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The LETS Experience 
Economy

chapter 1

Learning Objectives

 ● To appreciate the growing significance of the experience economy;
 ● To understand the nature of the experience economy and the experiential properties of 

the LETS product and service;
 ● To understand the importance and meaning of the LETS experience to the consumer as 

value is co-created;
 ● To examine the relationship between the LETS experience and the management of  service 

quality; and
 ● To consider the ways in which the consumer experience can be facilitated and enhanced 

by appropriate management.

intrOductiOn

Cinema manager? No, I’m in the guest experience business (Goodman, 2014: 6).

The first edition of this book pointed out how the product and service across the LETS in-
dustry was gradually being supplemented by an additional dimension, the consumer experi-
ence, in the way it could be perceived, although not all practitioners, perhaps, at that time 
managed as if it were. The quotation in Goodman’s newspaper article in 2014 is perhaps more 
representative of how LETS professionals view the nature of their business and how it is man-
aged, although, empirically, there are different views on this, as we discuss later. At the cutting 
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edge of the LETS industry, the product, in the guise of an activity and a setting, and the service 
processes underpinning the delivery of the product, are now increasingly subsumed by their ex-
periential properties, where the emotional engagement of the consumer is paramount and the 
professional is involved in customer experience management. The purpose of this chapter is to 
examine the growth in the importance of the experience economy and the nature of the LETS 
consumer experience and to consider their implications for the management of service quality.

grOwing impOrtance Of the experience ecOnOmy

We have seen an increase in recent years in the literature examining the experience economy, 
hedonic consumption and experiential marketing, with implications for the management 
of the customer experience and service quality (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; Pine and 
 Gilmore, 1998; Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Carú and Cova, 2007). Some theorists iden-
tified the origins, perhaps in the 18th-century notion of romanticism (Holbrook, 1999; Carú 
and Cova, 2007), but it was Hirschman and Holbrook (1982) who really suggested consumers 
were looking to integrate their lifestyle with the symbolic meaning of the products they pur-
chased. Indeed, they suggest that it led to the notion of ‘hedonic consumption’, which they 
defined as ‘those facets of consumer behaviour that relate to the multi-sensory, fantasy and 
emotive aspects of one’s experience with products’ (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982: 92).

However, Pine and Gilmore’s book published in 1999, and their article of the previous year, 
on the experience economy are seen by many as the key influence in this aspect of services 
management (Ferreira and Teixeira, 2013). The results of their research confirmed the broad 
scope of influence of the concept of ‘customer experience’ and also coined the term ‘experience 
economy’. They contended that the ‘experience economy’ represents a fourth stage in the de-
velopment of economies after the agrarian, industrial and service stages. They suggested that 
organizations in many contexts were increasingly staging experiences, a fourth level of adding 
economic value and achieving competitive advantage. There may be some uncertainty about 
the status of the service in such cases – whether it is the core offering or the means to ex-
periencing the core offering – but there is still value created in the process (Chen et al., 2012; 
Grönroos, 2012; Pareigis et al., 2012). Indeed, in the USA, experiences have supplanted service 
as the predominant economic offering, in terms of GDP, employment and actual value (Pine 
and Gilmore, 2014), and across the service sector and the LETS industry in many countries the 
experience economy has assumed great significance. The spectacular natural beauty of Milford 
Sound in New Zealand’s South Island has become one of the world’s most attractive tourist 
destinations and represents one of the early initiatives to market a natural resource as a tourist 
experience (Fig. 1.1). Another key influence, of course, was the Walt Disney Company, which 
coined the term ‘guestology’ to represent their customer-focused approach; indeed, this phrase 
was introduced at the time that they were developing Epcot and gathered much feedback from 
customers in the design of the park and they would argue that guestology is the science of con-
tinuous improvement in their customer care.
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Emergence of the experience economy
Table 1.1 shows how an experience economy offers more than goods, commodities and ser-
vices. In a service economy, organizations deliver intangible benefits to the customer which are 
seen as rational and functional. In an experience economy there are many benefits, of course, 
but there is much more emphasis on emotions and feelings, as we see later in this chapter. In 
such an experience economy, people readily exchange valued resources (time, money, physical, 
social and psychological safety) for motivational and emotional experiences that are staged by 
organizations that have traditionally been thought of as ‘service’ organizations, as well as organ-
izations that offer products and commodities (Ellis and Rosman, 2008: 4).

The customer experience, in this context, assumes much greater importance and complexity for 
organizations to manage and raises questions about exactly what it is.

the impOrtance Of the custOmer experience

There are a number of factors that explain why there is increasing attention to the experience 
economy and the customer experience:

 ● There is growing support for the view that spending discretionary money on experiential 
rather than material purchases leads to greater happiness (Howell et al., 2012; Howell and 

Fig. 1.1. Milford Sound, New Zealand: an early mass consumer experience.
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Guevarra, 2013). The concept of people needing fulfilment through creating the lifestyle 
they want and achieving intrinsic satisfaction through engaging with service and brand 
experiences was highlighted in the first edition, as was the growing importance attached 
to the experiential properties of the LETS product and service;

 ● It is further noted that modern lifestyles including the UK’s intense work culture have 
increased demand for fun, fantasy and escapism through exciting, memorable and en-
riched customer experiences (Anderson, 2006) that feel ‘special’.

As Willis (2015) suggest:

Delivering a memorable customer experience is the key driver for many companies in the leisure 
and hospitality industry. As a sector, operators are united by the fact that their product is actually 
an experience and it is the ability of a company to successfully manage and deliver this experience 
which can determine its success.

 ● Providing a good experience is also important because it influences customer expectations 
and customer satisfaction and can lead to greater customer loyalty (Zomerdijk and Voss, 
2010) and support brand awareness (Berry and Carbone, 2007), as we see in Chapter 4.

Table 1.1. The nature of experience economy: comparison with goods and services 
(Adapted from Pine and Gilmore, 2008: 5; Ellis and Rosman, 2008: 5).

Goods industry Service industry Experience economy

Economic 
function

Manufacturing Service delivery Staged encounter

Characteristics  
of offering

Tangibility Intangibility Experiential

Value creation 
through

Consumption Interactive 
processes

Experience sharing

Consumer Customer Customer/ 
Co-producer

Customer/ 
co-producer/participant

Nature of  
offering

Tangible Intangible 
(inseparable, 
perishable, 
heterogeneous)

Experience encounters 
that are engaging, 
memorable and, 
in some contexts, 
transformational

Key attribute Standardized; quality = 
same valuable product 
every time produced

Customized to 
markets

Personalized to 
individuals
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 ● It is also argued that competitive dynamics and the impact of technology are now empha-
sizing the crucial role of the customer experience (Wikstrom, 2008; Fawcett et al., 2014); 
indeed, Fawcett et al. suggest that, in achieving a competitive edge, organizations must 
focus on the ‘last 100 meters of the supply chain’ (Fawcett et al., 2014: 450). The service 
encounter in the LETS industry of course represents the core elements of the ‘supply 
chain’, particularly the face-to-face encounters, to which we will return later in the chapter 
and in Chapters 5 and 8. Technological advances can also provide the opportunity for 
LETS providers to innovate and create far more sensory and immersive experiences that 
further blur the lines between fun and learning (McGrath, 2014).

