation and study of experiences is that experiences 
can have a catalytic effect. In time they become internalized and integrated into one�’s 
life and it is difficult to see which effects have resulted directly from the experience 
and which have not. In the individual�’s memory, these experiences seem to have 
become entangled with other experiences. Asking the individual to disentangle the 
experiences by asking questions about the separate events then becomes a quite 
unnatural act that pushes the individual in a straitjacket that does not do justice to the 
nature of the experience. It is doubtful that one will obtain useful information on 
experiences in this manner.  
 
The fact that the perceived impact of the experience on the individual may change in 
time is a third issue that one should take into account when evaluating or studying 
experiences. In the context of services, one can ask the individual�’s opinion during 
and immediately after the last service encounter. This service legacy of organizations 
may result in the practice of asking individuals to evaluate experiences before or 
immediately after they have formally ended. Organizations should think about ways 
in which the long-term effects of experiences could also be studied. For organizations 
that see experiences as transactions, this will be very hard to do, since they will break 
the contact with participants after the experience has ended. However, organizations 
that understand that the experience may continue in the eyes of the individual can 
support and facilitate this continuation by organizing post experiences for the 
individuals. In principle, these post experiences could continue forever, which would 
make for a very long-term relationship with former participants of the original  
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Table 7.1 �– Seven categories of lessons for organizations dealing with experiences 

                                                   
18 (E): Engagement - T1: Talking about it, R: Relation vs. calculation, B: Being pulled by your feathers, K1: Knitted Cloth. 

(D): Direction -  N1: Not getting on that bus, T2: The image of the sower, H: Here�’s a bike and go, W: What movie you�’re 

in. (I): Investment �– K2: Knowledge from out of the wall, P: Pressure cooker, C: Climbing frame, N2: New oxygen 
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experience. The original experience would then be the basis for all the activities that 

are explored together afterwards. 

 

7.5 CONCLUSION 

The goal of this chapter was to provide an answer to the question �“Which themes 
emerge from the existential phenomenological interviews on individuals�’ free choice 
learning experiences?�” In the previous paragraphs three themes that have emerged 
from the existential-phenomenological interviews have been presented and discussed. 
In this paragraph I will conclude by giving a practical categorization of the main 
lessons to be learned. The three themes that have emerged from the interviews, 
Engagement, Direction and Investment, are connected in various ways. For example, 
one can imagine that the amount of engagement that organizers want to achieve 
affects the amount and type of direction that they can use. Engagement and 
investment are quite similar, in the sense that engagement is about trying to engage 
people in the experience and give them a role in the experience, and investment is 
about how these people in fact take their roles upon them. A possible connection 
between direction and investment is that the amount of direction determines how 
much freedom is left for individuals to play a part in the experience.  
 
In total, thirty-two lessons to be learned from the interviews have been presented in 
this chapter. For practical reasons, these lessons have been grouped together, resulting 
in 7 categories (see table 7.1). The first category, Knowing the individual, consists of 
lessons that organizations should take at heart, to make sure that they know what the 
individuals want and expect, and also that they have insight into what the individuals 
know and are capable of. Especially when organizations want to focus on more active, 
co-creation experiences, it is important to know how the individuals can contribute to 
the experience. Lessons in this category may have many consequences for how 
organizations deal with their selection process. The second category, Taking the 
individual�’s perspective, contains lessons on how to focus on the way things are 
experienced by individuals, including the actions of the organizers. By imagining how 
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individuals may experience everything and by focusing on how the organizers�’ 
actions can be interpreted, a deeper understanding of the experience can be 
achieved. Lessons in this category may seem simple and straightforward, but since 
they deal with a change of perspective of people, it may be quite difficult to 
incorporate the lessons. The third category, Giving room to the individual, 
contains lessons on providing individuals with opportunities for reflection and 
expressing their input. This space for reflection and input can support the catalytic 
function of the experience, causing the experience to have more enduring effects. 
Instead of the content remaining locked inside the temporary Erlebnis, it may then 
become part of the individual�’s Erfahrung.  The fourth category, Supporting the 
learning process, consists of lessons related to how the explicit, as well as the implicit, 
learning process could be improved. Providing clear norms and a link between theory 
and practice may help the explicit learning process, whereas mirroring the 
individual�’s actions and using the here and now may improve the more implicit 
learning process that takes place. Although not every experience has to be an 
educational experience, every experience contains opportunities for learning. 
Especially when individuals are expected to be active in the experience, there is a 
potential for learning, which can be supported by the organization.  
The fifth category, Supporting the social context, consists of lessons related to how the 
individuals learn together. Since the social context is often the most important 
memory that adults have of experiences, these are very important lessons.  
The sixth category, Continuing the experience, consists of lessons on the importance 
and the value of providing subsequent experiences for individuals, to keep their 
knowledge fresh and alive. The lessons in the seventh and last category, Evaluating 
the experience, are focused on issues that should be taken into account when 
evaluating or studying experiences. Traditional methods that were very useful for the 
evaluation and study of services, do not necessarily have to be useful, and may even 
be harmful, for the understanding of experiences. The lessons to be learned that have 
resulted from the analysis of the interviews, are all based on insight into the 
respondents�’ lived experience. In the following, and last, chapter, I will combine these 
insights with the spectra of experience-concepts, -effects and �–values that have been 
constructed in chapters 3 to 5, to arrive at a sound and integrative theoretical 
foundation for the experience economy from the individual�’s perspective, with the 
intention to offset the current bias in the experience economy discourse. 



!Every now and then 
a man’s mind is stretched by 

a new idea or sensation, 
and never shrinks back 

to its former dimensions.

O L I V E R W E N D E L L H O L M E S S R .,  
T H E AU T O C R AT O F T H E B R E A K FA S T-TA B L E , 

1858
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8.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
Table 7.1 in the last chapter showed recommendations for experience organizers 
dealing with free choice learning experiences based on the themes that have emerged 
from the conducted interviews. In this chapter I want to draw conclusions for 
organizers of this type of experience based on the theories that were discussed in 
chapters 3 through 5 together with the interview themes, providing an answer to my 
last research question: �“How can the insights on experience derived from the 
theoretical analysis in chapters 3 through 5 and the insights on free choice learning 
experiences derived from the existential-phenomenological interviews be related in 
order to construct a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the experience 
economy?�” This answer is the last step in obtaining my research objective: offsetting 
the bias in the current experience economy discourse. I will first give an overview of 
how the theoretical foundation in table 8.1 was constructed.  
 
There are many ways in which the theoretical insights from table 8.1 and the 
interview themes from chapter 7 can be confronted with each other and I cannot 
hope to offer a full overview of how they can be confronted. However, in paragraph 
8.3 I intend to show some hopefully valuable ways in which the theory and the 
themes can help in offsetting the current bias in the experience economy discourse 
and help organizations in making intelligible decisions when acting in the experience 
economy. I do this by describing connections between every subtheme, 12 in total, 
and the 3 different spectra reflecting the theoretical foundations for the three 
approaches I have distinguished. For each and every subtheme an insight into how it 
can help in offsetting the bias in the current experience economy discourse is thus 
presented, by paying attention to the concept of Erfahrung, deep effects and 
investments of non-practical resources and the standard of inclusiveness. For reasons 
of readability I will refer to the latter as Erfahrungs-investments in this chapter.  
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Also, from 2008 I have been in the fortunate position to experience one of the 
educational experiences discussed during the interviews myself, as program 
coordinator of the Executive Master in Information Management. Obviously the 
insights from this research have also helped to improve and change certain aspects of 
the program where needed. For each connection between subthemes and the spectra 
I will give an example of how in the EMIM program the insights have been 
implemented.  
 
Since my intention in this research was not just to offset the biased discourse in the 
field of educational experiences I will generalize my findings in paragraph 8.4 for 
organizations that are or want to be active in the experience economy in general. In 
the final paragraph, 8.5, I will offer some recommendations for further research. 

 

8.2 THEORETICAL FOUNDATION FOR THE EXPERIENCE ECONOMY 

As I indicated in the introductory chapter, I saw three types of problematizations of 
the intertextual field that brought me to my research objective. First of all, a review of 
current literature on the experience economy, as an answer to my first research 
question �‘1) What is the current state of affairs regarding theory on the experience 
economy?�’ resulted in the identification of a gap in the current literature in the sense 
that there exists no clear overview of what experience entails. If the experience 
economy, as is claimed by authors in the field, is indeed the sequence of the products 
and services economy, one would think that an overview of what this experience 
economy entails would be wise to have, so everyone knows what they are talking 
about and what choices to make. To create such an overview, I analyzed many 
definitions of the term �‘experience�’ in chapter 2, indicating that there are three 
elements that are present in every experience: something that is experienced, an 
individual who experiences effects and an encounter between the something and the 
individual. However, a review of the current experience economy literature shows 
that usually authors focus on just one of these elements, hereby neglecting the 
interdependence between the three elements. There thus appear to exist three 
different approaches of experience in current literature. If the choice for one of the 
three approaches is made consciously, there does not have to be a problem, but if one 
has no overview of what the experience economy entails and is not aware of the fact 
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that there are three possible approaches and three elements to take into account, 
there can be unwanted consequences of this choice.  
 
A further problem is that also within the specific approaches there appears to exist a 
bias. Usually the organizational perspective is dominant in the discourse. For example: 
in the environment-centred approach the organization seems to decide what the 
experience is or is supposed to be and is seen as the producer of economic offerings 
with the �‘right�’ objective features. In the effect-centred approach the organization is 
portrayed as the decision maker of which hedonic effects to create in individuals and 
the manager of these hedonic effects. Finally, in the third approach, the encounter-
centred approach, the organization is claimed to control which values are transacted 
during the experience and is dedicated the role of collecting money from the 
individuals. In table 2.4 the three approaches were presented with their respective foci, 
blind spots and related roles of organizations and individuals involved, according to 
current marketing and business literature in the experience economy field. The 
organization has a very active role compared to the more passive role of the 
individual as a passive consumer of stimuli and hedonic effects and as a paying 
consumer. Usually the individual�’s role is not made so explicit but it is important to 
make it explicit because it is a consequence of the highly dominant organizational 
perspective. Perhaps the bias towards the organizational perspective is due to the fact 
that the experience economy has for long been a marketing and business subject. 
These are disciplines in which one is used to a discourse about managing, controlling, 
making, producing etc., causing a focus on the organization�’s role. However, 
whatever the cause of the dominant organizational perspective, the individual�’s 
perspective has to be incorporated if the goal is to construct a sound and integrative 
theoretical foundation for the experience economy. I therefore formulated a research 
question for each of the three approaches, the answer to which was intended to offset 
the bias towards the organizational perspective: 2) How can experience be 
conceptualized from an individual�’s perspective?, 3) Which kinds of effects can 
experiences have from an individual�’s perspective?, and 4) Which types of values do 
individuals invest in the experience?. 
 
The problematizations described above, the gap in current literature in terms of a 
lacking overview and the missing individual�’s perspective, are referred to as 
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incompleteness and inaccuracy problematizations by Locke and Golden-Biddle 
(1997) and by constructing my theory for the experience economy I have dealt 
with these problematizations. First of all the theory gives an overview of what the 
experience economy entails in terms of the three approaches I have distinguished. 
Second of all, the theory has been built by taking into account literature from various 
disciplines that take the individual�’s perspective instead of or next to that of the 
organization and by incorporating themes from the interviews in the theory the 
individual�’s perspective will be made even more explicit in this chapter. 
 
Besides an incompleteness and an inaccuracy problematization, I also perceived a 
related incommensurability problematization, meaning that incorrect claims are 
made in the experience economy discourse in the current intertextual field. The 
economic offerings with the �‘right�’ objective features that are currently often focused 
on in the environment-centred approach, are not experiences as I discussed in 
chapter 3, so claims made about these so-called experiences are bound to be incorrect. 
The management of hedonic effects, the current focus in the effect-centred approach, 
is too restricted in terms of the type of effects and an impossible task as I have 
explained in chapter 4. People are not machines and effects cannot fully be managed 
so claims made about experience in terms of the management of effects are also 
bound to be incorrect. Lastly, the focus on financial value in the encounter-centred 
approach, denies many other values that have a role in the experience. Furthermore, 
financial value is a very peculiar type of value as I have explained in chapter 5, which 
causes one to make incorrect claims about what happens in terms of value during the 
experience-encounter. 
 
The discussion of these problems and the solution I have given in chapters 3 to 5 in 
terms of spectra showing which kinds of conceptualizations of experience there are 
(chapter 3), which effects experience can have (chapter 4) and what roles 
organizations can play if other values besides financial value are taken into account 
(chapter 5), have resulted in the overall schema depicted in table 8.1. The reader will 
recognize the three different components that have been presented at the ends of 
chapters 3, 4 and 5. 



 

 

 

 

  

8.1 – Theoretical foundation for the experience economy 
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THE FIELD OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES 

In this paragraph I will present ways in which the theoretical foundation for the 
experience economy can be connected to the insights derived from the interviews. To 
indicate that there are many ways to use the insights when organizers of educational 
experiences want to focus more on Erfahrungen, deep effects and Erfahrungs- 
investments, I will link each of the twelve subthemes to insights from the theoretical 
foundation and give short, clearly demarcated descriptions of how the insights have 
been implemented in the EMIM-program and �–organization, to give the reader an 
idea of how this can be done. As I indicated in chapter 6, the aim of my 
phenomenological study was not to construct a predetermined set of fixed procedures, 
techniques and concepts for designing but to understand the essence of the free choice 
learning experiences that the individuals interviewed had lived through. The reader 
should therefore not interpret the following as rules or fixed techniques to design free 
choice learning experience but rather as indicators of important aspects that can be 
taken into account when one wants to focus more on Erfahrungen, deep effects and 
Erfahrungs- investments in the educational experience. 

 

8.3.1 OFFSETTING THE BIAS IN THE EXPERIENCE ECONOMY DISCOURSE: 

ATTENTION FOR ERFAHRUNG 

 

ENGAGEMENT & ERFAHRUNG: TALKING ABOUT IT  

By paying attention to the importance of primary experience, not only in work forms 
and the selection of teachers but also by having participants actively engage with the 
topics at hand, participants get in touch with the raw material. By actively engaging 
with the topic at hand and noticing how things can be applied in practice, the topic 
can become meaningful in more than just the context of a specific lecture or exercise. 
Listening to someone else telling about certain insights is different from applying those 
insights in practice, even if it�’s just in the form of an exercise. By actively engaging 
oneself, the topic at hand can get connected with one�’s frame of reference and can 
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become part of the individual�’s Erfahrung more easily, so the individual can tap into 
the insights when needed in the future. 

In the second semester of EMIM the students get acquainted with 
methods and techniques like the vision deployment matrix and laddering. 
By practicing with these insights they learn how easy it is to understand 
how they work in theory but how hard it can be to implement them in 
practice. However, time and again we see that students, after they have 
practiced, continue to use these insights in different assignments, and also 
outside of the program in their own work situation. Also topics like 
creative and out of the box thinking, which are discussed in the context of 
innovation, lend themselves perfectly to become part of the Erfahrung of 
students. You can explain the definitions of creativity and have someone 
talk about it for hours but by practicing certain techniques students can 
notice of themselves how creative they are and how they can tap into 
their own creativity. This knowledge and the creative skills they learn are 
of course not just meaningful in the context of the exercise but for the 
whole educational experience and even well beyond the experience. 

 

ENGAGEMENT & ERFAHRUNG: RELATION VERSUS CALCULATION  

By paying attention to the experience of participants and their perspective, it becomes 
clear that they may have a completely different view on what the experience is. It is 
less important what organizers see as the beginning and end, the important thing is 
what the individual perceives. It is the individual who has the experience and frankly 
he or she is the only one who can know where it all started and where it all ends. To 
arrive at the level of Erfahrung there should be a sense of consummation and the 
ending of the experience in the perception of the organization is not what demarcates 
this consummation; rather it is the perception of the individual that counts.  