Thus we can see that the three main drivers of the experience economy – technology, more de-
manding consumers, and increasing competition – are encouraging organizations to promote 
differentiation and customer loyalty (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010) by delivering products and 
services to customers that contain experiential properties. This also implies that the meaning of 
the customer experience and how organizations perceive and understand it also becomes more 
important. For example, Hilton Hotels are ‘passionate about delivering exceptional guest ex-
periences’ and Sydney Opera House is ‘committed to providing outstanding customer service 
to ensure an enjoyable experience for all customers’.

A number of writers have built on the momentum of Pine and Gilmore’s theorizing in 1998 to 
offer various perspectives on the experience economy and the concept of the customer experience 
as the literature on these aspects of services management has grown considerably in the last decade.

the cOncept Of custOmer experience

There are different views of what customer experience is. Johnston and Kong (2011) suggest 
that whereas a product is a thing and service is an activity or a process involving the customer, 
customer experience is ‘their personal interpretation of the service process and their interaction 
and involvement with it during their journey or flow through a series of touch points and how 
those things make the customer feel’ ( Johnston and Kong, 2011: 7). It can also be seen from the 
perspective of the organization where it is a service experience which is designed, staged and 
delivered by the organization (Heinonen et al., 2010). It is therefore a planned and controlled 
process with outcomes defined by the organization and may be termed a ‘provider-dominant 
logic’ approach to customer service. This may embrace aspects of customer relationship man-
agement in which the customer’s perceptions of the overall experience develop over time and 
perhaps a number of contacts or visits. This, however, ignores those aspects outside the control 
of the organization and its management of the service process and is more concerned with the 
cognitive, affective and behavioural elements of the service offering (Klaus and Maklan, 2012) 
rather than the emotional aspects of the customer experience.

Indeed, Palmer (2010) identifies a move away from utilitarian views of experience towards def-
initions based more on the hedonistic properties of a product. This suggests that ‘experience’ 
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is more than just entertainment or knowledge acquisition and interaction with an activity or 
a setting, and seems to be relevant to all services. Indeed, Johnston and Kong (2011) suggest 
that ‘service always comes with an experience … and that all service encounters provide an 
opportunity for emotional engagement, however mundane the product or service might be’ 
( Johnston and Kong, 2011: 5).

A number of specific observations on customer experience focus on its emotional and motiv-
ational dimensions and take us into the domain of experiential-phenomenological research 
(Carú and Cova, 2003; Heinonen et al., 2010; Ziakas and Boukas, 2014) in which consumer ex-
perience is seen as internal and emotional and includes the flow of fantasies, feelings and fun 
where the behaviour is not goal-directed (Heinonen et al., 2010). Such an approach can be seen 
in the Eden Project’s stated approach to customer experience management:

Our site is an international visitor attraction with a difference, and not only because it’s in a hole 
in the ground. Our mission is to provide a stage on which we entertain and communicate both our 
work and that of others. Most importantly we want to give you a good day out by taking you on a 
journey that is memorable and inspiring. Everything links together – from what we grow, to what 
we cook and what we sell.

Such an example resonates with the views that experience management should encourage the 
customer to engage as many senses as possible to achieve memorable experiences and the two 
additional dimensions raised by Pine and Gilmore (1998) of absorption or immersion in the 
activity and, secondly, active or passive participation are central to this. The Eden Project, per-
haps, also embraces the four types of experience also outlined by Pine and Gilmore: entertain-
ment; education; aesthetic; and escapism.

It follows from such analysis that customer experiences can be seen as multi-dimensional and 
situation-specific (Palmer, 2010; Ferreira and Teixeira, 2013). In the LETS industry the over-
whelming evidence from the literature is that its meaning in many managed contexts is shaped 
by a myriad of complex perceptual constructs and the nature of the setting or context for 
the activity (Schulz and Watkins, 2007; Martin and Woodside, 2011). Indeed, Martin and 
Woodside (2011) suggest that tourists’ behaviour is governed by many past experiences and a 
wide range of stimuli, with a complex mix of psychological properties including arousal, sensa-
tion and imagery. Berridge (2012) suggests that understanding the nature of an event experi-
ence is also complex, particularly given that the relationship between the event provider and 
the customer is often not straightforward.

Such complex properties also dovetail with leisure theory, which is constructed upon the 
socio-psychological constraints of perceived freedom and intrinsic motivation as well as 
various stages of the LETS experience. Manfredo et al. (1996) suggested that there are three 
interrelated approaches to the study of the psychological nature of leisure. One is definitional 
(leisure or non-leisure). The second is the immediate conscious experience approach; Manfredo 
et al. (1996) described it as a phenomenological topography of the leisure experience – its 
meaning, quality, duration, intensity and memorability. The third is post hoc satisfaction, related 
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to the notion of expectations, though much service quality literature has emerged from the 
conceptual framework of ‘disconfirmation theory’. This is consistent with more recent literature 
examining the stages of the customer experience, comprising the total customer experience 
(Verhoef et al., 2009; Ferreira and Teixeira, 2013). Heinonen et al. (2010) also suggest that 
customer experiences can go beyond direct service encounters and transactions with service 
transactions and should be seen in the wider context of the customer’s way of life and sense 
of meaning. For example, holidays and attendance at events involve planning and memories 
of the activity itself. Several authors identified three stages: pre-experience involving any pre-
vious experiences or word-of mouth and the creation of expectations; the core consumption or 
real-time experience; and post-experience representing the customer’s perceptions and mem-
ories of the experience (Knutson and Beck, 2004; Arnould and Thompson, 2005). Howell and 
Guevarra (2013) also add another stage just before the consumption experience, that of the 
purchase experience; it has less resonance with the LETS sector although applies to many re-
tail settings and examples like wine tourism, and is more part of the pre-experience stage as in 
purchasing holidays.

Chauhan and Manhas’ (2014) study of the aviation sector in India also revealed customer 
experience to be a multi-dimensional construct with a combination of functional and emo-
tional benefits. They identified a significant impact of experiential dimensions on the overall 
experience in three airlines, particularly hedonism and novelty, manifested in their constructs 
of escapism, a sense of adventure and excitement. Similarly, a study of a mountain-biking 
camp identified five dimensions – hedonic pleasure, personal progression, social interaction, 
efficiency and surreal feeling – with hedonism and personal progression seen by the customers 
as the two core elements leading to memorable experiences in their evaluations (Klaus and 
Maklan, 2012).

Value
Klaus and Maklan (2013) suggest that defining and enhancing the customer experience has 
shifted the emphasis from service quality, where there was too much of a focus on the pro-
vider, to the value derived by the customer. Although Grönroos (2008) suggests that value is 
an elusive concept he eventually suggests that ‘value creation is a process through which the 
customer becomes better off (or worse off ) in some respect or which increases the custom-
er’s well-being’ (Grönroos, 2012: 1521). This highlights Vargo and Lusch’s (2008) notion of 
 value-in-use where the value of tangible goods is transformed by the addition of services and, 
by extension, the addition of experiential values (Palmer, 2010) so that the product and service 
experienced by the customer is also appreciated by them in particular ways. There is also the 
view that value is also created through interactive processes (Gummesson, 2011; Grönroos, 
2012). Recent literature suggests that there is increasing importance attached to the active 
customer who co-creates the enhanced value (Vargo and Lusch, 2008; Ferreira and Teixeira, 
2013). A topical example of a product in the broadly defined LETS industry is the coffee shop, 
where there is much more to the offering than simply the coffee. In research in two separate 
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studies, Richelieu and Korai (2014) and Tumanan et al. (2012) found that customers at coffee 
shops in Canada and the Philippines associated the consumption of coffee with ritual, happi-
ness, pleasure and social contexts and relationships.

A similar development can be seen in wine tourism, where the process of sampling and buying 
wine from producers has become a sophisticated and emotional experience in what are de-
scribed in some cases as ‘boutique wineries’. They are clear examples of tangibles which have 
been experientialized and where customers play an active role in creating the experience. 
Carlsen and Boksberger (2015), in their meta-analysis of studies of wine tourism destinations 
and wineries, show that value-for-money is not an imperative for many visitors; the quality 
of the service and the setting and the nature of the experience are more influential in deter-
mining perceptions of the overall experience. This concurs with one of the authors who experi-
enced a number of Australian wineries in the Hunter Valley, Barossa Valley and Adelaide Hills 
areas, and the settings and servicescape, undoubtedly, influenced the emotions and feelings 
throughout the total experience.

Co-creation of value
In such analyses, we begin to see not simply a customer experience that can be designed and 
controlled by the provider but one that is shaped and influenced by the customer’s actions and 
their active participation in the process. Such a perspective is also beginning to alter our con-
ceptualization of the characteristics of services as we see in Chapter 2. Nysveen and  Pedersen 
(2014) suggest that ‘we are moving away from a company-centric value creation to a more 
customer-centric value creation where customers interact with the company and co- create 
value’ (Nysveen and Pedersen, 2014: 807).

This is becoming more significant in a digital world. Customers can have one to one inter-
actions in near real-time with businesses on social media. Tweets on twitter can go viral (with 
good or bad sentiment) and these all contribute to the perception, experience and enjoyment of 
an experience of an event/brand/service (from being stuck on a train, to watching sport on TV 
at home but participating with an online community, to having a plane cancelled at the start of 
a holiday). Businesses now need strong social media community managers who almost have to 
be trained in PR to manage and choreograph the digital part of a typical customer experience.

It can also be seen in the context of sports stadia and other events venues where organizers set 
out to leverage technology within large crowds to build participation and create more enjoy-
ment from the experience. Baseball in the USA for years has built-in-action on the pitch to 
real-time promotions in the bars and restaurants – e.g. every time there’s a home run, drinks 
are 50% off for the next 10 minutes. We also see this in Disney’s commitment to innovation by 
involving their customers in co-creating the experience.

It is also referred to as ‘experience sharing’ (Chen et al., 2012). They suggest that experiences are 
predicated on the customer participation in the process and often be seen as brand engagement 
(Hollebeek, 2011) where value is not only co-created between the customer and the provider 
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but influenced by the customer’s mood, understanding and frame of interpretation. Palmer 
(2010) suggests that in these instances the point-of-view is the customer’s ( outside-in) and not 
the organization’s (inside-out), describing it as ‘the customer will get/see/feel rather than the 
organisation will provide’ (Palmer, 2010: 204).

Therefore, value is uniquely, experientially and contextually perceived and determined by the 
customer (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). It also follows that the provider’s view of the experience 
might be at variance with the realization of the experience by the customer, a challenge to LETS 
managers we address in Part 2 and particularly Chapter 5, and which is also illustrated in Case 
Study Box 1.1. Hygiene factors are sometimes significant (i.e. factors which are not part of the 
core product but which can impact on the overall experience). For example, Fitness First has 
done much work in acquiring new members for their gyms with marketing efforts, promotions, 
product innovation (e.g. cheap off-peak rates), but they were losing gym memberships by the 
dozen for simple hygiene factors (like dirty changing rooms).

the chaLLenge tO Lets managers in managing 
service QuaLity

The Ski Company case study (see Case Study 1.1) also confirms that the customer experience is 
affected not only by the emotional and hedonistic attributes of the product and service but also the 
more functional aspects, the hygiene factors, which only become noticeable when they are absent. 
The setting and the interaction with staff at a winery may create a warm and memorable ambience, 
but if there is a delay in getting served or the venue needs cleaning, then the overall experience is 
impaired. Frow and Payne (2007) tell us that the customer experience can involve information- 
processing and normal day-to-day routine actions as well as more emotional experiences.

Although the LETS manager’s skill lies in the ability to analyse and interpret the meaning 
attached by people to the events and phenomena taking place at a particular time, we are also 
reminded that customer experience is often created through a longer process of company– 
customer interaction across multiple channels, generated through both functional and emo-
tional clues as a stream of experiences developed over time (Palmer, 2010). Rawson et al. 
(2013: 90), reporting on incidents of customer satisfaction, found that:

As company leaders dug further, they uncovered the root of the problem. Most customers weren’t 
fed up with any one phone call, field visit, or other interaction – in fact, they didn’t much care 
about those singular touchpoints. What reduced satisfaction was something few companies 
manage – cumulative experiences across multiple touchpoints and in multiple channels over time.