I can imagine that someone would think that the EMIM-program starts 
with the first introductory session and ends when the students receive 
their degree, but the realization that the experience can start earlier and 
end later from the viewpoint of the individuals is reflected in the fact that 
before the start of the organized experience future participants are 
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encouraged to get acquainted on their own blog, study materials are 
handed to them so they can start reading beforehand and via social 
media they can get glimpses of what happens during the program. In 
the same way we keep in touch with alumni of the program by organizing 
meetings, for their own year or for everyone, the blogs remain active 
indefinitely and we urge them to stay in touch via various social media. 
The end of the program thus does not have to be the end of the 
experience, and by making an effort to stay in touch with alumni in 
different ways there are more contexts in which there is contact, with the 
aim of having the experience become integrated in the alumni�’s 
Erfahrung. But consummation is not only important in the context of the 
whole program. Also modules and semesters have a definite ending. 
Every module is closed afterwards with a presentation that sums up what 
has been presented during the module and every semester is closed with 
presentations by students and feedback from the examination committee. 
In this way we try to demarcate different elements of the educational 
experience so they can become consummated and can become part of 
the students�’ Erfahrung. However, whether the elements are 
consummated or not in their perception is not in our hands. One former 
student found closure of the semester only days after the final 
presentations because he still had questions on the feedback he had 
received. By asking for an explanation of the feedback and by having his 
questions answered he could finally close the semester, find 
consummation and move forwards.  

 

ENGAGEMENT & ERFAHRUNG: BEING PULLED BY YOUR FEATHERS 

If you confront people with their own personal characteristics, they cannot help 
taking these things with them. Educational experiences aspiring the Erfahrung-level of 
experience, by definition have to engage students in a type of learning that transcends 
the mere absorption of facts. If people are confronted with their own behaviour, 
attitude, mode of thinking etc, they can choose to learn from it within the original 
context or they can learn from it transcending the original context. They can for 
example decide that they want to behave in a different way whilst present in the 
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program or they can realize that that behaviour is not something that they just exhibit 
in the program but also outside, in other contexts, and decide to change it in general. 

Especially education is an area where meaning can transcend the original 
context. Of course also in the EMIM-program participants learn things 
they can directly apply in their work situation but many of the topics 
discussed are topics that transcend contexts. This is an inherent aspect of 
learning that connects professional and personal development, but we 
also stimulate this transcendence in content and work forms. In the 
second semester we teach participants to gain an understanding about the 
problem they want to tackle in their projects by getting in touch with the 
people who have the problem and not just basing their decisions on 
abstract descriptions of the problem in business reports and the like. The 
ethnographic principles we discuss in this context don�’t just have to do 
with the project they work on but are also applicable well beyond the 
assignment, beyond the master and perhaps even beyond their work 
situation. The encounter of people with this type of skills and techniques 
that is still not the everyday way of thinking and working in the field of 
management, can be very confrontational and often the first impression 
students have is �“what can possibly be the use of this?�” However, by 
practicing with the techniques in their own environment they usually 
discover the value, often not for the assignment alone but in more general 
terms.  

 

ENGAGEMENT & ERFAHRUNG: KNITTED CLOTH 

Everything participants learn in the experience becomes part of a bigger whole, in 
which also their background is incorporated, which is exactly what Erfahrung entails. 
The issue then is that the focus on memorability has to become less prominent. Not 
everything is or can be memorable anymore, which may make it very difficult for 
participants to express what their Erfahrung has been. 

During the study trip, which is part of the program, students learn many 
things on many different levels, sometimes connected to insights they 
have obtained in the program, sometimes to insights from elsewhere. The 
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connection between insights from these different contexts is what 
makes it an Erfahrung. But if students make these connections, it 
becomes very difficult to report what their experience has been like. If 
people learn so much on such very different levels, the last thing we want 
to do is to have them deconstruct their insights into a rational and 
structured report. By asking them to tell stories on what their experience 
has been like, what has made the greatest impression, what they will take 
with them from the trip, their reflections, at least more of the connections 
that make up the Erfahrung stay intact than would have been the case if 
we had asked for a straightforward descriptive report on the trip.  

 

DIRECTION & ERFAHRUNG: NOT GETTING ON THAT BUS 

As difficult as it is to contribute as an organization to the process that students go 
through to incorporate whatever they learn in their Erfahrung, as easy is it to hinder 
this process. By using excessive direction, one risks breaking the Erfahrung. Strict 
adherence to rules, times and structures can be useful but one always has to keep in 
mind that the learning process of the students is what comes first in the experience.  

In the EMIM-program groups are formed at the beginning of the 
experience since the first semester-assignment is a group assignment. We 
form the groups since the students don�’t know each other yet so we try to 
take into account where students live and work (should they wish to meet 
in-between modules to work on their project it is convenient if they don�’t 
have to travel far) and the sector they work in (to have as much variety as 
possible in the groups). Since learning by sharing, or the idea that 
students don�’t just learn from teachers but that students and teachers all 
learn from each other, is an important focal point in the program, an idea 
would be to change groups and supervisors after every assignment. This 
way they would work together in different groups and have a different 
supervisor for every project. However, although from an educational 
point of view this breaking up of groups would seem logical, students 
themselves indicate time and again that they prefer to stay with the 
groups they have been assigned to at the start of the experience. After 
some time they are used to working together and have embarked on a 
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collective experience together. Breaking that experience up is rather seen 
as damaging than beneficial to their Erfahrung. 

 

DIRECTION & ERFAHRUNG: THE IMAGE OF THE SOWER 

When learning, people give meaning to what happens and connect what happens to 
one or more contexts. These links with contexts are made anyhow and the 
organization does never have full control over how this takes place. A better decision 
would be to let it happen and to use the connections that students make for getting to 
know them better. This way one can discover students�’ blind spots, sensitivities etc. 
After spending time together you get to know the students and learn how they react to 
things. Some try to bring everything to a more concrete level, some prefer 
abstractions, some are more standoffish, others are very enthusiastic and see 
opportunities everywhere. These are attitudes that can�’t be changed easily but 
organizations can make an effort to get to know about the attitudes and preferences so 
they can deal with them during the experience, by either enhancing them or trying to 
have the student try out a different attitude. 

One of the teachers during the study trip asks students to write down 
what kind of person they think he is. How old he is, what he has studied, 
if he has even studied, whether he is married, what his hobbies are, 
everything they can come up with. Afterwards he shows that we all 
assume a great deal of things without any knowledge on the object of 
these assumptions. The awareness of how students reacted to this 
teacher�’s question gives them some impression of how they assumed 
things without having any facts. If they see a pattern in their behaviour 
they now can reflect on what the consequences of this behaviour are and 
whether and how they want to change this. The teacher just asks a 
question, it is up to the students to discover how to react and to do 
something with their realizations. 

 

DIRECTION & ERFAHRUNG: HERE�’S A BIKE AND GO 
Erlebnissen of the moment can be integrated in the student�’s Erfahrung. People need 
space and freedom to express their own input in the experience but there are also 



 

 

  
379

8 | C
onclusion 

blind spots of which they themselves are unaware and as outsiders others can help 
the individual in this respect. This can count for the organizers as well as for the 
students amongst each other. 

When preparing for the Master Proof, supervisors have already gotten to 
know the student. In the mode of supervision they can take the 
personality into account. Is someone inclined to expand his or her 
horizon ad infinitum, in the end losing grip of reality or getting lost in all 
the details? Then it�’s good to keep this in mind and help him or her with 
framing. Learning how to frame and to bring structure in one�’s work may 
not just be helpful in the process of making one�’s Master Proof, but can 
also be helpful in the rest of the individual�’s life. 

 

DIRECTION & ERFAHRUNG: WHAT MOVIE YOU�’RE IN 

For an Erfahrung consummation is needed. But to be able to consummate the 
experience students have to be able to put things they experience in a context. They 
have to understand what is happening and why things happen so they can interpret it 
and give it a place. 

It is always a matter of searching for balance between not telling too 
much, so that students get taken outside of their comfort zone and can 
explore and discover for themselves what things mean, and to give them 
some sort of context so they don�’t get the feeling they�’re lost. A 
combination between openness and context can be achieved by creating 
criteria referring to things like integrative thinking, not succumbing to 
preliminary conclusions and remaining open to insights from other 
disciplines, or a divergent attitude, being able to cope with an open-
ended process. By using criteria focused on this type of skills and attitudes, 
one indicates the importance of the students�’ own input while at the same 
time laying down some specific requirements. 
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INVESTMENT AND ERFAHRUNG: KNOWLEDGE FROM OUT OF THE WALL 

The knowledge that is developed during an Erfahrung is more difficult to describe 
than knowledge from out of the wall. This knowledge is never complete and is in a 
constant state of flux and development. But this takes time, which makes it hard to 
evaluate or measure it. For Erlebnissen there is a definite end to be determined but 
Erfahrungen are continuing processes so they don�’t have a finishing line. For 
educational experiences it is thus possible to organize for certain specific measuring 
moments but the end result may not become apparent for a long time afterwards. 

During as well as after the EMIM program it often becomes apparent 
that there are other learning processes at stake than simple linear learning 
processes, in which the organization transfers information to the student, 
the student absorbs it and the organization can evaluate whether the 
student has taken the information in. There have been many examples of 
this like students who at first expressed their annoyance for the academic 
speak in articles and books and who after some months inquired about 
possibilities for doing a PhD, or a student who a year after finishing the 
program indicated that she now regularly speaks in public while at the 
beginning of the program this was her biggest obstacle according to 
herself. Where for surface effects a standardized evaluation form suffices, 
I now notice with the growing focus on this type of deep learning in the 
program that these don�’t suffice anymore. Asking people immediately 
afterwards what they have learned and how they grade a specific lecture 
or workshop gives very biased results which are only partially useful to 
base decisions for the future on. 

 

INVESTMENT AND ERFAHRUNG: PRESSURE COOKER 

In an Erfahrung different elements are connected. Erlebnissen are connected with 
other Erlebnissen and with the individual�’s background and personality etc. and 
everything is made into his or her Erfahrung. Making these connections is what 
Erfahrung is about and it can therefore be helpful to support students in making or 
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restoring these connections. Students can support each other in doing this of 
course but organizers can surely have a role in this process. 

With these connections in mind we have added an element to every 
module: a roundup presentation to summarize the content of the module 
and to connect topics that were presented during the module with other 
topics from other modules and with the overall aim of the program. Such 
a presentation of possible connections is intended to help students with 
keeping the bigger picture in view and they can be personalized by also 
making connections with former experiences, questions and comments 
from the students themselves.  

 

INVESTMENT AND ERFAHRUNG: CLIMBING FRAME 

Students don�’t appreciate a too rational attitude in their fellow students. If they just 
come to the modules but don�’t invest more than they need to this can hinder the 
learning experience of those who are actively involved. People have the freedom to 
invest what and where they want to but in the methods of evaluation organizations 
need to incorporate this issue, to be able to confront students who just go through the 
motions. Otherwise students end up just having Erlebnissen instead of incorporating 
the Erlebnissen in their Erfahrung. 

Especially since the program was accredited there have been more people 
who want to apply for the program with the sole purpose of getting the 
MSc title. We could reason that they pay so they should be allowed to 
participate but in our opinion this would not be a wise decision in the 
long term. If students are in it just for the title this may disturb the other 
students who want to invest everything they can in the program and also 
take from it everything they can. It is therefore very important to find out 
beforehand whether someone is applying with the sole motive of getting 
the degree, or if he or she can be expected to invest in the experience and 
the group process related to it. 



 

 

 

 
382

INVESTMENT AND ERFAHRUNG: NEW OXYGEN 

When the education ends, it doesn�’t stop. As an Erlebnis it has a beginning and an 
end that can become part of the Erfahrung of students if they continue to do 
something with it. It can become raw material for the students�’ Erfahrung. 

Often it is difficult for students to keep the experience alive when a 
module or the whole program ends and the �‘normal�’ working life 
continues. Therefore it is extra important to provide some support for 
students to continue with the experience and to use the program as a 
basis to build upon. Contact in-between modules and of course after the 
program is very important in this sense. Not only via social media en by 
organizing meetings and events but also by keeping up to date on what 
they do so you can see whether also after the program you can help them 
in some way, for example by helping them implement what they have 
learned in the program in their work environment.  

 

8.3.2 OFFSETTING THE BIAS IN THE EXPERIENCE ECONOMY DISCOURSE: 

ATTENTION FOR DEEP EFFECTS 

 

ENGAGEMENT & DEEP EFFECTS: TALKING ABOUT IT 

The use of the available resources in the group can help to motivate people in a more 
intrinsic way. For deeper effects an internal perceived locus of causality helps and by 
having people voluntarily use their resources to co-construct the experience this helps 
them also to connect what happens during the experience with their own resources 
that may originate outside of the educational experience. 

For the assignments that students have to complete we urge them to find 
topics that they are intrinsically motivated to tackle. Things that keep 
them up at night so to say, in a positive way. One of the groups became 
intrigued when a teacher in the program used the term discourse quite 
often. One of them asked what this term meant exactly and since there 
was no clear universally accepted definition they started to look into this 
topic. When they had an understanding of what it meant they started to 
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recognize the term in the literature they were supposed to analyze so 
they took the concept of discourse as the focal point of their 
assignment. Also in the practice-assignment in the second semester we 
motivate students to try to stay in touch with the raw material of the 
issues they want to tackle by urging them to find an issue in one of the 
organizations they work in. This way they are in close contact with the 
reality of the issue and they have access to richer sources they perhaps 
would lack in other projects. 

 

ENGAGEMENT & DEEP EFFECTS: RELATION VERSUS CALCULATION 

If deep effects are the aim of the experience then a distant and rational approach of 
organizers won�’t suffice. Organizers have to be prepared and if necessary trained for 
this. More personal levels of learning are different processes and supervisors and 
teachers should therefore also be prepared for more emotional reactions from 
students for example. It is not a matter of transferring knowledge anymore but in the 
experience the interpretive framework with which students give meaning to what 
happens to them is at stake. And if the organizers ask students to invest themselves in 
the process, to attain those deep learning effects, then this counts for everyone in the 
experience; students, teachers, everyone. 

What struck me related to deep effects is the change in the reactions to 
feedback. In the past a member of the examination committee, whom the 
students had not yet met, communicated the feedback on final 
presentations in the executive program. However, constructive criticism 
and where needed negative feedback was met with strong emotional 
responses since we started to work with different media and a greater 
personal involvement in the projects. I suspect that feedback on a report 
written about a rational process of inquiry can be perceived by students 
as feedback on the report, whereas feedback on a piece of work you have 
invested yourself in, in which you are personally involved, is perceived as 
feedback on the person. Since students are learning and have to be 
evaluated it is not an option to not give them the critiques, comments and 
feedback anymore but it obviously becomes much more important who 
could best deliver the message and in what way. 
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ENGAGEMENT & DEEP EFFECTS: BEING PULLED BY YOUR FEATHERS 

The use of confrontation to challenge and mirror the attitude or behaviour of students 
will not always be welcomed by everyone. However, it is needed to involve the 
individual on a more personal level if deep effects are what one is aiming for. Hedonic 
effects, mere fun and pleasure, will not require the same level of personal engagement. 
Students also appear to watch each other in this sense, to see whether no one is taking 
the easy road. 

Also in the executive master we always try to find a balance between the 
different effects the participants and we want to attain. We try to get 
people out of their comfort zone and deliberately cultivate uncertainty by 
shaking up some of their strongly held beliefs and worldviews and by 
motivating them to make less probable choices, like in the form they 
choose for their Master Proof. Given the reactions of participants, this is 
not always a fun process for them but the positive effects result from 
overcoming the obstacles we confront them with. People don�’t just expect 
to be entertained when they sign up for an educational experience. 

 

ENGAGEMENT & DEEP EFFECTS: KNITTED CLOTH 

Positive and negative aspects of the backgrounds of students can have an immense 
influence on the effects they will experience. Knowledge of their background can thus 
be taken into consideration, by finding a balance between reinforcing aspects by 
playing into what they are already capable of doing or what they like, or going against 
it by confronting students with negative or counterproductive aspects, depending on 
what�’s needed at a certain moment in time. 

An often-heard problem with theses is that hardly anyone reads them and 
they finish in some drawer. In an information-intensive society in which 
we have to deal with an overload of information this is hardly surprising. 
Most of the information is textual so more textual information may get 
lost in the already massive supply of texts. By combining the professional 
learning with personal development there can be a win win situation. The 
entrance level for participants is a degree from higher education or 
university. For most of these educations students have had to write a 
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thesis at the end so the question is whether they will learn more from 
writing yet another thesis at the end of this executive master or from 
learning to communicate in a different form? The student�’s 
background is thus an important factor in deciding what kind of Master 
Proof he or she will make. 

 

DIRECTION & DEEP EFFECTS: NOT GETTING ON THAT BUS 

For surface effects it may be enough to provide the students with signifiers but not if 
the aim is to attain deeper effects. Providing more with the aim of attaining more is 
based on an idea of more is better: the fuller the program, the more value students 
receive. But for deeper effects less can be, and often is, more. A full program means 
that one has to pay attention to new things all the time and that leaves no time for 
reflection, while reflection is of the utmost importance for deep effects. 