Therefore, the perceptions of consumers, their levels of satisfaction and the meanings they 
ascribe to leisure activities and the impact of management processes upon their perceptions 
require description of LETS experiences, firstly, followed by explanation and interpretation of 
their meanings. This can apply to the management of people in the least structured context (e.g. 
a national park) as well as more directly managed contexts, such as venues for events and theme 
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Case Study 1.1. Ski company case study

One of the authors was involved in 2015 in a service problem with a UK ski company in 
St Anton in Austria that not only highlighted issues with service processes and the cus-
tomer experience but also the company view of what constitutes a good customer ex-
perience. The group of eight, including the author, arrived at their catered chalet to be told 
that there was a problem with the Jacuzzi in the wellness room; there had been a leak, the 
Jacuzzi was still out of use (it had happened 3 weeks earlier) and there were dehumidi-
fiers throughout the chalet. There was the offer of alternative accommodation in a nearby 
hotel, which was large and lacking the specification and amenities of the chalet. The hotel 
therefore did not offer the type of experience the group wanted (having booked up very 
early) and decided to stay. The matter of compensation was raised with the local resort 
manager who appeared to have problems receiving an answer from senior management 
in the UK. It was only when one of the group posted a comment on Facebook that there 
was a response (almost immediate) from the company. There was the offer of €50 per head 
compensation and the argument that the terms and conditions of booking suggested 
that anything deemed to be important for the experience (including presumably the Ja-
cuzzi and a chalet free of dehumidifiers!) should be communicated to the company at the 
time of booking! This seemed to be taking the concept of value-in-use a little too far and 
probably represents a very company-centric view of how a customer-focused approach 
should be adopted.

The customer experience, needless to say, was impaired by:

 ● Not only the deficiency in the offering;
 ● The complete lack of communication pre-holiday when the company knew of the 

problem. The terms and conditions stated that either a full refund could be given 
when there is a change to the specification or an alternative could be booked by the 
group before the trip;

 ● The initial inadequate service recovery on the part of the company, involving a rather 
impersonal and perfunctory response on the part of the company in the UK, and 
inadequate offers of compensation;

 ● The growing lack of trust with the company; and
 ● The impact on the post-experience stage when memories should be memorable 

and positive.

However, there was a more positive note on which to end this anecdote. A managing dir-
ector of the company eventually became aware of the issue when he was contacted by the 
organizer of the holiday, and his intervention led to a much increased offer of compensation 
to each member of the group (which was accepted) and some restoration of trust and con-
fidence in the company.
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parks. It can apply to superficial, commodified and passive activities or more creative, skilled 
and challenging activities. It can also explain why emotional attributes of the experience can 
often outweigh other more functional aspects. An example is the 4 days of frantic race-going 
during the Cheltenham Horse-Racing Festival in the UK every March when up to 70,000 
punters are squeezed together in very cramped conditions with very long queues, both inside 
and outside the course, at every stage of the process – but they clearly are having a great time. 
Another example can be seen in the study of a kite-flying festival in Focus Box 1.1.

Yet there are different perceptions of the extent to which experience consumption has been ac-
knowledged by the service sector, including the LETS industry. Fawcett et al. (2014) in their 
research found that few companies they analysed really understood how to use the customer 
experience to add value to their operations. Indeed, as Frow and Payne (2007) point out, there 
are over 200 million references to the expression ‘customer experience’ in cyberspace and yet 
few companies actually understand what this means, what it actually looks like and how their 
managers can galvanize the organization to deliver a superior customer experience. Wikstrom 
(2008: 32) emphasizes ‘knowledge is still limited as to how consumer experiences are created. In 
particular, little is known about the relative roles of providers and consumers in the creation of 
such experiences’.

Focus Box 1.1. Understanding the meaning of event experiences

Muge et al.’s study (2013) examined the experiences of participants at a kite festival in 
western Turkey. The Kite Festival is an annual 2-day outdoor festival celebrating the coming 
of the spring, held in the city of Eskisehir. This regional event is organized by Anadolu Uni-
versity Physical Education and Sport Faculty for families and individuals of all ages to gather 
together to celebrate the coming of the spring through flying a kite and through the per-
formance of traditional dances and songs. There are also concerts and shows, food areas 
and several sponsor attractions. Their study of the festival set out to conceptualize and 
examine the experiences of 300 participants because of limited understanding of experien-
tial marketing and consumptions experiences at celebratory events. They found that parti-
cipants were seeking an enjoyable and memorable experience through engagement and 
social interactions and were less concerned with the functional attributes of the festival. 
They were more engaged by the hedonic aspects – particularly an emotional experience; 
an escapist relaxing experience; and a social and nostalgic experience. This appears to res-
onate with Muge et al.’s view that traditional marketing approaches that see consumers as 
purely rational decision-makers and the attributes sought as functional and cognitive are 
no longer appropriate in the experience economy. They suggest that: ‘Instead they are in 
search of experiences that dazzle their senses, engage them personally, touch their hearts, 
and stimulate their minds … look for affective memories which combine to create a holistic 
and long-lasting personal experience’ (Muge et al., 2013: 17).



Service Quality in leiSure, eventS, touriSm and Sport, 2nd edition

16 CABI TOURISM TEXTS

Furthermore, Getz (2012) claims that factors contributing to a great event experience have 
not been fully tested and Ziakas and Boukas (2014) emphasize that the core phenomenon 
of events is the experiences and the meanings attached to them, and that there is a need for 
much more management research on the experiential dimensions of events. There is a need 
for a greater understanding of the leisure experience and its meaning and how it relates to the 
management of the contexts in which it takes place. The challenge, therefore, for LETS profes-
sionals in the management of service quality would appear to lie in their understanding of the 
experience economy and the customer experience and to apply it to the design, delivery and 
monitoring of the product and service.

the experientiaL prOperties Of the Lets prOduct

Having examined the nature of the customer experience, we have established that there is in-
creasing recognition of its relationship with co-created value in the services management literature. 
This synthesis of the theories and concepts of service management with discourse on the customer 
experience leads us to consider the experiential properties of the LETS product and service.

Motives/pre-conditions
Figure 1.2 focuses on the nature of the LETS experience. It considers the conditions necessary 
for the attainment of satisfaction and enjoyment and the generic motives of consumers in en-
gaging in LETS activities. Much evidence suggests that the prerequisites for achieving a LETS 
experience are a sense of freedom of choice, freedom from evaluation and intrinsic motivation 
or the expectations of preferred experiences. It could be argued that all positive experiences 

Achieving balance in

In the appropriate

To maximize

Motives

Context

Benefits

Expression

Time

Escapism

Flow

Fig. 1.2. The dialectic nature of the LETS experience.
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will contain enjoyment and then will range from a level of relaxation to fun, entertainment, 
excitement and adventure or escapism, apart from the specific motives of, for example, health 
and fitness, education or personal development. Whichever applies to particular activities, the 
model points to the need for balance in the five key factors of time, flow, escapism, expression 
and context, and emphasizes the dialectical nature of the LETS experience.

Time

It is important to distinguish between the characteristics of the LETS experience and the 
determinants or causal factors of that experience and to move beyond viewing it as merely re-
sidual time or as an activity. Freely chosen time is integral to the LETS customer experience, 
but the requirement here is the balance between the purposeful use of time and a sense of 
timelessness, and how acutely providers can appreciate this. The essence of contexts providing 
relaxation like a health spa or entertainment like a theme park for some people is a sense of 
timeliness; for others, the goal may be more instrumental and more concerned with a pur-
poseful and effective use of time for achievement and self-actualization as in a game of squash 
or visiting a museum or an exhibition.