In the past the study trip had a much fuller character than it does now. 
Students experienced many lectures and visits, one after the other. This is 
logical from a perspective of sending students for a week and a half to the 
other side of the globe and trying to give them the most experiences they 
can possibly have during that period. However, with such a full program 
by itself it is hard to digest the experiences and reflect on what it means to 
you, let alone if the program takes place in a completely different 
environment with all its strange impressions you have to get used to. The 
new programs are much less dense in terms of presented content and 
much more attention is paid to the connection between what happens 
there and what has happened and what will happen during the other 
modules. Less time spent on absorbing content, more time on being 
actively engaged with the content presented. 

 

DIRECTION & DEEP EFFECTS: THE IMAGE OF THE SOWER 

Signifiers are seeds that depending on the circumstances come out or not. Organizers 
have no full control over those circumstances; they can create conditions but there 
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will always be influences from outside that codetermine the effects so you have to be 
prepared for that all the time. 

Not feeling well, issues at work or at home, the temperature in the venue 
or seemingly small things like the voice of a teacher can have a strong 
influence on how students perceive the lecture or workshop. By paying 
attention to these situations and giving people room to find out why they 
feel the emotions that they do and to express these feelings, you can work 
with them on the level of their interpretive framework. They may then 
recognize that they always do certain things and try to change it if it 
hinders them. If someone has a habit of blocking out certain input 
because of small and superficial reasons like a voice or temperature, you 
can make them aware of the fact that by doing this they miss out on a lot. 
This awareness may create an opening for change, but again it is up to 
the student him or herself to do something about it. 

 

DIRECTION & DEEP EFFECTS: HERE�’S A BIKE AND GO 

Especially when effects are more open-ended and dependent on the actions of 
students, it is important to provide some context within which they can act. After all, 
these are educational experiences and certain results are expected from the students. 
The challenge is to find a balance between providing students with a context and 
creating space for their own input. 

The designerly way of thinking we promote in the program revolves 
around being open for developments and to not work towards convergent 
solutions right away. This made it quite difficult to provide a clear 
context for students since at the beginning it is not clear where the 
process may lead them and the last thing we wanted to do was to force 
students to converge their ideas because of the context we gave them. 
The whole principle of open-ended thinking had to be incorporated as 
part of the context by providing criteria that on the one hand give 
direction and on the other provide space for input. Needless to say that 
the context and norms we provide are a work in progress, in the future 
they may be adapted if developments require us to do so.  
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Surface effects are easy to make explicit and measure but this is not the case for 
deep effects so organizations have to be very clear on what they expect. Norms and 
criteria can be a useful means to do this in the field of education. But besides explicit 
norms and criteria there are also implicit norms that should be scrutinized. Especially 
when one wants to make a more traditional educational program more focused on 
deep effects, it is important to watch closely for implicit norms that communicate the 
old ways of working instead of the new, more Erfahrungs-focused ways. If you tell 
students one thing but behave in a different way, they will sooner follow your example 
than listen to the explicit information you give them. 

The different definition of Master Proof and the fact that we try to 
motivate people to choose different forms for their Master Proof also 
means that we had to look carefully what implicit and explicit messages 
we were sending during the program. Telling students that they are most 
welcome to make movies or organize conferences, and at the same time 
only having at your disposal supervisors who have expertise in theses and 
written assignments during the rest of the program, would be an example 
of a contradictory message. Especially in the situation of an important 
choice like the Master Proof most students then opt for a safe choice: a 
written thesis. This is what you implicitly communicate to them. This is 
why we ask participants to use visual aids like film and photos in their 
presentations and to find creative ways to express their results and 
findings also during the program. The reason for renaming the final 
project, from thesis to Master Proof also had to do with implicit 
communication. The word thesis has a strong connotation of written text, 
while Master Proof leaves the form in which the message is 
communicated more open. It could be written text, but it might just as 
well be a movie, a symposium, an exposition, a performance or 
something else. Obviously students need supervisors with extra expertise 
if they want to use other forms of communication. Professors who are 
very able and used to supervising thesis projects don�’t necessarily have 
the proper knowledge and experience to supervise a Master Proof in the 
form of a symposium or movie. We therefore have installed a Creative 
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Board and a more extended network of professionals who are able to 
supervise the Master Proofs based on their expertise. 

 

INVESTMENT AND DEEP EFFECTS: KNOWLEDGE FROM OUT OF THE WALL 

Providing knowledge from the wall leads to surface learning. The type of learning that 
students adopt depends for the greater part on the teacher. If he or she seems to have 
ready-made answers this leads to the absorption of those answers. If teachers succeed 
in taking the students with them in an explorative search for answers, for example 
because issues are discussed for which no ready-made answers exist yet, then this 
leads to deeper learning and the common development of a vision on the issue at 
hand instead of a superficial absorption of givens. 

Especially in the fields of information and ICT there are many 
developments of which no one really knows where they may lead. In 
these cases it is more important to know what questions to ask than to 
provide answers that may very well be outdated soon. For this reason we 
ask students questions on literature that have less to do with for example 
what the definition of x is according to author A and more with whether 
the literature has been useful to them and for what reason. We ask for 
critical reflection and for people�’s own opinion. 
The second semester of the program starts with a phase in which students 
are challenged to discover the real problem or situation they want to 
focus on for their assignment. In this tangibility-phase as it�’s called, 
students are invited to find out about the real situation and not just accept 
the accounts of the problem or situation in business reports and the like. 
Again we challenge them to not just accept whatever is provided in terms 
of information or answers, but to go out and explore, to find the right 
questions to ask. 

 

INVESTMENT AND DEEP EFFECTS: PRESSURE COOKER 

Pressure is not always pleasurable but it can help in forcing the breakthroughs that 
are needed for deep learning.  
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Permitting students to make mistakes, resulting in them having to 
change directions along the way, may lead to stress and pressure. But 
people learn from mistakes, and possibly on a deeper level than if you 
had prevented them from making the mistake. Sometimes people have to 
experience for themselves what it means to make a mistake and especially 
in the designerly way of thinking this is an important aspect. By explicitly 
having designers make very rapid and rudimentary prototypes that 
certainly won�’t resemble the end-result, they learn what will work and 
what won�’t. In this phase mistakes are a source of ideas and insights, not 
something to prevent. 

 

INVESTMENT AND DEEP EFFECTS: CLIMBING FRAME 

Deep effects can�’t be evaluated in the same way as surface effects. Even the still quite 
superficial level of application can�’t be evaluated in a standardized and objective way. 
But individuals are personally involved in deep effects and their actions are reflected 
in them so it is very important to communicate clearly about the principles underlying 
the criteria, to have students understand what the criteria have to do with their 
learning process. If those principles are not clear and they see other students pass 
when they expected them to fail, or vice versa, this leads to misunderstandings. 

Defining criteria for the program that contains many aspects derived 
from designerly thinking has been an elaborate learning process for us as 
organizers. Partly because of feedback from students it became clear that 
we had to be more explicit on the principles underlying our criteria, 
because they couldn�’t understand, based on the criteria we had, why one 
assignment passed with compliments for certain aspects, while another 
assignment also passed that lacked those aspects in their eyes. We knew 
that the other assignment also contained those aspects although presented 
in a completely different way but to avoid misunderstandings we had to 
define clear guidelines. With the new guidelines and criteria students not 
only understand how different projects can pass while they seem 
completely different but students can also take these guidelines and 
criteria into account when working on their projects. 
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INVESTMENT AND DEEP EFFECTS: NEW OXYGEN 

When deep effects are the goal it helps people to have a network of support of people 
who have lived through the same experience. This makes it easier to communicate 
because you can skip the sensory level. You don�’t have to explain what you have 
experienced on the sensory level, something that is very hard to explain, and you 
don�’t have to repeat all the presentations and lectures and workshops etc, and to 
make explicit how these have brought you certain insights that have had an impact on 
you. The other person has lived through the same experience and you can 
immediately continue to communicate on a different level.  

With our focus on learning by sharing we indicate that students don�’t just 
learn from teachers but that they learn with teachers and also with their 
fellow students. After a certain amount of time a common repertoire 
develops so that one word or image can come to represent some complex 
theory or a lecture that took several hours. Especially images and 
metaphors work well in this context. For deep effects it is difficult to 
explain how one got to the effect and where it came from so it helps when 
students have a common repertoire based on which communication can 
take place. 

 

8.3.3 OFFSETTING THE BIAS IN THE EXPERIENCE ECONOMY DISCOURSE: 

ATTENTION FOR ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: 

 

ENGAGEMENT & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: TALKING ABOUT IT 

Traditionally one would think that the more students have to do and the more they 
have to invest, the more they would expect to receive in return. This idea is reflected 
in study credits. For a certain amount of time invested you receive so many credits. 
But for non-practical resources the relation is different. It�’s not that people invest 
these with the expectation to receive something in return, on the contrary: investing 
these resources often is its own reward. 

For some it may seem that making a movie or other more creative 
endeavor is easier than writing a thesis, but I can assure, as can the 
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students who have graduated based on a creative Master Proof, that 
the contrary is the case. The executive master is an accredited 
program so we have to keep up high academic standards. The 
academic argumentation underlying the Master Proof still has to be in 
order, like it has always been required for a thesis. But now we require 
students to also critically reflect on the most suitable form of 
communication for the message they want to convey and learn about 
how the chosen medium works. What makes for a good documentary or 
symposium or exhibit? The required investment in time from students 
has remained the same, since this was expressed in credits, but for what I 
have heard the creative forms require more effort on their behalf. Then 
why would anyone choose for a more creative form? Because the extra 
investment of non-practical resources can be its own reward. 

 

ENGAGEMENT & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: RELATION VERSUS CALCULATION 

If as an organization you want to focus more on the roles of facilitating the investment 
of non-practical resources and the students�’ standard of inclusiveness then you also 
have to take into consideration that the roles of the team have to change. Practical 
resources like time and money are �‘hard�’, they can be measured and enforced, and so 
you can take a quite rational stance when it comes to the investment of these 
resources. But when you are dealing with non-practical resources and the standard of 
inclusiveness, then also in the organization you have to adapt to these new roles.  

When you ask people to truly find new ways to communicate their 
message and to think outside of the box, then as an organization you 
should show flexibility when students ask for props or other things that 
they need for their presentation or project. It is about mirroring the 
values that you ask students to invest. If you want them to be flexible in 
their thinking and to accept that they don�’t know what to expect when 
they invest their resources, you have to also show flexibility when they do 
find out what they want and need. In the project students work on in the 
second semester they often don�’t know until a month before the final 
presentations, how they are going to present their findings. It can thus 
happen that they request 20 pillows a week beforehand or a completely 
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different setup of the venue. Obviously not everything is possible but if 
you can reward their flexibility in keeping all options open until the very 
end by making an effort to help them where you can, this will not only 
reinforce the flexibility message but it can also reinforce the relationship. 

 

ENGAGEMENT & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: BEING PULLED BY YOUR FEATHERS 

The confrontations to challenge and mirror the actions of participants can help them 
with their standard of inclusiveness. Difficult situations with which they are 
confronted can help them in making choices and prioritizing what they find 
important. Of course the first thing they have to do with such an experience is to find 
their balance between the experience and the rest of their life but also within the 
experience there are choices to be made.  

The balance between professional and personal learning is an important 
aspect of the program. EMIM is not a self-development program but we 
don�’t want to merely educate officers either. By confronting students 
during the program with their own thoughts and behaviour, we try to 
provoke effects that are not just useful professionally but also for the 
students personally. For example in the second semester that starts with a 
phase we call tangible. Here we challenge students to find out about the 
real issue they want to tackle in reality, by talking to the people who 
experience the issue or by placing themselves in the position of those who 
experience the issue. The principle of getting to the real issues by finding 
out how it is experienced in reality is of great value for the students�’ 
professional life, how they deal with issues in their work. However, it can 
also result in personal effects in the sense that stepping out of the 
professional comfort zone and getting away from the desk to step into the 
reality of real individuals confronts students with their own 
communication or social skills. 
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The background of students has much influence on what people can invest in the 
experience and what they can take out of it. Non-practical interests play an obvious 
role in what they like and what literally interests them. These are things that are part 
of the individual and that he or she brings with him/her in the experience. But you 
also have to ask the question: is what they bring into the experience enough? Are they 
�‘adequate�’ in terms of Schumacher�’s adaequatio? 

In EMIM we have always had selection criteria in terms of previous 
education and experience, but you also want to take the applicants�’ 
background into account. Obviously you can ask applicants for a CV, for 
a letter of motivation, have multiple interviews with them, ask for letters 
of recommendation and have them do a psychological test but all this still 
won�’t tell you everything about this person. There is always a risk 
involved and there always will be. You will get to know the individuals 
better by experiencing them in the program. However, we find it 
important that applicants have an understanding of the philosophy of the 
program and understand that we value certain skills and experiences. We 
have therefore expanded our selection process: everyone who applies for 
the program has to complete an assignment focused on his or her creative 
and critical thinking skills. This communicates to the applicant that these 
are some of the skills we deem important in the program so they can 
decide whether they are looking for this way of thinking and learning and 
at the same time we can get an impression of their adaequatio in this 
context. 

 

DIRECTION & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: NOT GETTING ON THAT BUS 

If you don�’t allow people space for investing their own resources, having some input 
in the experience and sharing resources together, they may resent this. The 
experience should be an encounter and not just a one-directional transaction of utility, 
time and money. Because of developments in for example social media people get 
more and more used to sharing and investing non-practical resources and to the fact 
that investing doesn�’t always have to be a cost: it can also be its own reward. For 
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organizers of lengthy learning experiences this also has implications for their selection 
process if they have one. Especially when personal development is an element of the 
experience, the process is bound to become emotional at one point in time or another. 
In the selection process it would be wise to verify whether people are up for this. Are 
they able and willing to go through this process or do they just want to absorb the 
contents and get �‘a piece of paper�’ at the end like some respondents aptly called it. 
When participants have an influence on each other�’s experience, it in fact becomes a 
responsibility of the organization to make sure that participants won�’t limit each 
other�’s learning during their experience. If people for example have to work together 
and one of the group members hinders the experience, this can cause problems for 
the other group members.  

Especially when individuals or groups get separate assignments or have to 
work on separate projects, it is important to have them share their 
experiences with each other. However, this sharing process has to be 
clearly communicated as an interactive exercise of sharing and not of just 
consuming and absorbing what others have done. Learning by sharing is 
an important aspect of the program and the sharing is not just intended 
to keep everyone informed about each other�’s work but also for the ones 
presenting to get feedback on their work and for the others to learn about 
the different ways in which people tackle their projects. At the end of one 
of the study trips there was a meeting scheduled in which the different 
project groups would share their experiences with each other. However, 
apparently the importance of sharing and the value for the separate 
groups had not been communicated clearly enough since one of the 
groups decided to not participate. They were done absorbing information 
they said and apparently hadn�’t understood that the sharing session was 
not intended for just transferring information from one group to another 
but for learning from and especially with each other. For the groups who 
were present the absence of this group was a sign of their disinterest and 
understandably they reacted negatively to it. In future programs we have 
therefore reserved regular sessions dedicated to this sharing process. Also 
we communicate the underlying intentions more clearly to prevent 
situations like these and to indicate that sharing is an integral process that 
has value for both parties involved. 
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Organizations can present all sorts of information and organize all sorts of 
meetings, lectures and workshops but in the end it is up to the students to do 
something with what they experience. The organization can sow but the students 
have to harvest. Harvesting takes effort and energy but if the students�’ curiosity or 
other non-practical interests have been raised then people usually are glad to invest 
more energy in it because of the pleasure this gives them. 

During orientation talks or intake interviews with prospects they often 
express their worries about the investment of time that is required for the 
program. The irony is that many of the students who upfront were 
worried about the time investment end up doing much more than we ask 
of them. One of the students who had serious doubts about how much 
time the study would require decided to register and after three months 
he indicated that based on the contents of the lectures and workshops and 
literature he and his group had chosen a theme for their assignment, for 
which he had started to read the works of Foucault. Foucault is not part 
of the curriculum of the program and he invested lots of time in studying 
Foucault to get to the basis of the theme for the assignment. I now use 
this story in conversations and interviews with prospects to indicate that 
not only is it very hard for an outsider to predict how much time the 
student will have to invest in the experience (for example, someone who is 
used to read scientific journals in English will need less time to read an 
academic article than someone else who is not used to this at all) but also 
time is less of an issue when people feel they absolutely want to get into 
the depth of a topic because it fascinates them. 

 

DIRECTION & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: HERE�’S A BIKE AND GO 

If one wants to connect the values that students invest in their education and the value 
they derive from it one needs to support them with the standard of inclusiveness. 
Especially when students are supposed to learn from each other, from each other�’s 
experiences, it is important that this process is in some way directed. Lectures and 
workshops and the like need to be integrated if they are to have effect so organizations 
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should keep a close watch on this process. When Erfahrung and deep learning are 
involved it is difficult for students to take what they have learned in a course and 
apply it in practice since it has been the result of the encounter of the individual with 
everything he has experienced. Different persons with different experiences will find it 
much harder to understand what he or she is talking about.  

In the second semester students present the findings of their projects up to 
that moment in every module. This way, they can get feedback on every 
step of the way and all groups keep informed about how the other groups 
deal with their projects, from which they can learn. At the end of the 
semester, when students do their final presentations, not only the other 
students and the supervisors are present but also other people like 
members of the Creative Board and members of the examination 
committee. These have not been present at the periodical presentations 
so they are not familiar with how students have come to the final results 
of their project. This is why we ask students to walk through the whole 
process in their presentation so also persons who see them for the first 
time can share in the raw material of the project. An additional challenge 
of sharing is that the sensory aspects of primary experience are often hard 
or impossible to explain and communicate to someone who hasn�’t 
experienced these. A nice example in this context is the lemon exercise. 
This exercise has proven time and again that when students are given a 
lemon and have to find points of reference that can help in finding back 
the lemon in the pile, almost everyone finds the proper lemon back. By 
pairing people up and giving one a lemon with the request to explain 
what it looks like to the other person, the difference between using one�’s 
own senses and hearing someone else explain his or her sensory 
impressions becomes clear. Some people still manage to find the right 
lemon but it is much harder. By having people live through the same 
experience, they all have a certain basic encounter with the raw material. 
This shared encounter can help people step over to other levels like the 
emotions evoked, the interpretations made or the changes experienced. 
The theme of the third semester in the program is focused on this 
standard of inclusiveness, to help students integrate their learning in the 
organizations they work in by working on their knowledge and skills in 
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the personal, organizational and systemic aspects of change processes, 
so they learn how to share their experience on a broader scale. 

 

DIRECTION & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: WHAT MOVIE YOU�’RE IN 

An educational experience is not a product with clear search characteristics. This 
makes it difficult to communicate what it exactly is. You thus have to do some 
expectation management without knowing what people expect or even might expect. 
The experience and credence characteristics are not clear upfront so there is an 
element of surprise involved for the students. 

In the selection process before the program starts, we were used to asking 
prospective participants for their learning objectives. The question for 
explicit learning objectives implies that one is dealing with an experience 
with search characteristics: what do you want to learn, to be able to 
evaluate at a later stage whether they had in fact attained their objectives. 
However, the more personal and impactful the experience is, the more 
difficult it is for the organization to set clear expectations and the more 
difficult it is for the participant to form clear expectations. In an offering 
characterized mainly by search characteristics the surprise element is 
limited, while this is an element to be cultivated during an explorative 
experience. The learning objectives should therefore be expected to 
change along the way. When learning becomes more personal people 
connect what they learn to their frame of reference and it is hard to 
predict what they will learn. The learning objectives are now used to 
make students aware that their objectives change during the program and 
to have them make explicit in what areas they want to develop themselves 
further. 

 

INVESTMENT & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: KNOWLEDGE FROM OUT OF THE 

WALL 

To discover the effects that take more time to emerge, students have to continue with 
their experience. The experience doesn�’t end at the end but if things go right 
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something has started growing. Of course you can just sit back and wait for whatever 
happens but the wiser decision would be to see whether there is some role in this 
process for the organization. This could help the students/alumni and it gives the 
organization an opportunity to stay in touch and add value even after the experience 
has �‘ended�’. 

Besides staying in touch via social media and events we are also designing 
a new alumni program intended to have alumni work together on 
important themes and developments in the field of information 
management. Alumni are also asked to be involved in the program itself 
by presenting their experience of the whole process of completing their 
Master Proof. By staying in touch they become part of an extensive 
network of professionals who can indicate which developments are 
relevant in practice. 

 

INVESTMENT & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: PRESSURE COOKER 

When you present students with lectures, materials, exercises and workshops with the 
intention that they themselves have to make meaning of it, you ask a bigger 
investment from them than if you had the intention of just having them absorb 
whatever you present to them. They now have to make dinner with all the ingredients 
you give them. 

Especially the designerly way of thinking we propagate in the program is 
a very open way of thinking with lots of space for insights and ideas from 
unexpected areas and various disciplines. However, because of this 
openness it also requires a lot of input from students in that they have to 
explore and discover things for themselves. In this process we are nothing 
but a catalyst, we bring content and people together and try to help 
people find the spark that gives them ideas but the direction in which the 
process leads the students is always unknown upfront. Unknown to them 
but also unknown to us. This is inherent to the idea that we believe that 
many situations with which our students, and others, have to deal are 
new. To try to deal with these new issues in the same way as always 
doesn�’t always result in successful outcomes. They have to be able to 
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think of new ways to deal with new problems and situations and we 
can be a catalyst in that process. 

 

INVESTMENT & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: CLIMBING FRAME 

Students expect from each other what most expect from themselves: that they give it 
their best and not just do what is necessary. This is an important thing to keep in 
mind when people are dependent on each other for their learning process and result. 
If someone does little or nothing this hinders the others�’ process. 

When there was a student who didn�’t invest in the experience this 
became immediately apparent. Not only were assignments handed in late 
or even overdue but also the contribution to the group assignment was 
too small. Obviously the program is part of a whole life of students so first 
we tried to find out what was the problem. But after some time this 
student decided to leave the program. Issues like these cannot linger on 
for too long because they put the burden on others who are in the 
experience for their own learning process. 

 

INVESTMENT & ERFAHRUNGS-INVESTMENTS: NEW OXYGEN 

If the students are supposed to continue investing, then it is important to know how to 
facilitate this process. Some alumni keep in touch and come to meetings, others don�’t. 
But what makes someone stay in touch and continue with the post experience and 
others to see their graduation as the end of the experience? For the organization of 
post experiences this is important knowledge to keep into account.  

The first group I have experienced from nearby has finished their 
modules in 2010 so I can�’t say much about how the contact with former 
students will evolve, whether they will stay in touch with each other and 
us as organizers or not and in what kinds of post experience activities they 
will participate or not. At the moment it seems that groups, whether they 
have done projects together or have been in the same peer groups while 
graduating or whether they stayed in the same accommodation during 
the study trip, stay in touch with each other. 
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8.4 IMPLICATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH FOR EXPERIENCE ORGANIZATIONS IN 

GENERAL 

I want to start off with an important insight on what experience is and what it is not. 
As I indicated, there are many incorrect claims about the experience economy 
because of a faulty understanding of what experience is and is not. In the 
environment-centred approach scholars focus on producing economic offerings with 
the �‘right�’ objective features as if organizations produce, stage, sell and make 
experiences, as they do with products and services. However, these scholars focus on 
so-called secondary experiences. Reed (1996) made a distinction between primary 
and secondary experience in this respect. Secondary experience is �“processed - 
selected, modified, packaged, and presented�” (p.3) and provides second-hand or 
indirect information at best. True experience begins with primary experience, where 
there is contact with the raw material and the individual acquires information from 
his �“environment by looking, listening, feeling, sniffing, and tasting - the information, 
in other words, that allows us to experience things for ourselves�”.  
 
Traditionally it seems that organizations have a predominant focus on secondary 
experience, in the sense that they have always been used to being in control of what 
they offer their customers. They indeed are the ones who decide which information or 
products are �“processed - selected, modified, packaged, and presented�”. As was 
discussed by some respondents during the interviews though, the focus on what the 
organization can offer to their customers can also be exaggerated. Organizations can 
even hinder the experience by their desire to offer more and more features. They can 
for example offer too many activities causing a very full program and no space for the 
individuals to process what happens or to reflect on what they experience (theme 9). 
But also an excessive focus on the communication and direction from the side of the 
organization (themes 10 and 11) without sufficient attention for the individual�’s 
experience can hinder the process. The organization�’s role then has to change from 
staging or producing a secondary experience to supporting or at least not hindering 
the primary experience. 
 
Even when primary experience with a subject is impossible or undesirable, 
organizations can create ways to have individuals experience the subject vicariously 
by presenting them with someone who has or has had the primary experience, or with 
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a simulation or model or one of the other options that were shown in figure 3.5 
(theme 1). Vicarious experience is not the same as primary experience, but 
technological advances enable organizations to create ever better and more life-
like vicarious experiences, which offers many advantages in situations when primary 
experiences are not an option. A new challenge is how to deal with the constant and 
growing flood of secondary and vicarious experiences that people are confronted with 
on a daily basis, a problem that is often named information overload or infobesity. 
But also in the context of primary and emotional experiences, people run the risk of 
being bombarded with stimuli. 
 
For experience to become �‘an�’ experience, Dewey (1958) claims, it has to reach the 
phase of closure, or consummation. In this way the experience becomes a whole that 
enters our memory and shapes our view of the world. Everyday experiences, the 
occurrences and sensations we experience daily, that are disjointed and incomplete, 
are too ill defined to offer a foundation for the future (Jay, 2005). If organizations fire 
all sorts of disjointed stimuli at individuals, the individuals have to find out for 
themselves how elements fit together; otherwise the occurrences and sensations 
remain disjointed and incomplete. It is the completeness of an experience that gives it 
its uniqueness; it demarcates the experience from the everyday stream of experience 
and makes it memorable. This demarcation in my opinion has less to do with a 
demarcation in time than a demarcation in terms of the meaning individuals give to 
their experience. The demarcation in time is usually forced by the organization, in the 
sense that the organization determines when the experience starts and when it stops. 
This may literally happen in terms of time, in the sense of an event that lasts for a 
certain amount of time, but it may just as well be more variable in that it starts when 
the individual for example enters a building and it ends the moment he leaves though 
the exit. But this is the perspective of the organization, not necessarily that of the 
individual. It is very well possible that for the individual the experience starts long 
before he enters the building, for example the first time he hears or reads about it, 
and ends long after he leaves, for example when the discussion on the experience that 
he participated in via an online forum dies off. The individual�’s perspective of the 
experience may thus differ widely from the organization�’s perspective and it would be 
wise for organizations to take this fact into account since the organization may be in 
control of what they organize between the entry and exit points but in the eyes of the 
individual many more aspects determine the experience, aspects that may have 
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nothing to do with what the organization has organized, but that may positively and 
negatively influence the individual�’s experience. Making a so-called experience 
journey or customer journey may help to see where for the individual the experience 
begins and ends, since it is this beginning and ending that demarcates the experience 
in the sense of Dewey�’s consummation. For an Erlebnis to become Erfahrung this 
consummation is needed. 
 
Erlebnissen can become part of the Erfahrung of individuals when they perceive the 
connections between what they have done and undergone, between causes and 
consequences of their actions, and when they can reflect on their actions and act 
based on these reflections. If there are many loose ends in the experience, it will 
become more difficult for participants to perceive the connections that are needed to 
incorporate the experience in their Erfahrung. All the time that organizers can save 
the individual by supporting him in understanding how elements are connected, the 
individual may use for this process of reflection. The time it may take for connections 
to become apparent is also an issue one should take into account when thinking of 
measuring the effects of experiences. It may seem obvious to ask people for their 
opinion when for example exiting the venue, but then not all effects may have shown 
yet (theme 24) and the timing is inappropriate if the goal is that the experience 
becomes part of the individual�’s life. One could investigate the sensory or emotional 
effects at that moment, on the level of Erlebnissen, but for effects on the level of 
Erfahrungen time is needed to discover on which contexts the experience has had an 
effect. If the individual incorporates what he has learned from the experience and 
takes this with him after he leaves the experience-venue, the experience can be called 
meaningful. But if the organization succeeds in supporting the individual in creating 
or restoring the connections between the experience and the rest of the individual�’s 
life, we can speak of a true integrative experience (themes 26 and 27). The different 
stimuli the individual encounters then become connected with his own lifeworld. But 
for this to happen, the organization should know or learn about the individual and his 
lifeworld and provide space for the individual to influence his own experience. The 
individual always influences his own experience in the sense that he is the one that 
gives meaning to it, but providing room for his influence in this context means that 
there is room for him to act on his own interests and goals. Themes that emerged 
from the interviews indeed showed instances of the influence of individuals on what 
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they experience: positive and negative aspects in the background of individuals 
(themes 7 and 8), the goals and intentions that individuals have for the experience 
(themes 13 and 28). Obviously not all organizers need a full bio on the individuals 
participating in the experience. The more the effects of the experience are dependent 
on the individual, the more important this becomes. But organizers should always 
know something about their visitors or customers. Falk and Dierking gave a wise piece 
of advice in a description of an exposition for children. The exposition had 
deliberately been made a little bit complex for them so they would have to involve the 
adults they came with, but it was not accessible for the adults because of the size. 
These are simple things one can think about upfront. In the same way it�’s good to 
have some idea about what the individuals who will come find enjoyable if your goal 
is to evoke pleasurable emotions and how you are going to attract the right people. 
 
If no room is provided for this influence and the organization only focuses on its own 
role of offering objective features, the organization runs the risk of hindering the 
experience. As I indicated earlier: organizations have been used for a long time to be 
in charge of what they offered when they were producing goods and services, but 
experiences differ from products and services in the sense that the subjective 
components are more influential. Experiences are of a more intrinsic nature, as 
defined by Addis and Holbrook (2001), than goods and services, in that the relative 
weight of the individual�’s subjective response is greater than that of the objective 
features of the experience. One can plan and program all sorts of activities but in the 
end it is up to the individual whether he will participate and what he will get out of it. 
Respondents in fact indicated that there should be room for the individual�’s input in 
the experience so they can express their ideas, insights, solutions and answers (themes 
12 and 14), and make use of their knowledge, experience and whatever other 
resources are available (theme 2), instead of just taking in what the organization offers 
them. The further one shifts to the right in the spectra in table 8.1, the more 
important the influence of the individuals themselves becomes. The influence of the 
individual�’s subjective response also means that one can never know for sure what is 
going to happen, making clear why the premise of the effect-centred approach, that 
hedonic effects can in fact be managed, is flawed. 
 
If the influence of he individual is ignored, one can become overly confident in one�’s 
influence, while for example also aspects in the individuals�’ background (themes 7 and 
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8) can have a great influence on the effects that result from the experience. Former 
education and experience can determine what the individual will learn, what pleases, 
surprises, impresses or irritates him or her. But it may just as well be that the 
background is lacking and the individual is not fit for the experience, an issue that was 
termed adaequatio. 
 
The realization that organizations may not have as much control over the effects that 
individuals experience as they might have thought or hoped, may sound problematic 
and risky for those who want to always stay in control of the situation, but one can 
also look at this fact in a more positive manner. By paying close attention to what 
happens and how individuals behave, one can play into this and support individuals 
in ways that they were not even aware of that they needed to be supported, by helping 
them with their so-called blind spots (theme 16). But in general, as was explained 
under the theme �‘The image of the sower�’: like the growth of plants, one cannot 
control the ideas, insights, answers and solutions of participants, and organizers have 
to be aware of their inability to direct this process. An example that was given in this 
respect by one of the respondents was that the organization had planned a visit of 
participants to the homes of people in a country they visited during a study-trip. 
However, what exactly happened during these visits and the effect the visit had on 
participants was not under the control of the organization. Also the story of one 
respondent about a survival trip that the group had undertaken was an example of the 
impact of unplanned events. The survival trip had been planned but the emotional 
reaction of the respondent to the actions of one of the other group members, the 
memory of which still gave her goose bumps at the time of the interview, could not 
have been planned in advance. 
 