Some leisure theorists (Stebbins, 2005; Kelly, 2009) have demonstrated how the view of leisure 
changed from one of simply time away from work to perceived freedom, and then to a focus 
on the psychological attributes (motives and benefits) and the perceptual dimensions of leisure. 
Others (Ryan, 2010; Stone and Sharpley, 2011), from a tourism perspective, also identified 
time or the sense of timelessness to be an essential ingredient to a holiday, particularly for 
older tourists. Quality service delivery involves creating the appropriate conditions for the par-
ticular needs or motives of individual customers and perceiving time in a qualitative way. Ryan 
(1997) showed how holidays are a temporal experience in that they can include: (i) freedom 
from constraint by the perceived or actual lack of time; (ii) the passing of time (holidays have 
a chronological sequence); (iii) an experience of time in that, even for some intensive events or 
activities, time can appear to slow down; and (iv) possessing temporal boundaries beyond the 
holiday itself with all the stages including anticipation, recall and travel.

Noe et al. (2010) even highlighted the cultural differences for tourist experiences of time-
bound societies like Germany and Switzerland, with public clocks very prominent, and other 
parts of the world like Brazil and Polynesia, where time on holiday is perceived to be much 
more elastic.

Therefore, the notion of time as a social construct in addition to a chronological sequence is 
relevant to the analysis of service quality and highlights the pivotal role of some professionals 
in enhancing the quality of the experience. The travel agent can help to shape the planning 
of time as well as the memories associated with its use; the airline, through its delayed flight, 
can have a deleterious effect; the tour operator, through schedules, mix of activities and 
the interaction with holidaymakers, can also contribute greatly to the temporal experience. 
Queuing and how it is managed at visitor attractions and events is also influential in shaping 
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the customer experience. It can impair the experience if the time lost is perceived as signifi-
cant, but, as we see in Chapter 6, it can also be used to enhance the experience.

In a different context, one of the authors was involved in some research with a leisure centre 
that was experiencing some dissatisfaction with its bowls users, most of whom were senior 
citizens with time-rich, cash-poor lifestyles. The centre was in the middle of the town and was 
built over a car park that was also used by many shoppers. Everybody paid the normal parking 
rates, which were in time bands and became quite expensive after a certain period of time. 
Unfortunately, at that time the centre’s users did not have their parking fee refunded, which 
meant that the bowls players, in an activity and at a stage of life when time should not matter, 
were constantly looking at the clock. The sense of timelessness, which occurs with many LETS 
activities, was not present and the overall experience was impaired. After the recommendation 
to refund the parking fee to users was accepted, usage, income and customer satisfaction were 
all improved.

Thus, it is possible to move beyond the uncomplicated notion of a LETS experience as simply 
free time, which can often be regarded as what something is not, rather than what it represents. 
The sense of absorption, control or detachment is a key precondition for many LETS activities, 
which can offer intrinsic benefits to the individual.

The flow

Therefore, state of mind is also a factor in the next element of the model, which considers the 
relationship between the participant and the activity. There is a need to examine the distinction 
between serious, committed leisure and everyday activities, though perhaps this should be con-
sidered less in terms of a dichotomy and more as a continuum. There is a spectrum ranging from 
Maslow’s ‘peak experience’ theory and Csikszentmihalyi’s ‘concept of flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 
2012), which describes more sporadic but intense moments of fulfilment and self- actualization 
particularly in physical outdoor activities, to activities of a more mundane and less memorable 
nature. It should be noted that the latter represents much managed LETS activities but, perhaps, 
poses as much of a challenge for the management of service quality as do the less common but 
distinctive and special moments in a range of contexts: the feeling of magic in a theme park; the 
feeling of wonder at viewing the Grand Canyon, or Sydney Harbour from the top of the Sydney 
Bridge guided walk; the sheer exhilaration that some skiers can experience in the mountains; 
the sense of achievement and absorption that the individual learning a craft or a sporting skill 
can have; the feeling of utter relaxation quietly reading a book amongst the trees outside the villa 
at Center Parcs when the rest of the group are chasing from wind surfing to badminton; or the 
unique atmosphere and sensory stimuli as experienced by spectators at a sporting occasion, pop 
concert or opera. These and many other activities can be designed and managed by organizations 
with skill and sensitivity and with Csikszentmihalyi’s indicators of flow experience in mind:

 1. The perception that personal skills and challenges posed by an activity are in balance (the 
grading of pistes in skiing is a clear example).
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 2. The centring of attention where there is focus and the ability and opportunity to switch off.
 3. The loss of self-consciousness.
 4. Clear feedback from a person’s actions.
 5. Feelings of control over actions and environment.
 6. A momentary loss of anxiety and constraint.
 7. Feelings of pleasure and enjoyment.

The characteristics of flow or peak experience illustrate the attraction, and indeed function, 
of many LETS activities, yet it must not be forgotten that the more regular activities (e.g. the 
visit to the health club or cinema or urban park) also involve feelings and sensations, as well as 
the benefits beyond the visit. Indeed, Palmer (2010) highlights the importance of sequencing 
in maintaining the intensity of people’s emotional experiences as they continue to match their 
skill level with the challenge involved.

Escapism

Feelings of immersion and absorption may also be present in the third element of escapism, 
which has been recognized as contributing to the recent escalation in experience consumption. 
The idea that consumers look for escape from their day-to-day routines was introduced by Pine 
and Gilmore (1998) but it has begun to assume more significance. As we suggested earlier, the 
UK’s demanding work culture has rapidly increased the demand for escapist consumption. 
 Anderson (2006: 73) asserts that ‘by leaving the real world behind, consumers also leave be-
hind their real stresses and pressures, which provides the benefit of escapism’. Wikstrom (2008) 
also found that events which involved ‘escapism’ provided the highest degree of stimulation for 
consumers and suggested that ‘indulging in daydreams, fantasies, or entertainment provides a 
break from reality’ (Wikstrom, 2008: 41). Many contexts such as mountains and wilderness 
areas or national parks provide the opportunity for spiritual experiences and escapism from 
everyday settings, where the key elements appear to be freedom from constraints and responsi-
bilities as well as the spiritual attributes of the setting (Schmidt and Little, 2007; Heintzman, 
2012). Heintzman also emphasizes the individual nature of such experience, suggesting that 
a ‘wide variety of nature activities may enhance spirituality and the types of activities that en-
hance spirituality vary from person to person’ (Heintzman, 2012: 293).

However, some studies have also suggested that ‘being away’ in a setting different than one’s 
everyday environment may be as important as the natural environment itself (Stone and Shar-
pley, 2011). This highlights another dialectical feature of the LETS experience, where con-
sumers take to a world of hyper-reality created by the provider like the reconstructed Disney 
parks (Fig. 1.3) or Center Parcs or complex, sophisticated events. An example is provided 
by Center Parcs’ marketing literature, which presents subliminal images of tranquil settings, 
traffic-free environments and activity breaks detached from the real world. In such cases, the 
customer leaves behind the reality of normal life and enters a context closely aligned with fan-
tasy and dream worlds pioneered by Hirschman and Holbrook (1982).
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Expression

The fourth part of the dialectical process is closely related to the others in that the opportunities 
for personal identity and self-expression must be balanced against the lack of self-awareness 
that a sense of timeliness can evoke or the escapism desired. For many people, the LETS ex-
perience provides the most natural means to expressing oneself and exploring one’s identity and 
also reinforces the growing need for individuality in self-expression. Wikstrom (2008) suggests 
that two important factors in the growing demand for such experiences are dissatisfaction with 
the homogeneity of mass consumption, and liberalization of values resulting in a greater need 
for freedom of choice and more personal identity in the expression of interests, particularly in 
Generation Z, those people born between the mid-1990s and the late 2000s (Lauzon, 2010). 
This generation is predicted to be more sophisticated and to express greater individualism than 
previous generations. The importance of diversity can be seen in Bond and Falk’s theoretical 
model of identity-related tourism motivations, which contains five categories of tourist:

 1. Explorers who have a curiosity in a particular site or destination.
 2. Facilitators who are socially motivated in the experiences and learning in others (for ex-
ample, parents and children).
 3. Professionals/hobbyists who are pursuing an interest or pastime like hiking, skiing, bird-
watching or visiting art galleries.

Fig. 1.3. The hyperreality of the Disney experience.
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 4. Experience-seekers who see their destination as important in its own right – it is important 
to be there and to have memories and images of the trip.
 5. Rechargers who are simply seeking a spiritual, relaxing or rejuvenating break – like many 
tourists (Bond and Falk, 2013: 435).

However, the lifestyle and the pattern of work and leisure for some people mean that LETS 
activities may be simply cathartic and an escape from the main activities of life. Stebbins (2011) 
described the essence of serious leisure in which, for some people, the activity becomes a  central 
life interest. For them, leisure as a recreational activity is, perhaps, the greatest opportunity to 
explore and express identity (Kelly, 2009). The provider’s understanding of such motives and 
satisfactions and how individuals construct and perceive their social world is part of the skill in 
service design and service delivery, as we see in Chapter 5. For example, the diversity of films 
offered at multiplex cinemas or the design of a package following the British Lions Rugby Team 
on an overseas tour or the management of Lake Windermere for various and possibly con-
flicting users will cater for different needs and motives. Skilful management will recognize the 
importance to the customer experience of the expression it provides and the need, in some cases, 
for an escape from normal everyday life, as well as the influence of the context of the activity.

Context

Whereas the previous four elements can involve a delicate balance between contrasting 
 demands, the impact of the fifth element, perhaps, depends on how it is perceived by the con-
sumer. The context in which the activity takes place is particularly important to the quality 
of the consumer experience (Dillard and Bates, 2011). Weed and Bull (2014) referred to the 
significance of social settings for many consumer experiences and argued that people perceive 
and define LETS activities situationally. Many LETS activities therefore have a social element, 
where friendship or the desire to meet new friends is a strong underlying motive. Additionally, 
the nature and appropriateness of the physical context (the landscape and servicescape, as we 
see later in this chapter) are also key variables and explain the motive for some activities.

Benefits and outcomes
Having examined the motives for consumption and the process and context involved, the 
benefits and psychological outcomes of the LETS experience also need to be considered. As 
we discussed earlier in this chapter, value is a complex construct when considering customer 
experiences and service quality, but we can view value, more simplistically, as benefits and out-
comes linked to individual motives, and as positive changes in feelings and emotions (Grön-
roos, 2012). Ellis and Rosman (2008) point to the staged encounters in many settings where 
customers exchange resources of time, money and energy for a valued emotional experience. 
Indeed, Yoshida et al. (2013) in the context of the sports sector suggest that perceived value is 
the benefits relative to what is given up by the customer, with increasing emphasis on hedonic 
and symbolic benefits in addition to cognitive, functional and utilitarian benefits. For example, 
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consumers attending sporting events assess their benefits and experiences against both ex-
trinsic costs (time, money and effort) and intrinsic costs (feelings of commitment, involvement 
and expression), particularly when they associate with a team and the symbolic benefits extend 
to self-image and personal identity. In the tourism context, Bond and Falk (2013) argue that 
many tourist motivations are identity-related and influenced by factors such as race/ethni-
city, cultural heritage, gender, personal interests and preferences as well as relationships – in 
other words ‘who we are and why we are here’. In other contexts like outdoor recreation, heri-
tage interpretation and exercise, there are immediate benefits but also longer term ones which 
can be transformative through the impact of cherished memories and personal development 
( Edginton, 2007; Ellis and Rosman, 2008; Godbey and Mowen, 2011).

Indeed, in some early research into the psychological benefits of recreation, Manfredo et al. 
(1996) suggested that recreational activities are behavioural pursuits that are instrumental in 
attaining psychological and physical goals. They argued that recreation emerges from a problem 
state, the need for participation in a recreational activity; leisure experience is the bundle of 
psychological outcomes desired from recreational activities, which influence the choice of ac-
tivities and settings. In other words, the participant uses leisure time and money to participate 
in a chosen setting or context with certain outcomes (and long-term benefits) in mind. Similar 
thoughts led Driver et al. (1991) to develop the PAL (Paragraphs About Leisure) model. They 
argued that leisure experiences result in the satisfaction of some of the psychological needs of 
the individual. This need gratification helps to maintain physical and mental well-being and 
life satisfaction, which then helps personal development. The needs being satisfied are regarded 
as intervening variables. PAL identified: 27 need-gratifying dimensions, including achieve-
ment, catharsis, creativity, play and social status, which could be achieved in varying degrees 
by different activities; and 17 common needs, such as autonomy, relaxation and recognition. 
More recently, Dillard and Bates (2011) identified four core motivations for recreation around 
the axes of inner-directed against outer-directed and experience against results, with a number 
of implications for providers (see Fig. 1.4). The most significant motivation was enhancing re-
lationships, and the smallest was winning, whereas there was no difference, demographically, 
 between the inner and outer sides; the results side of the quadrant was dominated by males 
(90%) and those in the higher income groups. Certain activities can be linked to each motivation:

 ● Escape: outdoor activities;
 ● Enhancing relationships: ten-pin bowling, tennis;
 ● Mastery: many activities, including skiing and golf;
 ● Winning: a number of sports involving organized competition.