Again, the uncertainty about what will happen and what people will exactly get out of 
the experience may sound negative for organizations that want to be in control of 
everything, but there is a way of looking at this uncertainty from a much more 
positive perspective. In general, if organizations can accept that in experiences the 
individual has an important influence on what happens, they can also recognize that 
they are not the only party that is responsible for producing added value. If they were 
the only ones in charge of delivering added value, they would have to make sure to 
present something new or changed for the individual to experience each time he 
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would come back. This would mean that the objective features would have to be 
changed, as is often done by rearranging the interior, painting the venue in new 
colours etc. However, when one recognizes that experiences are not just about the 
objective features that are under control of the organization, but instead that the 
individual�’s subjective response is more important, it becomes clear that an 
experience is never the same as the time before. Experiences in an experience 
economy are co-productions between organizations and individuals and organizations 
don�’t have to act like they have to add value and renew and change their offering 
every time to keep their customers coming back, lest they provide enough room for 
the individuals to renew and change their own experience.  
Also, by thinking that one is in charge of continuously adding features to the 
experience to make it bigger and more spectacular, organizations run the risk of 
putting off certain individuals. Not everyone wants to have big experiences all the 
time. Obviously not everyone wants to have life changing experiences all the time but 
this issue goes for every conceptualization of experience. Not everyone appreciates 
impressive sensory stimulations or big emotions all the time either.  
Organizations should also recognize that not everything has to be fun. There are 
many more positive experiences one can think of that are not fun at the moment itself 
but that give gratification because of some other reason. Quitting smoking is no fun 
per se but may, when succeeding, be very gratifying and in fact people seem to 
respond well to challenges in general. During the interviews, some respondents in fact 
indicated that they expected to sometimes be placed in an uncomfortable position, 
since this would make them learn more, or at least they suspected this. By confronting 
them with their actions, they expected to be challenged, to be made more aware of 
their own actions and of their blind spots (themes 5, 6 and 16).  
 
The challenge of surpassing the fun and going towards deeper effects is that the more 
personal nature of these effects requires a different role of the organization. 
One of the differences is that deeper effects are much harder to measure. I already 
discussed the fact that it takes time for these effects to emerge so there are timing 
issues when one wants to study this type of effects, but the entanglement of what has 
happened during the experience and the effects this has on other contexts in the 
individual�’s life makes it very difficult to describe and because of this it is more 
difficult to evaluate the effects (themes 23 and 29). How does one evaluate effects if 
these are dependent on the individual�’s own input, and if everyone comes from a 
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different place in terms of prior knowledge, experience, background, etc.? This also 
has consequences for the way in which the organization can communicate about the 
experience. Communicating the search characteristics may be one idea but to truly 
explain what the experience is, one has to focus on the experience and credence 
characteristics. Search characteristics can be published on a website or in an ad or 
brochure but the other characteristics are much more difficult to communicate. This 
is an important topic since individuals find it hard to form clear expectations of the 
deeper effects of experiences and one should be very careful with the expectations that 
are evoked by the communication (theme 19), to make sure that the right people are 
attracted by the experience, people who are in fact looking for what the experience 
can offer them. 
 
Deeper effects are per definition more personal which causes the need for a more 
relational attitude of the organization. Negative feedback on a wrong answer to a 
mathematical question will usually have less impact on a person than negative 
feedback on an assignment in which the individual is personally invested. How should 
the organization deal with this?  
 By relating to the individuals one gets to know the individuals and their personality 
and reactions but in general the spectrum of experience concepts shows that 
experience is never something that stands apart from the organization and individuals 
involved. It is a process in which both organization and individuals play their part. 
Therefore it is important for organizers to relate to what the individuals experience, 
what they do with the raw material they encounter (themes 3 and 4). The relational 
attitude of the organization is important if one expects a relational attitude from the 
individuals too, because as was shown in the discussion of deep and surface 
approaches to learning, the role of the teacher often determines the expectations of 
the learners, so teachers, or organizers in general, should be conscious of what they 
express and which expectations they evoke. One cannot force individuals to have a 
relational attitude so this exemplary task is very important. One cannot force 
individuals to invest themselves in the experience and monitoring this is much more 
complex than checking whether one satisfies some objective criteria or behaves 
according to some objective norm (theme 15). However, a relational attitude and 
personal investment are not the only things that cannot be forced. In chapter 5 I 
discussed the different types of value that can be invested in the experience and 
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explained the role that organizations can play in terms of providing opportunities 
for the investment of internally non-practical resources. Internally non-practical 
resources are resources of which the investment does not come at the expense of 
other investments. So learning to like A more, does not mean that B has to be liked 
less. Becoming more interested in a certain subject does not mean that the interest for 
other subjects has to diminish. The investment of these resources cannot be forced or 
prevented. You cannot force someone to rake a cognitive or an aesthetic interest in 
something and in the same manner you cannot prevent individuals from having a 
cognitive or aesthetic interest in things and investing their internally non-practical 
resources. Organizations can only choose to facilitate these investments and provide 
opportunities for them, or not. The question is not whether individuals will take a 
positive or negative interest in things and whether they will invest their internally non-
practical resources, but the only question is where they will do this. Organizations 
that recognize the value of these resources may decide to offer opportunities for their 
investment themselves, other organizations may ignore the whole issue, with the risk 
of people finding or constructing their own opportunities, positive, like a fan page on 
Facebook, or negative, like an online complaint-forum. 
 
Especially with interest growing for developments like co-creation and customer 
generated innovation and the like, the investment of internally non-practical as well as 
internally practical resources deserves more attention. More and more individuals 
become active as pro-ams, or professional amateurs by voluntarily investing their 
resources in projects. If organizations organize experiences, they can make use of this 
development by thinking about how the investments can continue after the Erlebnis 
has finished. This way, the Erlebnis may become part of the individual�’s Erfahrung. 
Another insight deriving from the investments of resources by individuals is that the 
competitive field is changing. The fact that another party does not make money on 
what they do is not a reason to ignore them. It is very well possible that individuals 
don�’t invest their money in what they do with or for that organization but other 
resources that may be just as valuable but more difficult to measure. Also, by not 
asking money these organizations or initiatives may end up being a nuisance to 
organizations that do ask money of individuals and may even destroy whole business 
models. If other organizations offer opportunities for individuals to invest their 
resources in non-practical interests, often resulting in more value as Ratchford�’s (2001) 
cycle shows, individuals will enter into a relationship with these organizations and not 
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with the ones that ask money and close off the experience. Money, like all excludable 
and practical resources, is scarce, while the realm of non-practical interests, the realm 
of most immaterial values, is the realm of abundance. Organizations thus have to 
adapt to the new situation of dematerialization and learn how to deal with abundance 
instead of scarcity. Therefore, it is wise for organizations to cater for this continuous 
Erfahrung by facilitating the catalytic function of the experience, by facilitating or 
organizing a post-experience and to make sure that the individuals can continue 
building on the experience with their investments (themes 25, 30 and 31).  
 
Besides the facilitation of investments in non-practical interests, organizations could 
go a step further and support the individual�’s reflection on his standard of 
inclusiveness. This reflection makes it possible for individuals to compare their 
interests, to make wise choices for where to invest their resources. Some organisations 
could forsake the role of experience facilitators and decide that they focus on helping 
individuals to connect their own experiences, and their experiences to other contexts 
or to other individuals. These connections are very important, because �“the measure 
of the value of an experience lies in the perception of relationships or continuities to 
which it leads up�” (Dewey, 2004, p. 114). The more interests that are served by the 
experience, so the more interests for which a connection is made, the more one can 
say that the experience appeals to the whole person. The organization would then 
actually be helping individuals to have integrative experiences with more mergence in 
Seamon�’s (1979) words. In a time in which individuals are bombarded all day long 
with so many disconnected bits of information and sensations, this role of helping the 
individual find the connections between things that he experiences so that he can 
make meaning from them would be very valuable. 

 

8.5 DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Now that a theoretical foundation has been constructed in this study, I would like to 
finish by proposing some recommendations for further research that can build on this 
foundation. Of course there is still much left to be studied since although attention for 
immaterial aspects of consumption has been present for more than half a century, 
attention has boosted in the last decade only, which makes it a very new field of study. 
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Also the fact that I have extended the field of experience economy, by 
incorporating a wider variety of conceptualizations of experience, of different 
effects that can happen and a different interpretation of value, increases the 
amount of topics that scholars can choose from when they want to study the 
experience economy. I have grouped some recommendations for further research 
based on 5 themes that have been discussed in this study: experience 
conceptualizations (chapter 3), experience effects (chapter 4), experience values 
(chapter 5), interpretive research (chapter 6) and the role of organizations in an 
experience economy (chapter 7). 

 

EXPERIENCE CONCEPTUALIZATIONS 

Because of technological developments more realistic vicarious experiences become 
possible. It would be valuable to learn what the success factors are for these 
experiences and how they can resemble primary experiences as much as possible. 
Studies cited in chapter 2 indicated that there is still a dominance of Erlebnissen in 
the Western world. Since over a decade has passed after the publishing of Pine and 
Gilmore�’s article �“Welcome to the experience economy�” (1998): has the ratio of 
Erlebnissen and Erfahrungen changed in the mean time? 
Most of the current theories on the experience economy are focused on cases in the 
Western world. What is the current state of affairs regarding the experience economy 
in other parts of the world, for example in emerging economies? 
In current literature on the experience economy I perceived a bias towards the 
organizational perspective. Are there, and if so, what are the gaps between how 
individuals interpret their experiences and how organizations think individuals 
interpret their experience? 

 

EXPERIENCE EFFECTS 

With the information overload present in the Western world there is much debate on 
how to design new educational programs in which the focus is not so much on 
providing more information but on supporting individuals to deal with the large 
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amount of available information. Can Erfahrungen help in education, to make it 
more meaningful and to stimulate deep learning instead of surface learning? 
Research shows that Erlebnissen are perceived in a negative way by certain groups of 
people. Do Erfahrungen truly help in making people feel more wellbeing? 

 

EXPERIENCE VALUES 

Because of the incorporation of the individual�’s perspective it has become clear that 
individuals do not necessarily have the same interpretation of what the experience 
consist of as the organization. Experiences can go far beyond the boundaries of what 
the organization provides and it would therefore be interesting to understand how 
organizations can and do work together in an effort to support the experiences of 
individuals and what success and failure factors are. 
With the dominant focus in business on financial value and a growing awareness in 
social sciences that other values are becoming more important: how can businesses 
deal with the new types of value and how can the valuation of these values be 
stimulated? 

 

INTERPRETIVE RESEARCH 

The development of dematerialization in the economy causes a need for more 
attention for qualitative research since these are often values that cannot be measured. 
Which approaches and methods are suitable for which research problems in this 
context? 
As I explained in chapter 6 my first intention was to use case research as my main 
research strategy. Because of a lack of triangulation that appeared during the 
interviewing process I changed my strategy and chose to adhere to the principles of 
grounded theory. Grounded theory is a very suitable strategy for generating new 
theories but for scholars who with to build upon the theoretical foundation I have 
constructed in this research, or who wish to verify certain parts of this foundation, the 
use of case research, exactly because of its requirement of data triangulation, would 
be a wise choice. Knowledge is needed about which other sources besides interviews 
and perhaps observations, if the experiences under study take place at the moment of 
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study, contain information on the individual�’s experience. One could think of 
journals, reflective documents, audio-visual materials, focus groups and the like. It 
would then also be valuable to have an understanding of how one can get the 
respondents to provide these sources of data without too much direction from the side 
of the researcher.  

 

THE ROLE OF ORGANIZATIONS IN AN EXPERIENCE ECONOMY 

It is difficult for individuals to form expectations on experiences. One of the areas that 
deserve attention of scholars for this reason is the communication of what individuals 
can expect from experiences. What are the most effective ways of communicating? 
Are different forms of communication more effective for different types of experiences? 
Also the way intake procedures are designed is very important because together with 
communication, these roles have an effect on which individuals will participate in the 
experience and which will not. Especially because of the increase in social media and 
the impact of these, these roles become more important. Positive as well as negative 
feedback by participants can explode overnight and reach unprecedented amounts of 
other people. Knowledge on appropriate communication and intake procedures 
would therefore be very valuable. 
Social media can also help in supporting the post experience and social resonance 
that was desired by respondents and in this way help them in coming to an Erfahrung. 
How social media can be applied with this aim has yet to be studied. 
Related to employees of organizations in the experience economy, it would be 
important to understand how individuals with the right relational attitude can be 
found and hired and how individuals, if this is possible at all, can learn to have a 
relational attitude. 
For experiences with a specific goal like educational experiences, we need knowledge 
on how norms and criteria can be formulated for the often-abstract effects and how 
one can evaluate this type of effects. Also, because of the temporal dimension of 
certain effects, it is valuable to understand when the timing for measuring effects is 
appropriate. 
Yet another issue related to research into the effects or perceived quality of 
experiences: in the analysis of my research data it appeared that many respondents 
had a bias towards their negative experiences. Is it normal hat respondents tell more 
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about their negative experiences and if so: why can this be? One could have 
respondents read the transcript of their interview and interview them on this, which 
could resolve this issue and perhaps clarify why perhaps otherwise very satisfied 
participants, are more prone to focus on their negative experiences. 
 
If as a conclusion I would give one piece of advice to organizations who want to 
participate or continue to participate in the experience economy, it would be to let go. 
Organizations have to accept that they have actually never had full control over 
people�’s experiences, but that has never been so much of an issue. When the economy 
revolved around commodities, these, except for the weather and health conditions 
and the like, were under control of organization. The same went for the goods 
economy. In the services-economy things became more complex, because here the 
customer had to be involved in the service delivery and/or specification. But in the 
experience economy the situation becomes even more complex since the customer is 
part of the experience. He is not only present and involved but he decides what 
happens. Organizations can do all sorts of things to stage or direct the experience but 
in the end some minor detail that is out of the span of control of the organization, like 
a negative review by some other customer, personal circumstances, a traffic jam on 
the way to an event, can ruin the experience. In experiences everything is connected. 
The idea that organizations should be in control is founded on the assumption that 
organizations are responsible for providing the added value. But in experiences the 
individuals determine the added value. If organizations think they are responsible, 
they have to come up with something new, something bigger, something better, every 
time. Otherwise the customer may get bored. The problem is that one doesn�’t know 
when the customer will come back, and what he or she has experienced the last time 
he or she was there. By accepting the individual�’s involvement and role in the 
experience, you accept that the experience per definition is different every time, and 
that individuals make it different by participating. What�’s more is that by trying to 
direct the individual, it is possible that organizations restrict the individual in shaping 
his own experience. 
What is needed then? First of all: be aware that everything counts. Although in the 
experience economy the focus is the experience, the commodities, goods and services 
are the basis upon which everything else is built. If these aren�’t in order, the 
experience will most likely fail (although sometimes there can be a compensating 
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force). Following blueprints like recipes is not a solution because it they were then 
everyone would follow them and there would be no competitive advantage. 
Second of all: be aware that not the organization but instead the individual is the 
centre of the universe. Scarcity is not on the supply-side anymore but on the demand-
side. Organizations have to think about what role they can play in supporting the 
individual in shaping his own experience. No full control, no zero control, but shared 
control. Organizations provide the raw material and it is up to the individual what 
they want to do with it.  
A third lesson is to think from the individuals�’ perspective. The experience does not 
begin when they enter the building and does not end when they pass the cash register. 
The experience may start well before and end well after those moments, and this may 
all be perceived as part of the experience. Organizations have to think more in terms 
of chains and to look for opportunities to be of value to individuals in those processes 
before the enter and after they leave. Those processes are part of the experience and 
neglecting this is a great loss of opportunity. 
All in all a mindshift is needed. Organizations are not producers but facilitators in an 
experience economy, they should think more in terms of support than in terms of 
direction and they will have to get used to a more modest role in the experience 
economy than the full-control mode they have been used to for so long.  
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An epilogue usually follows a theatrical or musical performance, to summarize what 
has been seen and heard, to explain and give context to what happened and to bring 
closure to the work. Since the theatrical metaphor is widely used in the context of the 
experience economy, I thought it would be nice to bring my 10 years of research to a 
closure in this final chapter by writing an epilogue. I will use concepts and insights 
from my research (what has been seen and heard in the former chapters) to explain 
how the ideas have come about and how they in hindsight can be recognized in my 
own experience of doing this research (explanation and context for what happened) 
and in this way bring the research to a closure.  
 

A dissertation is not an experience. 
 

Let me start with some bad news: this dissertation is not an experience. Writing it has 
been an experience for me and it may function as a basis for others to have their own 
experiences, but it is not an experience in itself. To write a dissertation on experience 
in fact felt rather paradoxical. A dissertation consists mostly of written text, while I 
have stated time and again in this dissertation that an experience consists of an 
individual in an encounter with his or her environment. This dissertation can thus be 
considered to consist of mere secondary experience: a filtered extract of my 
experience. From all the ideas, theories, models, books, articles, notes, figures, Post-its, 
paintings and tables that I have made and/or used during my research, only a very 
small portion has been presented in this book. Theories that at first seemed to take the 
research in a useful direction proved to be useless in the end and are not presented. 
The trial and error manner in which notes and transcripts were coded is lost in the 
writing of this dissertation, resulting in a seemingly ordered structure in which the 
insights are presented. Even the objective of the study has changed in the process. In 
the beginning my objective was to find success criteria for different types of 
experiences, by exploring the differences between the service-economy and the so-
called experience economy and confronting the different definitions of experience 
with various developmental models from psychology and philosophy. The fact that 
there are no exact universally agreed upon definitions of the term experience caused 
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me to change my objective until it became clear that the lack of terminology and 
the biased discourse were in fact the biggest problem I saw facing the experience 
economy. However, former objectives and the way in which the final objective 
came about, have been filtered out from this dissertation. They were and still are part 
of my experience though, but not of the information conveyed in this study. Dewey 
stated that information is useful when it can help others to have a better experience 
themselves. He gives the example of the map that is a filtered version of the original 
explorers�’ experience of a territory, but can help others to have a better experience, 
since they do not have to discover everything themselves and can focus on other 
things. In the same way I hope that the selection of my own experience that I have 
presented in this dissertation can function as a roadmap for everyone interested in the 
experience economy and that it may help them in finding their way in the jungle of 
innumerable names and concepts, by giving them a language to explain what they are 
talking about. But this book is not an experience.  
 