Interestingly, a number of activities could cater for all four motivations in different people, for 
example golf, and there are clear implications for managers to differentiate between them and 
to know their markets. Such a model also identifies with Stebbins’ relationships between casual, 
serious and project leisure (Stebbins, 2007). Apart from the winning motivation, arguably we 
again can see that a common factor is hedonic consumption, as well as some natural tensions 
within each motivation and desired outcome.
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diaLectics Of the Lets experience

Indeed, what our analysis does reveal is that many LETS experiences involve a dialectical pro-
cess. There is a clear dichotomy between the desire for relaxation and tranquillity or for stimulus 
and action; between passivity and creativity; between the search for the new experience and the 
fear of the unknown; between the common requirement for social interaction and the need for 
space and solitude; and between escaping to natural landscapes in for example national parks 
and to those servicescapes, like theme parks, that are designed to blur reality with hyper-reality 
in the creation of a multifaceted experience. People are different and the same person’s moods 
and needs can vary according to circumstances. The attraction of a superficial, passive enter-
taining activity can be overwhelming and, indeed, necessary at certain times. At other times, 
especially for some people, the need for activity or exercise is paramount. The desire for know-
ledge and personal development (Aristotle’s notion of eudaemonia embracing action and citi-
zenship as well) drives some people’s motives and, indeed, seems to be increasingly important. 
As Edginton (2007) pointed out, ‘today’s cultural, social and economic environment provides 
enormous opportunities centered on the desire for people to improve their lives through the 
creation and provision of quality leisure and cultural experiences’ (Edginton, 2007: 39).

For the purposes of this book, we have established that the LETS experience is not a uni-
tary concept but a complex and multifaceted phenomenon that can also be multiphasic 
and transitory. Feelings and emotions can fluctuate according to the stage or circumstances 
of the activity and are linked to the benefits sought. It is suggested that the psychological 
benefits of the LETS experience can be seen in a number of ways, which incorporate the 

Inner directed
(self)

PERSONAL MASTERY

Experience
driven

Outer directed
(other people)

ENHANCING
RELATIONSHIPS

WINNING

Play Hard – ‘I want to push my personal limits to the
                       extreme’

Self Actualizer – ‘I want to reach my highest potential’

Results
driven

ESCAPE
‘I relax when I recreate. I need to
get away from how I normally
run my life.’

‘I want to have a good time
with my friends – or my family’

‘I don’t compete with other people –
I try to keep improving myself’

‘I like to keep score – I want to
win at all costs’

Fig. 1.4. Recreation/leisure perceptual map (Dillard and Bates, 2011: 258).
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dichotomies described earlier but which also represent a hierarchy of needs and motives for 
LETS experiences:

 ● Passive – relaxation, peace, tranquillity, solitude, space;
 ● Stimulating – escape, fantasy, adventure, travel, novelty;
 ● Lively – fun, excitement, entertainment;
 ● Competent – health, fitness, sport, crafts and hobbies (DIY);
 ● Social – family, friendship and esteem, social networks/groups; and
 ● Personal development – education, cultural awareness, self-expression, personal identity.

As a final dimension it might also be possible to categorize the six groups of motives and the 
stages of Manfredo et al. (1996), Verhoef et al. (2009), Ferreira and Teixeira (2013) into four 
levels of experiences and benefits (Table 1.2):

 1. The definitional level, which shapes the participant’s expectations and is influenced by needs 
and wants.
 2. The immediate experience, possibly incorporating Csikzentmihalyi’s concept of flow, con-
taining fun, relaxation, excitement, entertainment and other attributes, many of which are as-
sociated with commodified leisure and tourism.
 3. Experiential learning with an impact on skills and knowledge and physical and psycho-
logical health and a behaviourally observable condition.
 4. More of a concern with personal or self-development and life satisfaction, self-actualization 
and identity affirmation.

If the definition of a benefit as an improved condition, a gain or an advantageous change (Gron-
roos, 2012) is accepted, there are some clear questions for the management of LETS activities:

 ● What do we mean by an improved condition or gain?
 ● How many managed activities would lead to such an improved condition?
 ● How are various need satisfactions linked to LETS activities, settings and experiences and 

how do they contribute to longer-term benefits?
 ● How far can we differentiate the market to meet and satisfy individual experiences?

From these questions, there are several implications for the management of service quality in 
LETS organizations and they go to the core of what is distinctive and challenging about the 
management of LETS experiences:

 1. LETS managers must facilitate the consumer experience rather than simply provide the ac-
tivity, facility or opportunity. Ellis and Rosman (2008: 2) suggest that ‘Successful organizations 
in this experience economy understand that they are in the business of producing sensations 
and memories’.
 2. In order to do this, they need to fully understand the concepts of the experience economy 
and customer experience in which customer’s motivations, emotions and feelings lead to valued 
outcomes.



Chapter 1: The LETS Experience Economy

25CABI TOURISM TEXTS

Ta
b

le
 1

.2
. 

Th
e 

hi
er

ar
ch

y 
of

 L
ET

S 
ex

p
er

ie
nc

es
.

St
ag

e
Le

ve
l

Re
la

te
d

 
p

re
oc

cu
p

at
io

n
s

M
od

e
D

om
ai

n
O

ut
co

m
es

Im
p

lic
at

io
n

s 
fo

r 
M

an
ag

em
en

t

Pr
e-

 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e

Pu
rc

ha
se

Co
re

 
co

ns
um

pt
io

n

Po
st

- 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e

1.
 D

efi
ni

tio
na

l

2.
 Im

m
ed

ia
te

3.
 E

xp
er

ie
nt

ia
l 

le
ar

ni
ng

4.
 P

er
so

na
l 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t

Ex
pe

ct
at

io
ns

St
at

e 
of

 m
in

d

Ac
tiv

ity
 a

nd
  

pr
og

re
ss

Pr
og

re
ss

 a
nd

 li
fe

 
sa

tis
fa

ct
io

n

Fu
nc

tio
na

l

Tr
an

sie
nt

Cu
m

ul
at

iv
e

H
ol

ist
ic

An
tic

ip
at

io
n

M
em

or
ab

ili
ty

 
In

te
ns

ity
, s

en
se

s 
Fe

el
in

gs
/e

m
ot

io
ns

Sk
ill

s/
kn

ow
le

dg
e

Li
fe

st
yl

e
M

em
or

ie
s

Th
e 

m
ea

ns
 to

 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

io
n

En
jo

ym
en

t

Ac
hi

ev
em

en
t

W
el

l-b
ei

ng

Im
ag

e 
an

d 
w

or
d 

 
of

 m
ou

th

In
te

ra
ct

iv
e 

pr
oc

es
se

s

Va
lu

e 
co

-c
re

at
io

n

Cu
st

om
er

 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
m

an
ag

em
en

t



Service Quality in leiSure, eventS, touriSm and Sport, 2nd edition

26 CABI TOURISM TEXTS

 3. Value is increasingly viewed as co-created through a customer-centric approach in which 
the involvement and engagement of the customer enables the achievement of emotional and 
sensory experiences.
 4. The ability to justify particular approaches and methodologies used in service quality is 
important to the development of firmer theoretical foundations for the study and practice of 
LETS management, particularly where the customer experience within managed contexts and 
the application of service delivery principles are emphasized.