Where do experiences begin and end? 
 

Then what is or has been my experience? This is not an easy question to answer. 
Primary and emotional experiences can be described in terms of episodes or moments. 
I saw this, I heard that, I felt angry or elated etc. In this sense I can in fact describe 
my so-called Erlebnissen, as far as I can remember them, referring to a beginning and 
an ending. For the Erfahrung I have had (or am still having) as a whole this is much 
more difficult. For instance when did the experience start for me? Was it when I 
wrote the first line? When I had my first discussion with my supervisor? When the 
contract with the university was signed? When I first had the idea that there had to be 
more to the experience economy than was described in the available articles and 
books? Was it in Bologna when I first became interested in the subject of the service 
economy? Defining the end of the experience is even more difficult. What is the 
consummation of this experience? Will it be the last sentence of this dissertation? Or 
has it already passed and was it the moment I handed in the final draft? Or when I 
will receive the printed books? Or the defense on September 7th? Or�…? In fact I 
have often reflected during the whole process on the fact that not only does there 
seem to be a dominant focus on Erlebnissen with a beginning and an ending in 
literature on the experience economy, but also in practice I noticed this focus. The 
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question: when will you finish? was asked innumerable times more often than the 
question: how is it going?  
 
In presentations I always refer to this way of thinking as �‘fence-to-fence�’ or �‘entrance-
to-checkout�’-thinking. We seem very used to fence things in from our own perspective. 
Obviously this makes it easier to talk about it because you have something to talk 
about, a demarcated entity of which you can say: that is what it was. But often we 
forget that someone else may have a completely different interpretation of what is 
happening; an interpretation we often can�’t do anything about. Also what happens 
before the entrance and after the checkout can be part of the individuals�’ experiences, 
although it may lie well beyond the span of control of the organizer. Trafficjams on 
the way to the experience, bad weather, events in the private sphere of the individual, 
are examples of things that influence the experience and for the individual can 
therefore be part of the experience. This is why I focus so much on the individual 
perspective and on the recognition of the organizational bias.  
 
In a worldview where the entrance is seen as the beginning of the experience and the 
checkout as the end, organizations can never think of new and in my opinion very 
clever ideas like having dinner at the airport as part of the travel-experience or travel 
to an event as part of the event, or to keep in touch with participants of the experience 
via social media, before and after, or to ask people to prepare in some way for the 
event. Famous examples are the masses of people dressed in white before and after 
the yearly Sensation White, or Sensation Innerspace as they are currently called, 
parties and of course the Rocky Horror Picture Show, where the audience reacts to 
the movie by using props and screaming at the screen. The 25 years anniversity DVD 
box of the movie even contains information on when to scream what and what props 
to use when watching the movie at home�… An unforgettable example from my own 
experience was the sing along event Ikbenblijdatikjenietvergetenben, meaning I am 
glad I haven�’t forgotten you, after the title of a Dutch song from the seventies. In this 
event the audience received a book with the lyrics of around 60 songs and the hosts 
just shouted out a page number after which the audience sang along. However, what 
has been the most memorable aspect of these events was not the event itself but the 
aftermath of the event. Every time when the event itself ended and the hosts left the 
stage someone in the audience decided to shout out a page number and the audience 



 

 

  
419

9 | E
pilogue 

continued to sing. Even when the venue closed and everyone was sent outside 
some place was always found where a large group continued to sing until late at 
night. It was this hint of anarchy, of not accepting that the event was over and 
taking matters into one�’s own hands that made the experience unforgettable for me. It 
is less about what organizers see as the beginning and end and more what the 
individual perceives. It is the individual who has the experience and frankly he or she 
is the only one who can know where it all started and where it all ends.  

 
Focus on senses and emotions 

 
I have to admit that at the beginning of this research I was afraid that maybe the 
dominant focus on what became the left side of my theoretical foundation, on 
primary and emotional experiences, on the production of hedonic effects and on 
organizations that determine which practical values have to be invested, would pass, 
so that in time I would discover that I was studying a hype, a fad, which would pass 
and leave me with a useless piece of research on something that would already have 
become irrelevant at the time I would finish. In that sense it was a relief to see that the 
focus on the left side is becoming stronger everyday. There is almost no commercial 
break, magazine or conference in which the term experience is not being used in the 
sense of primary or emotional experience. Some years ago I was hired to consult on 
Sinterklaas-events for children and a first look at what happened at these events 
showed that they were practically identical. Everywhere Sinterklaas and the Zwarte 
Pieten were present, everywhere the same artists, the ones who were at that moment 
popular in that segment of the market, performed, everywhere children could have 
their faces painted, etc. 
 
My message is definitely not that attention for the leftside is bad or that this is an 
inferior form of experience19, but I have to admit that the strong focus on sensory 
stimulation in accounts of the experience economy were a strong motivating force for 
me to start this research. In many presentations I called it a situation of �“painting the 
walls orange, placing a palmtree in the corner and a clown at the check-out�”. By this I 
meant that the sensory level of experience was risky in terms of the desired 

                                                   
19 My yearly Christmas decorations provide proof for this. 



 

 

 

 
420

decommoditization and competitive advantage, because these sensory stimulations 
were things that everyone could copy, leading to more of the same, as during the 
identical Sinterklaas-events. However, after giving some lectures about the initial 
stages of my research I was asked if I would like to teach in some other, more 
information-related courses. The opportunity to teach in these courses made me 
realize that primary experience could greatly help in communication. 
Communication can be greatly enhanced when the person you are communicating 
with has or has had a direct contact with the topic you want to communicate about. 
Later I learned that this was what is called the difference between secondary and 
primary experience, and what Dewey called the contact with raw material. I have 
noticed more than once that communicating or �“transferring�” the experience to 
someone else is easier when the other person has lived through the experience him- or 
herself too.  
 
Many organized experiences are heavily focused on the auditory and visual senses, 
one can try to give others who have not been present an impression by showing 
footage in the form of images, film and/or sound. However, as I said, the sensory 
level of experience can be risky in terms of the desired decommoditization and 
competitive advantage, if everyone is doing the same thing. Especially in the event-
business organizations are thus exploring ever bigger and more extravagant means to 
wow their visitors, but usually still focused on the auditory and visual senses. 
Examples are impressive lasershows, fireworks, complete theatrical performances 
during events, and related to sound a covenant between some event-organizers and 
venues in the Netherlands has recently been signed to limit the level of sound on their 
events because the wowing level of sound could lead to serious eardamage for the 
visitors20. These extreme levels of sensory input cannot be communicated via mere 
images and film, let alone by mere words. You have to have been there to understand 
what has happened. It may very well be that sharing this primary experience with 
whom was there creates a bond between people, since they are the only ones who 
know what it was like.  

                                                   
20 http://www.geluidnieuws.nl/2011/juni2011/muz.html 
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When I became interested in vicarious experiences and began to search for 
manifestations of online experiences, I noticed that many of these revolved around 
experiences that people were living through or had lived through which are hard to 
explain to someone who hasn�’t lived through them. Usually these were very impactful 
or even life-changing experiences like birth, death, travel, relational issues, health-
related issues and the like. On a forum for people who were quitting smoking people 
who had given up this habit years ago were still active, chatting with their fellow 
stoppers and supporting the new members. The most impressive example I found was 
Lieve Engeltjes (Sweet Little Angels) where parents gathered who had to cope with 
the experience of losing a child. The emotional impact that the stories on this site had 
on me, together with the question of how the primary experience can be shared with 
others who have not had the primary experience and for whom it is not possible to 
have the primary experience anymore, led to my realization that there had to exist 
something in-between secondary and primary experience, which as I discovered later 
was called vicarious experience. 
 
A vicarious experience that will be known by most people is the emotional reaction 
felt when reading a book or watching a movie or hearing a story etc. In literature the 
focus was strongly on primary and emotional experience but when doing research in 
this area, you can�’t help taking the experience perspective everywhere with you, 
testing whether you recognize the concepts in practice and theory and whether the 
spectrum of concepts is complete. I found that there were instances in which I felt 
emotions and/or I learned something and/or I changed, but without what in 
literature was considered to be primary experience. There seemed to exist some 
indirect form of experience that takes place via a medium but that leads to emotions 
and other effects all the same.  
One example was some years ago when I won a trip to the Greek island of Crete. The 
tour-organization offered several excursions to tourists and a friend of mine and I 
decided to take an excursion to the so-called ´Leper-island´, Spinalonga. Many boats 
take tourists to this island where they can visit it with a guide. Our guide, who had 
been studying the origins of the island and the stories about it for decades did not just 
give the secondary experience of the facts and information about the island, but he 
made a direct connection between the behaviour of the Greek people in the time that 
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lepers were banned to this island out of fear of contagion, and our own lives and 
behaviour in our day and age. According to him, all of us regularly take actions, 
without knowing all the facts and without taking into account the consequences. He 
read newspapers of all the countries from which tourists visited the island, and used 
these to show how in this day and age people who are different are being separated 
from the others, for example prisoners, psychiatric patients, asylum-seekers, people 
with a handicap, etc. Because of this connection with many aspects of our own lives, 
Spinalonga became more than ´just a Greek island with a history´; it became a 
symbol for how people think and behave. Obviously, it is not possible for someone to 
visit the island in the time of the leper-colony, but by telling stories instead of mere 
facts and by making the connection with the present lives of the visitors through their 
national newspapers, something happened which was not primary experience, but I 
felt very hesitant to call it secondary either. However, like I said: in the literature I 
hadn�’t found any reference to something between secondary and primary experience 
so I was quite curious what I was missing.  
 
A third indicator that there had to exist something between secondary and primary 
experience was when there were massive emotional reactions to situations, like when 
a Dutch politician was murdered and when the terrorist attack on 9/11 happened. 
This evoked strong emotions in people who hadn�’t been present in both cases.  
Reflections on situations like these led to the recognition that there had to be an 
intermediate form of experience placed between primary and secondary experience in 
my spectrum. Telling others about one�’s primary experience, simulating an 
experience, playing with a model of an experience, these were examples that I started 
to see all around me. The awareness of the existence of this type of experience 
resulted in an awareness of the vast increase in this type of experience in practice. 
Because of technological developments, which can lead to more immersive and 
simulated experiences, and because of the increasing amount of encounters between 
people and media of all sorts, there are more and more vicarious experiences and 
developments intended to improve the almost primary nature of these vicarious 
experiences. 3D movies, gaming, virtual reality, augmented reality, presencing, there 
are many developments based on technology. But also without technology there are 
many developments in how people make an effort to approximate the primary 
experience. Storytelling for example can help in communicating what would 
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otherwise be secondary experience, because a good story can give people the 
illusion they vicariously live through an experience.  

 
Emotions 

 
Being in touch with the raw material in a direct way, like when having a primary 
experience, or in an indirect way, by having a vicarious experience, does by no means 
mean that the emotions experienced will be the same for everyone. People can react 
in a completely different way to the same sensory stimuli. Everyone will recall some 
situation in which he or she was very positive about a dish, a movie, a song, a person 
or something else, while someone else felt very negative about the same thing.  
Regarding the research process alone, there have been many ups and downs. Ups 
when a hunch proved to result in a valuable insight in some aspect of the study, or 
when months and sometimes years of puzzling ended in a desired answer. Downs 
when my late cat decided to make a playground out of my hundreds of carefully 
ordered quotes from interviews, or when a theory I had been very enthusiastic about 
and on which I had written tens of pages, proved to be a mere distraction from the 
point I wanted to make. There were also moments in which ups and downs were 
almost intermingled, for example the moment I first heard about Martin Jay�’s book: 
Songs of Experience. The fear that he had done what I had been working on for years 
and the relieve when I read in his introduction that he had done something related 
but at the same time completely different (and useful!) are emotions I can vividly 
recall to this date. There was also the moment I found out about the English 
translation of Gerhard Schulze�’s book �‘Die Erlebnisgesellschaft.�’ Since this book 
contains 765 pages in German I was elated when I read all the references made to the 
translation: �‘The experience society�’. I was a bit surprised to find out it had been 
published in 1995, 2000, 2005 and 2007, but nevertheless: if so many people referred 
to this translation, I had to have it.  After 2 years of searching I finally sent an e-mail 
to Campus Verlag and Sage, the publishers that were usually referred to, only to hear 
back from both that neither had ever translated this book in English, nor were there 
plans to translate it in the near future�…  
 
Reflecting on the process, it may seem logical that I only remember the intense 
emotions vividly but this has some implications for studying experiences. The 
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memorability that is often indicated in experience economy literature as the goal of 
offering experiences is mainly related to strong emotions in my opinion. However, in 
the same way that a focus on intense sensory impressions leads to a need for providing 
more, bigger and more intense sensory stimuli, a need for strong emotions also leads 
to a need for bigger and more intense emotional impact. The difficulty lies in the fact 
that emotions cannot be predicted. People may feel completely different about 
different things at different times and organizations can never know exactly how one 
will feel about something in a specific moment in time so how can they know what to 
do to provoke certain emotions? One of the theories that has left a lasting impression 
on me was the theory of Kraut, on happiness, discussed in chapter 4. His insight that 
for being truly happy we need to have two needs fulfilled, the 1rst and 2nd order needs, 
has changed my perspective on many things. It is not enough to think things are going 
alright because you can be misled and it�’s not enough if things are alright because if 
you think they�’re not you can still feel miserable. Because of this understanding I 
notice how often we create problems where there are none, for example students who 
stressed themselves out about an exam while they didn�’t even know their grade yet, 
and how often we try to make problems go away by not looking for how things really 
are, for example people who feel under the weather but refuse to go to the doctor�’s to 
get a check-up.  
 

The illusion of control 
 

This again shows that aiming for (more intense) emotions that are memorable is a 
risky business. It pertains to the logic of control I have criticized during this whole 
study. It indicates an illusion that emotions can be controlled, produced or evoked by 
one party in another party. My idea is that the traditional way of thinking, in which 
organizations were seen as, and felt like, they were in control of and responsible for 
providing added value, in the experience economy they have to get used to the fact 
that there is shared control over added value. It is not just the organization that adds 
value but there is a big role for the individuals themselves too. It is not like the slogan 
of a Dutch florist says: �“You don�’t just give a bouquet, you give a feeling�”21. Feelings 
and emotions are not simply given, they are had by individuals. Again this is an issue 

                                                   
21 see http://www.bouquetsofemotions.nl/ 
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of the illusion of control. Emotions are not just provoked by what happens 
between the fences or between the entrance and the checkout, they are influenced 
by all sorts of things. A book that has made the immensity and depth of this 
change in perspectives very clear for me was �‘The Support Economy�’ of Zuboff and 
Maxmin. In this book the authors explain at length that we are dealing with the need 
for a different logic in business, to be able to truly focus on the individual and not just 
fake it. I still consider this book as an essential source for understanding what needs to 
happen if organizations sincerely want to become part of the experience economy as I 
have interpreted it.  
 
Another point related to emotions is that for learning there is always emotion 
required, how big or small it may be. For a trajectory like a PhD or an educational 
experience like the ones discussed during the interviews strong emotions are needed to 
stay motivated the whole time. I often wondered in contact with other researchers 
how people, who appeared quite disconnected from their topic of study and who 
seemed to have a more rationalistic motivation, were able to stay motivated for all 
those years. For me emotions like the annoyance about the constant misuse and abuse 
of the term experience and the inflation of the term because of this have been a great 
motivating factor, rather than the intention to get a degree.  
 

The active individual 
 

The question remains whether it is wise for an organization to focus solely on hedonic 
effects. Besides the issue of people getting used to more and more intense stimuli and 
emotions and the resulting need for providing ever more, it also reminds of Nozick�’s 
experience machine. The hypothesis behind this thought experiment was that people 
don�’t just want fun. For me one of the reasons for starting to study experience was 
that I felt that the term experience was only seen in its �‘fun�’, �‘show�’, �‘hedonic�’ 
manifestation. In Dutch there are three translations for the term experience, beleving, 
belevenis and ervaring, and I felt that the focus of scholars of the experience economy 
was more on beleving and belevenis than on ervaring.  The hedonic connotations that 
were given to beleving and belevenis stood in strong contrast with more ervaring-like 
theories I was already working with, like the theory about Flow experiences.  
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Where in most other experience literature the individual was seen as a passive 
consumer who went somewhere to consume and have fun, theories like Flow are built 
on an idea of an active individual who is not merely being entertained but is enjoying 
himself in an active way. Later on the realization that experiences are not just about 
passive consumers but also about active individuals became clearer because of all the 
developments on the internet where individuals became more active contributors and 
creators than passive recipients of whatever organizations decided to put online, but 
also because of theories like co-creation and the philosophy of Arnold Cornelis. 
Cornelis states that we are in the midst of a change from a social ruling system, in 
which we should all follow the same rules and silently accept whatever we are given, 
to a communicative self-directing system, in which we have to make choices for what 
we want, where we want to go and what we want to do. I felt that the focus on 
hedonic effects was a very limited perspective on the effects that could result from an 
experience, if experience was viewed from a self-directing individual�’s perspective. 
 

Lose the experience 
 

But also some other people seemed to react quite negatively to the sole hedonic 
connotation that started to get attached to the term experience, especially in �‘serious�’ 
organizations like the health sector and educational institutions. Patient experience 
was interpreted by these persons as �‘funnifying�’ the curing and caring process and 
environment and improving the student experience was interpreted as making sure 
the student would first of all have fun at school or university. These professionals 
thought that experience would interfere with what their primary activity was. Neither 
being cured and cared for nor being educated can or should always be fun according 
to these persons. By having a restricted perspective on what experience entails these 
misunderstandings can happen. This is why completing the experience economy 
discourse is so important, to understand what discourse is being used in which context 
at which moment. In a Luna park a different discourse may be suited than in a bank. 
 
Because of these negative reactions on the hedonic connotations of the term 
experience, more than once I have been advised to seriously think of renaming what I 
was doing and letting the term experience fall. But as I explained in the preface I felt 
more for explaining that these issues had to do with a discursive problem and with the 
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fact that experience can have many connotations, of which some had become 
dominant. I did not intend to rename something that had existed for centuries just 
because it had become synonymous with entertainment, fun and marketing during 
the last decade. Experience in its full meaning could be active or passive, could be 
pleasurable or painful, could be superficial or deep, and in the discourse on the 
experience economy I felt that all of these aspects should have their place.  
 

Negative can be positive 
 

This is why I also gave attention to �‘negative�’ experiences. The bias towards positive 
hedonic effects like pleasure and fun in literature was understandable: what 
organization in its right mind would want to provide negative or painful experiences 
to their customers? However, this bias may not be as logical as it seems. Negative 
experiences may lead to more learning than positive ones. When coping with the 
negative feedback that negative experiences give us, one has to learn new ways of 
dealing with situations. In the short term the experience may seem negative but in its 
effects it might work out as very positive. Examples of this abound in practice, one just 
has to think of quitting smoking, going through therapy or learning something in 
general. It can even be fun to meet challenges as described in the theory on flow 
experiences.  
 
The theory of Vasilyuk showed that challenges, obstacles and problems can be 
overcome in different ways, by having different types of experiences. If you know 
what the problem is and you know how to solve it, just solve it. If there are many 
things you could do to solve the problem, just choose one and solve it. The situation 
becomes interesting when you don�’t know exactly what the problem is and what you 
should do. This situation requires creativity and by inventing new ways to deal with 
new situations one can innovations. But first one has to get an understanding of the 
situation at hand.  
 
Obviously I�’m not objective but I love the designerly way of dealing with this type of 
situations in the EMIM-program because it is so closely connected to my way of 
seeing experience. A well-known example we use to explain how designers try to find 
out in what kind of situation they find themselves is based on the way of working of 
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IDEO, an international design company. When they took on an assignment to 
improve the patient satisfaction of an American hospital, they did not just read 
reports and do market research but they had one of the members of the team tape a 
video camera to his head and had him admitted in the hospital on a gurney to find 
out what the experience of a patient actually was22. Another great example is a Dutch 
TV-program called �‘Terug op de Werkvloer�’23 (Dutch for �‘Back on the Workfloor�’). In 
this program CEOs work together with their employees for a week, cleaning 
bathrooms, serving dinner, making housecalls etc, to discover how things are really 
working. These are examples of how one can really make an effort to understand the 
situation or problem at hand and understand people living the experience. When 
watching some episodes of Terug op de Werkvloer you can see that it is not always 
fun for the CEO to fulfill those other tasks. First of all because often it implies manual 
work but second because the experience often makes clear how many illogical 
decisions and choices have been made at the op of the organization which have 
completely undesirable consequences for the employees and/or the organization in 
general. However, the insights that the CEOs gain from this experience are often very 
valuable according to themselves. Years after making the initial series the program-
makers revisited the organizations for a sequel called �‘Terug op de Werkvloer �– Hoe 
staat het ervoor?�’ (Back on the Workfloor �– How are we doing?) to see whether the 
experience had really had a positive effect. 

 
Operationalization of Erlebnissen 

 
What has surprised me is that since a couple of years there has been more and more 
discussion on the importance of meaning, sense making and personal development 
and the like but that these things have not been operationalized or made explicit yet. 
The focus on senses and emotions has had great results in terms of measuring 
techniques and methods like for example PrEmo, which was discussed in chapter 3, 
and all sorts of neurological measurements, but the deeper effects have yet to be 
discovered. Attention for happiness is growing though, amongst others in the field of 

                                                   
22 For the story about this study by IDEO�’s founder Tim Brown see http://mitworld.mit.edu/video/357/ 
23 http://tvblik.nl/terug-op-de-werkvloer 
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positive psychology, but generally the operationalization and evaluation of effects 
is still very Erlebnis-focused.  
 
But if people are able to connect what has happened to their own knowledge and 
framework of reference, they can connect the Erlebnis in terms of meaning to the 
context of their life. The Erlebnis can become meaningful in its own context or it can 
become meaningful well beyond its original context. To give an example from my 
own context: in theory I could have done nothing with my feelings of frustration 
about the, in my opinion, superficial use of the term experience and my curiosity 
about what experience is. In time these emotions might have passed. Instead I 
decided to look into the subject, which resulted in doing a PhD on it, causing it to 
influence and colour about everything I do. Especially this last step often misses in the 
area of experience economy. If there is any focus on meaning at all, then it is still 
usually meaning within one context. The best party ever, the most impressive 
performance of all time, the most delightful dinner experience you will ever have, the 
most unique, great, wonderful, fantastic�… etc.  
 
But these are still temporary effects. After all, a dinner experience is the most 
delightful dinner experience only until a new dinner experience becomes the most 
delightful dinner experience. The temporary nature of effects may sound attractive 
because the effects seem easier to measure. In fact one can see this focus everyweher 
in practice: traditional education is often still focused on surface learning, at 
conference venues the communication often takes place more in terms of a 
distribution of information rather than as a conversation or dialogue and advertising 
is still mainly focused on sending and broadcasting. However, in all these areas, in 
which it is the goal of the organization to get a message across, asking people what 
they have learned immediately after the Erlebnis ends, cannot result in something 
different than mere surface learning answers. Because of the vast openness of the deep 
learning effects, it is still very difficult to evaluate these and to determine when to 
evaluate these. Perhaps this again has to do with the control focus. In those deeper 
levels the individual�’s role is much more pronounced and measurements are much 
less standardized and objective. Deeper effects like deep learning etc are just more 
complex and harder to evaluate because they are also very dependent on the person.  
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Richer research 
 

Fortunately attention for more qualitative and rich research methods is growing in 
organizations but there also seems to be a movement within business education. 
When I started this research I only had experience and knowledge of the research 
methods I was taught during my studies. Most of these were quite positivistic, with the 
exception of case research. When searching for an appropriate strategy and method 
for answering my research questions I had to check off strategy after strategy, method 
after method, because none of these seemed in line with the phenomenon I wanted to 
study: the nature of free choice learning experiences from the perspective of the 
individuals who had experienced these themselves. It took me a very long time and 
many discussions with other researchers to get a grip on the whole interpretivistic 
branch of research that had been seriously neglected during my studies. Fortunately I 
have been given the opportunity to teach in many courses that I had followed when I 
was a student and I am delighted to see that these more human-centred strategies and 
methods are coming to the fore more and more in different disciplines. 
 

An experience perspective 
 

In terms of surface and deep learning one thing that surprised me was to see how 
working on such a big project for such a long time has such an immense effect on 
one�’s way of thinking and seeing. My whole frame of reference has transformed into 
an experience-perspective, something that permeates almost everything I see and do. 
Of course I now also know about many surface definitions and models and cases and 
examples but are those the effects that have made the largest impression in themselves? 
I think not. The fact that I can combine these, and connect them with concepts and 
situations that may seem unrelated to the experience economy is what has the most 
value for me, as a person and as a professional. Insights like the ones described above 
related to flow experience, the experiences as Vasilyuk describes them and the 
definition of happiness, are not just theoretical concepts that are useful for my 
research but have also influenced how I look at situations. But also the knowledge of 
the difference between surface and deep learning has taught me a great deal about 
how to go about teaching courses and how to coordinate the EMIM-program. The 
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(un-) desirability of a completely hedonic existence and the potential of vicarious 
experiences became clear from movies like The Matrix, Minority Report, Abre los 
Ojos, The Game and Eternal Sunshine of the spotless mind.  
 

Experiential learning 
 

But also the theories on experience and learning made me ponder over some issues. 
Although I love to teach in courses at higher education institutions and universities, 
this is still just one type of teaching. Especially when I started with pilates and Zumba 
I noticed how different styles of teaching are appropriate for different goals. I can tell 
someone about how a theory works, I can show what a definition is but I can�’t teach 
someone certain social skills and other more personal things. The same thing goes for 
certain sports: you can tell people what to do, people can follow an instructor, but 
there still is a large component of having to experience what a certain movement feels 
like or should feel like that just has to be discovered. The same thing struck me when 
at a conference a master chef told about all the flavors in a dish she prepared for us. 
There were plain oysters and after each bite she added something to the oyster which 
was supposed to change the whole flavor. This was yet another situation that still 
baffles me: how can you teach someone how to taste? Teaching secondary experience 
is easy I would say, but as soon as you try to teach something that has to do with 
sensory impressions the difficulty begins. Also because you can never ascertain that 
someone else senses the same thing as you do. Perhaps it is more simple for distant 
senses like hearing and seeing, but for smelling, feeling and tasting, and of course for 
the deeper effects I have focused on in this research, the situation is still unclear to me. 
Perhaps it has to do with what is explained by the SEC framework. In terms of the 
SEC framework one can say that learning to smell, feel or taste is mainly 
characterized by experience characteristics and deep learning has mainly credence 
characteristics. One can never exactly know what to expect upfront from the 
experience. There are of course some search characteristics one can search 
information on but in the case of these types of learning search characteristics are not 
the ones that characterize the experience. The aspects that have defined the 
experience are in fact experience and credence characteristics: aspects that you have 
to live through to know whether they are useful, pleasurable or whatever, or of which 
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even after the experience has ended one doesn�’t know what the exact use, value or 
meaning was.  
 

Progressive insights 
 

Also for an explorative study like mine it was hard, not to say impossible, to form 
expectations upfront and to state what the results of the research would be. In fact, 
there have been many occasions in which a book just fell off a shelf in the bookstore 
that contained the perfect theory of model to solve some issue I was working on. Or 
cases in which I was searching for article A and because of some typo I found 
something different and even more useful that article A turned out to be. Or moments 
in which I had completely lost track of what I was doing and just painted some 
overview of my research on a canvas, only to discover that the encounter-centred 
approach, which I had tried to connect to the environment- and effect-centred 
approach for years and years to no avail, suddenly was connected on the canvas. I can 
hardly believe that I am the only one whose research was made up of moments like 
these, fortunate incidents and coincidences, but still most of the research methodology 
students learn about act as of the world is orderly. This may be the case if you are 
researching rocks or other inanimate objects, but people are messy and I have to say I 
prefer the surprises that this way of working has brought me. And as I said: 
fortunately there is more and more attention for the more messy, interpretivistic 
methods. There is also a growing market of organizations that are specialized in 
helping people to express deeper meanings. Usually other media are used by them 
than mere words and numbers. There are organizations that help by drawing rich 
pictures of the situation at hand and others who use Lego building blocks to help 
people with expressing what they mean. Also in the executive master we have 
implemented some exercises for expressing meaning in different ways. Especially in 
this information-dense society it is important to be aware of the different ways, shapes 
and forms in which information can be communicated. With all the developments in 
technology and digital communication the amount of new sources from which 
information can be gathered is growing exponentially.  
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This brings me to what I believe has always been the subconscious motivation for 
doing this research that I have only become aware of after years. I strongly believe 
that the present educational system is not intended for everyone. I remember a 
workshop a long time ago when a lady showed a picture of some coins, structured in 
some pattern. She asked the audience to try to move 3 coins, so that some other 
pattern would come about. I don�’t remember exactly what the goal was but I 
remember the explanation the lady give for the exercise afterwards: you could 
distinguish three groups of people. One group stared at the picture or in the air or 
someone else, trying to think how to solve the problem. Others took out their wallet, 
laid down some coins and started to shift them around to solve the problem. The 
third group started to talk to their neighbors to try to solve the problem together. This 
explanation was very much in line with all the theories on different kinds of 
intelligence and our strong focus in the Western world on only one or some of these, 
to the detriment of the others. In 2006, in one of his TED presentations Sir Ken 
Robinson gave his opinion on this issue: �“The whole system of public education 
around the world is a protracted process of university entrance,�” and in fact the 
system is very much dominated by mere cognitive thought. I strongly believe that this 
causes a huge waste of resources, as other, non-cognitive talents, are not recognized. I 
have always been lucky to fit in the system but have always been surprised about what 
I see as a dishonest system. It�’s people with degrees who get the status in society, while 
there are many other talents that go completely ignored. But especially with the great 
need for creativity we should try to discover the talents of people and develop them, 
not ignore them.  And to think that the experience discourse had been limited to a 
discourse about events with a beginning and an end, about fun and Disney-like 
spectacles and about one value: money. I would like to see experience as the basis of 
more attention for Erfahrung, for meaningful effects and for other values that 
individuals can invest beyond money.   
 
It is about giving people the opportunity to express themselves in what they do and 
invest their resources. Although attention is growing for the investment of resources 
by individuals, I really think that it is time to operationalize this issue further. There 
are now so many examples of co-creation and-design, crowdsourcing and -funding, 
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user generated content and innovation and of course the investments people make in 
social media, that it is nothing but short-sighted to stick with the traditional view that 
money is everything that counts, that hedonic effects are the effects people look for 
and that we need to focus on the senses and emotions of people. I hope that my work 
in this dissertation has helped in this respect. 
 
This dissertation ends here, but the experience will hopefully continue. This is also 
why I have said that my goal was to construct a foundation, something for others and 
for me to continue building on. To make the finite Erlebnis of writing and of reading 
this book into an Erfahrung, for the love of experience. 
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English Summary 
 
In this dissertation the bias in the experience economy discourse is dealt with by 
constructing a sound and integrative theoretical foundation for the experience 
economy from the individual�’s perspective. The bias in the discourse mainly consists 
of the dominance of the experience provider�’s or organizational perspective in the 
language and logic that have been developed for the experience economy. By seeing 
experience from a broader perspective than the mere economic one, using insights 
from various disciplines, and by incorporating the individual�’s perspective in the 
discourse, a more complete and meaningful perspective for the experience economy 
emerges. 
 
The attention for the experience economy has been very high during the last decade 
in mainly the areas of management and marketing. The experience economy is seen 
as the follow-up of the service economy and is therefore often described in terms of 
the increasing dematerialisation of the economy. While competitive advantage in the 
goods- and service economy was still largely base don the provision of physical 
attributes, the focus in the experience economy is often on intangible aspects like 
sensory impressions and emotional reactions of individuals. 
 
A problem of the current experience economy literature is that there is no clear and 
generally accepted definition of what experience is. This creates much confusion and 
uncertainty about what one is talking about when using the term experience. A review 
of current experience economy literature made me realize that there are three 
different approaches to the phenomenon to be distinguished. 
 
Basically, experience is a contact between an individual and something in his or her 
environment, in which the individual is also part of the environment. For each of 
these basic elements of an experience an approach can be identified in literature. The 
approach focused on experience as something in the environment I have named the 
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�‘environment-centred�’ approach. There is also an approach focused on what happens 
to the individual, the �‘effect-centred�’ approach. Finally, there is an approach that 
looks at experience in terms of contact between the individual and the environment 
that I have called the �‘encounter-centred�’ approach. 
 
Each of the three distinct approaches of experience has a strong organizational bias in 
the discourse, leading to an incomplete perspective on the experience economy. 
 
In the environment-centred approach, the role of the organization as experience 
producer and supplier is emphasized. Experiences are considered as economic 
offerings with objective features and it is the organization�’s task to define and deliver 
the �“right�” features. By doing this, other concepts of experience are ignored. 
 
In the effect-centred approach, special attention is given to the role of organizations in 
managing and producing predetermined hedonic effects for individuals. The 
individual himself and his role in the emergence of effects is not taken into account in 
this approach of the experience economy. The existence of effects other than hedonic 
ones is disregarded. 
 
In the encounter-centred approach, the contact between the individual and his 
environment is limited to the contact between an individual and an organization. The 
role of the organization is seen as determining which values the individual has to 
invest in the encounter, usually principally focused on money and time. Values that 
individuals invest in the experience that cannot be expressed in terms of money or 
time are left out of the picture. 
 
To address the organizational bias in the discourse, other disciplines than those of 
marketing and management are consulted in chapter 3 to have a broader look at the 
phenomenon of experience. This shows that the features that are focused on in the 
environment-centred approach are not considered to be experience in other 
disciplines. It also becomes clear that experience can be viewed at different levels, 
which logically follow each other, resulting in a spectrum of experience concepts, 
ranging from secondary to vicarious, primary, emotional, meaningful and integrative. 
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The differences between Erlebnissen and Erfahrungen, two concepts that are 
distinguished in many European languages, are clarified in this chapter. 
 
In Chapter 4, the bias in the effect-centred approach of the experience economy is 
addressed. First, the risks of the strong current focus on hedonic effects are discussed. 
Different kinds of pleasure are reviewed and �‘eudaimonia�’ is introduced as an 
alternative to hedonism that is promoted by several philosophers. Also the bias 
regarding the role that organizations are claimed to have in terms of control they 
allegedly have over the effects created is scrutinized. Theories on learning and 
meaning show that rather than organizations, individuals determine what the effects 
of an experience will be. 
 
The focus on specified values in the encounter-centred approach is discussed in 
chapter 5. Current methods of valuation are often based on the idea that the more the 
individual receives, the more value he or she perceives and the more the individual 
has to invest to obtain what he or she wants, the lower the perceived value will be. 
Different theories, however, speak against this idea. There also appear to exist values 
for which this relationship is different, even opposite: the more you invest, the more 
you obtain. Different types of value can be identified and organizations still disregard 
much of the value that cannot, or at least not easily, be expressed in terms of money 
or time. In this chapter three more facilitative and supportive roles for organizations 
in an experience economy are presented which take the full spectrum of value into 
consideration. 
 
Up to this point the research is mainly based on theory, thus creating the risk that 
conclusions are drawn that do not do justice to the role of the individual in 
experiences. For this reason I have decided to existential-phenomenological 
interviews with individuals on the free choice learning experience they have had. 
From the results of these interviews three major themes have emerged: Engagement, 
Direction and Investment. 
 
Engagement is about the relationship between the various constituents and parties 
that are involved in the experience. What can for example be said about the 
engagement of the organization with the participants and the experience? How can 
we involve the background of participants and their life outside the experience in the 
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experience? Direction refers to the role that the organization claims in the experience. 
For example, what is the desired amount of control? And what do participants in the 
experience want that control to consist of? Investment, by contrast, refers to the role 
of the participants in the experience. What role do they want or can they have in the 
experience? And how can their activity during a potential post-experience be 
supported? 
 
The combination of theoretical knowledge and insights from the interviews shows 
how organizations can create more value in the experience economy. The overview of 
the whole experience economy discourse enables organizations to consciously make 
decisions on which type(s), effects and values of experience they want to focus on, and 
hence make wiser decisions. I also give some examples of how insights from this 
research have been implemented in one of the learning experiences that were 
discussed during the interviews: the EMIM-program. 
 
Chapter 9 finally contains an epilogue on my own research process that resulted in 
this thesis. I describe my own experience as far as possible in terms of the concepts, 
effects, values and interview themes in this research. 
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Nederlandse samenvatting 
 
In dit proefschrift wordt de bias in het discours van de experience economie 
aangepakt door een solide en integrale theoretische basis te bieden voor de experience 
economie vanuit het perspectief van het individu. De bias in het discours bestaat er 
vooral uit dat in de taal en de logica die hierdoor zijn ontwikkeld voor de experience 
economie het perspectief van de organisatie die de experience zou leveren wordt 
benadrukt. Door experience in een breder perspectief dan enkel het economische te 
bekijken, met behulp van inzichten uit uiteenlopende disciplines, en door het 
perspectief van het individu in het discours op te nemen, ontstaat een vollediger en 
zinvoller perspectief op de experience economie. 
 
De experience economie heeft sinds het afgelopen decennium zeer veel aandacht 
gekregen in met name de vakgebieden van marketing en management. De experience 
economie wordt gezien als het vervolg op de dienstverleningseconomie en wordt als 
zodanig vaak beschreven in termen die duiden op een verdergaande dematerialisatie 
van de economie. Waar concurrentievoordeel in de producten- en diensteneconomie 
nog in meer of mindere mate gestoeld was op het leveren van fysieke attributen, daar 
wordt de focus van de experience economie veelal gelegd op ontastbare zaken als 
zintuiglijke impressies en emotionele reacties van individuen. 
 
Een probleem van de huidige literatuur op het gebied van de experience economie is 
dat er geen eenduidige en algemeen geaccepteerde definitie van wat experience is 
wordt gegeven. Hierdoor ontstaat veel verwarring en onduidelijkheid over waar men 
het over heeft wanneer men de term experience gebruikt. Een overzicht van de 
huidige literatuur op het gebied van de experience economie deed bij mij het besef 
ontstaan dat er drie verschillende benaderingen van het fenomeen te onderscheiden 
zijn. 
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In de basis is experience een contact tussen een individu en iets in zijn of haar 
omgeving, waarbij het individu zelf ook deel uitmaakt van de eigen omgeving. Er is 
voor elk van deze basiselementen van experience een benadering te herkennen in de 
literatuur. De benadering die gefocust is op experience als het iets in de omgeving heb 
ik de �‘environment-centred�’ oftewel omgevingsgecentreerde benadering genoemd. Er 
is tevens een benadering gefocust op wat er gebeurt met het individu, de �‘effect-
centred�’ oftewel effect-gecentreerde benadering. Ten slotte is er een benadering die 
experience beziet in termen van het contact tussen het individu en de omgeving die ik 
de �‘encounter-centred�’ oftewel de ontmoetingsgecentreerde benadering heb gedoopt.  
 
Elke van de drie onderscheiden benaderingen van experience vertoont een sterke 
organisatorische bias in het discours die leidt tot een onvolledig perspectief op de 
experience economie. 
 
In de environment-centred benadering wordt de rol van de organisatie als experience-
producent en �–leverancier benadrukt. Experiences worden beschouwd als 
economische goederen met objectieve kenmerken waarbij het de taak van de 
organisatie is om de �‘juiste�’ kenmerken te bepalen en leveren. Hierdoor worden 
andere concepten van experience genegeerd. 
 
In de effect-centred benadering wordt vooral aandacht gegeven aan de rol die 
organisaties hebben in het managen en produceren van vooraf bepaalde hedonische 
effecten bij individuen. Met het individu zelf en zijn/haar rol in het ontstaan van 
effecten wordt echter geen rekening gehouden in deze benadering van de experience 
economie. Ook het bestaan van andere effecten dan hedonische wordt buiten 
beschouwing gelaten. 
 
In de encounter-centred benadering wordt het contact tussen het individu en zijn 
haar omgeving beperkt tot het contact tussen het individu en de organisatie. De rol 
van de organisatie wordt gezien als die van bepaler van welke waarden het individu 
moet investeren in de ontmoeting, gewoonlijk sterk gericht op geld en tijd. Waarden 
die individuen investeren in de experience die niet in geld danwel tijd zijn uit te 
drukken blijven buiten beeld. 
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Om de organisatorische bias in het discours te verhelpen wordt in hoofdstuk 3 
breder naar het fenomeen van experience gekeken door andere disciplines dan die 
van marketing en management te raadplegen. Hieruit blijkt dat de zaken waar in 
de environment-centred benadering op gefocust wordt, in andere gebieden juist 
niet als experience worden beschouwd. Ook wordt duidelijk dat experience op 
verschillende niveaus bekeken kan worden, die elkaar logisch opvolgen, 
resulterend in een spectrum van experience concepten, variërend van secundair tot 
plaatsvervangend, primair, emotioneel, betekenisvol en integratief. Ook de verschillen 
tussen belevenissen en ervaringen, twee concepten die in veel Europese talen 
onderscheiden worden, worden duidelijk in dit hoofdstuk. 
 
In hoofdstuk 4 wordt de bias binnen de effect-centred benadering van de experience 
economie aangepakt. Allereerst worden de risico�’s van de huidige sterke focus op 
hedonische effecten besproken. Verschillende soorten plezier passeren de revue en het 
door een aantal filosofen gepropageerde �‘eudaimonia�’  wordt als alternatief voor het 
hedonisme geïntroduceerd. Ook de bias voor wat betreft de rol die organisaties wordt 
toegedicht in termen van de controle die zij zouden hebben op de te ontstane effecten 
wordt tegen het licht gehouden. Theorieën over leren en betekenis tonen aan dat niet 
organisaties maar juist individuen bepalen wat de effecten van een experience zullen 
zijn.  
 
De focus op bepaalde waarden binnen de encounter-centred benadering wordt 
besproken in hoofdstuk 5. Huidige manieren van waardebepaling zijn vaak gestoeld 
op het idee dat hoe meer het individu ontvangt, hoe meer waarde hij of zij percipieert 
en hoe meer het individu moet investeren om hetgeen hij of zij wil hebben, hoe lager 
de gepercipieerde waarde zal zijn. Verschillende theorieën spreken dit idee echter 
tegen. Er blijken ook waarden te zijn waarvoor deze relatie anders ligt, zelfs 
omgekeerd: hoe meer men investeert, hoe meer men krijgt. Er kunnen verschillende 
soorten waarde onderscheiden worden en organisaties laten nog veel van de waarde 
die niet of althans moeilijk in geld of tijd uit te drukken is liggen. In dit hoofdstuk 
worden drie meer faciliterende en ondersteunende rollen gepresenteerd die 
organisaties in een experience economie kunnen hebben waarbij het volledige 
spectrum van waarde in ogenschouw wordt genomen.  
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Tot dit punt is het onderzoek met name gebaseerd op theorie waardoor het risico 
bestaat dat conclusies getrokken zijn die toch geen recht doen aan de rol van het 
individu in experiences. Om deze reden heb ik besloten om ook existentieel-
fenomenologische interviews te houden met individuen over een vrijwillig gekozen 
leerervaring die zij hebben gehad. Uit de resultaten van deze interviews zijn drie 
hoofdthema�’s naar voren gekomen: Betrokkenheid, Sturing en Investering.  
 
Betrokkenheid gaat over de relatie tussen de verschillende bestanddelen en partijen 
die deel uitmaken van de experience. Hoe staat het bijvoorbeeld met de 
betrokkenheid van de organisatie bij de experience en de deelnemers? Hoe betrekt 
men de achtergrond van deelnemers en hun leven buiten de experience bij de 
experience? Sturing heeft betrekking op de rol die de organisatie opeist in de 
experience. Wat is bijvoorbeeld de gewenste hoeveelheid sturing? En waar moet die 
sturing dan uit bestaan? Investering gaat daarentegen over de rol van de deelnemers 
in de experience. Wat voor rol willen of kunnen zij bijvoorbeeld hebben in de 
experience? En hoe kan hun activiteit tijdens een eventuele post-experience 
ondersteund worden? 
 
De combinatie van de theoretische inzichten en de inzichten uit de interviews geeft 
een beeld van hoe organisaties meer waarde kunnen creëren in de experience 
economie. Het overzicht van het gehele experience economie discourse stelt 
organisaties in staat om bewust een keuze te maken voor waar men zich op wil 
richten, op welk type experience, op welke effecten en op welke waarden, en om 
wijzere beslissingen te nemen. Ook geef ik een aantal voorbeelden van hoe de 
inzichten uit dit onderzoek vorm hebben gekregen in een van de leerervaringen 
waarover in de interviews gesproken is: Het EMIM-programma. 
 
Hoofdstuk 9 bevat tenslotte een epiloog over mijn eigen onderzoeksproces dat heeft 
geresulteerd in dit proefschrift. Mijn eigen experience beschrijf ik voor zover mogelijk 
in termen van de concepten, effecten, waarden en interview-thema�’s uit het 
onderzoek.
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APPENDIX A: Descriptions of  experiences discussed 
during interviews 
 
 

ACM 
 
ACM or 'Advanced change methodologies', is a Masterprogram for consultants and 
intervention-specialists who want to develop their own methodology for dealing with 
stagnating organizational problems. Students work on making their change 
methodology explicit and enriching the how, what and why of their actions as 
consultants.  
 
http://www.sioo.nl/  

 

 
 
EMIM 
 
EMIM, or the Executive Master in Information Management is an accredited Master 
of Science program for managers, advisors and policymakers who want to translate 
social and technological developments into their own environment. Participants learn 
to question their thinking and functioning, to translate and deal with problems on a 
strategic level, to develop their innovative abilities and to take a multidisciplinary and 
design-based approach to organizational and information problems. 
 
http://www.ienm.nl/ 
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Kaos Pilot 
 
The KaosPilot program is a privately funded program focused on creative business, 
leadership, project and process design. Students learn how to build a viable business 
according to their and their clients�’ visions and values, they learn how to be leaders, 
and how to initiate and execute creative and sustainable projects, as well as design 
and conduct change processes for different clients. Kaos Pilot is still active in 
Denmark, its country of origin, but the Dutch school closed in 2009. Some former 
students have continued the school�’s philosophy in a new initiative called Knowmads. 
 
http://www.kaospilot.dk/  
http://knowmads.nl/ 
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APPENDIX B: Interview questions and themes 
 
 
 
Theme/question Motivation 
Period of participation in experience to make respondents think about that 

time and try to bring them back to that 
period 

Participation in other free choice learning 
experiences (educational or other) 

to make respondents be aware of other 
free choice learning experiences they 
participated in so they can speak about 
those too during the interview 

When speaking about the experience, 
what do you tell other people? 

to open up the interview by making the 
respondent think of concrete situations 
in which he or she spoke about the 
experience with other people afterwards 

Reasons for choosing experience, 
intentions/motivations, goals 

to make respondent think about the 
decision process that preceded the 
experience. What were his/her 
motivations and the goals he/she had 
for deciding to participate? 

Where did experience take place, what 
kind of environments? 

to make the respondent imagine the 
environment where the experience took 
place 

Social context (working in groups, 
friendships, prolonged contact) 

to make the respondent remember the 
people who were participating in the 
same experience 
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Always enthusiastic or sometimes fed up, 
difficult 

to make the respondent think of what 
kind of emotions he or she experienced 
while participating 

What made the biggest impression? to evoke the memory of strong 
emotional or other events that took 
place 

Do you ever think about the experience 
since you have finished? In what kinds of 
situations? What do you do with it? 

to probe what role the experience plays 
in the life of the respondent 

What have been the effects of the 
experience for you? Professionally? 
Personally? Other? 

to explore how the respondent expresses 
these effects 

What did you learn? to explore at how the respondent 
expresses what he has learned 

What has caused the biggest effect? to find out whether there is a relation 
between specific events or stimuli and 
effects 

Have you ever noticed a difference 
between your ideas and effects on the 
short versus the long term? 

to make the respondent think back to 
the effects he/she experienced during or 
shortly after the experience and later 
effects 

Are you still in touch with your fellow 
participants or the organizers? 

to find out whether the experience is still 
going on and in what way. Also: why 
not. 

Investment of values what does the respondent perceive as 
his/her investment in the experience? 

What could have been done to improve 
on the experience? 

to evoke stories about the experience 
that have not come up yet during the 
interview 

Are there other important aspects of the 
experience that we have not discussed? 

to evoke stories about the experience 
that have not come up yet during the 
interview 

 