It will be seen in Chapter 5 that at a micro-level the LETS system becomes a system of service 
delivery and focuses on the human dimensions of individual consumption and participation. 
This chapter is concerned with the relationship between the system of delivery of the product 
and service and its experiential properties perceived by the customer. This approach embraces 
the contextual aspects of the setting, environment and activity and the social dimensions of the 
experience and interface. LETS activities may be viewed not merely as self-centred acts but as 
experiences that have a particular meaning.

The meaning of the experience and its impact on personal identity, social relations and quality 
of life is significant and raises many questions and issues for the management of service quality 
in LETS experiences; in turn, so does the way in which the LETS experience and its meaning 
and quality are affected by the other elements in the system. Second, the corollary suggests a 
similar relationship from the perspective of the LETS manager; the actions of the professional 
may seem to be deterministic but are also shaped by the actions and reactions of the consumer. 
The human dimension of such interactions provides the rationale for the approaches to man-
aging service quality in LETS management examined in Part 2 and particularly Chapter 7 and 
underlines the growing significance of engagement and emotional labour in the relationship 
between the customer experience and service quality in the LETS industry.

factOrs in the reLatiOnship between service 
QuaLity and the Lets experience

It could be argued that the study of the relationship between service quality and the LETS ex-
perience is based on what might be described as ‘interaction analysis’ (Williams and Buswell, 
2003). Weed and Bull (2014) propose the unique interaction between activity, people and place 
as the core experience of sports tourism. Gummesson (2011) points to the crucial role the inter-
action between providers’ and customers’ networks plays in shaping the customer experience. 
Sfandla and Björk (2013) built on this perspective to develop their Tourism Experience Network 
(TEN), which they argue represents the pivotal relationships between customer, provider, pro-
fessional, resources and systems and procedures. This value-in-network approach is co-created 
between the various parties involved, but the customer is central to this. In developing our under-
standing of this process we break down the discrete elements of each topic and focus on par-
ticular issues, problems and contexts in a more integrated manner. The conceptual underpinnings 
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to such an approach, as illustrated by Fig. 1.5, provide the basis for the model of the LETS ser-
vice delivery system outlined in Chapter 5 and have two main domains: contextual and human.

Context
There are, perhaps, two subthemes here. First, there exists an interaction between the customer 
and the physical setting of the LETS experience. The physical environment plays an important 
part in determining the outcomes of individual participation in leisure activities and is shaped 
in turn by the way it is used. Much work has been undertaken into the landscape of nat-
ural resources and the psychological and spiritual impact on individuals, particularly in North 
America (Heintzman, 2012). Management processes in this context are more concerned with 
environmental issues and with the stewardship of a sensitive resource. However, the design and 
management of built facilities and surroundings including tourist resorts, leisure complexes, 
theatres, visitor attraction sites, conference centres, museums and sporting venues have been 
subject to critical enquiry since Bitner’s model of the ‘servicescape’ first appeared (Bitner, 1992), 
and Wakefield and Blodgett (1996) examined the effects of sports stadium features such as 
seating, parking, cleanliness and queuing on spectators’ enjoyment and satisfaction.

Since then more specific terms like Sportscape and Dinescape (for restaurants) and Senses-
cape (tourism) have been applied to certain contexts. Interestingly, Mari and Poggesi (2013), 
in their overview of studies of the servicescape literature, found that leisure contexts were the 
most popular. They also highlighted emerging trends and their impact on the customer ex-
perience, including reference to the virtualscape, or ‘e-servicescape’ in which encountering and 
navigating a website can help shape the overall experience and image of the organization and 
the growing significance of the relationship between environmental cues and the emotional 
responses of the customer (like music or lighting) or the assurance provided at events by ap-
propriate signage and sight-lines.

Human

Social setting Influence of staff

Landscape/
servicescape

Contextual

Activity

Individual

perception

Impact of policies

Systems and procedures

Interaction with other

consumers

Nature of the service

encounter

Fig. 1.5. Human and physical dimensions of the LETS experience.
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Second, the interaction between the customer and the LETS opportunities provided by the 
activity also helps to shape the nature of the experience. We have seen how the type of activity 
engaged in is related to the motivations and behaviour of the customer, with a spectrum of 
interests from the immediate and long-term benefits of an aerobics session to the hedonism 
and intrinsic benefits of attending a pop concert. This embraces many aspects of LETS man-
agement, including programming, the range and nature of LETS opportunities, sustainability 
and service and experience design, which represents the creation and maintenance of the 
 service package and the customer experience. The relationship between the goals and motives 
of the customer and the experiential properties of the LETS product and service package can 
also be related to the human interaction in the process.

Human
The human dimension of LETS experience management, through the different approaches 
observed, can be founded, perhaps, on the view that interaction occurs symbolically and that 
the interaction is dynamic and interdependent. An individual’s reality is based on personal 
perceptions and experiences and interpretations of actions and events or social contexts, and 
individuals are neither free nor constrained. Typical interaction involves a network in which 
individuals are linked to others through perceived roles and expectations. They attempt to see 
themselves from the perspective of others in order to judge the appropriateness of behaviours 
and actions.

There are also two subthemes to this domain. First, many managed LETS contexts create 
interaction between the customer and the social setting of the experience; they occur in the 
presence of other people and, indeed, the need for socialization and enhancing relationships is 
one of the most significant motives behind LETS experiences. The influence of other people 
and the meanings and identities ascribed to social settings have been studied through sym-
bolic interaction theory, which provides a phenomenological framework for studying how 
people interpret activities, events and other people in their lives and act on the basis of that 
interpretation (Henderson, 2006; Chen et al., 2012). In other words, we behave as we think 
others expect us to and the role of the customer as a co-producer helps to create and shape 
the consumer experience in so many contexts. Chen et al. (2012) suggest that to deliver 
co-created experiences leading to value depends on the context and ‘experience environment’ 
and requires engagement through deeper experience sharing. They offer four perspectives to 
underpin this view:

 ● The actor-to-actor world view in which resource integration and service provision repre-
sents all actors doing the same thing;

 ● Although they also point out that some actors can be sole creators of value;
 ● However, the co-creation process based on engagement is driven by the motives to be 

better-off; and
 ● Value is not delivered but is embedded in the experience.
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Second, the nature of the LETS industry also involves considerable interaction between cus-
tomer and staff. This draws on aspects of human resource management and service quality and, 
in particular, focuses on the psychological or service encounter that takes place between staff 
and customers and clearly draws on the emotional labour highlighted in Chapter 7. Grönroos 
(2012) suggests that the same interactive processes that create value for the customer should 
also create value for the provider; interactive communication processes between customers and 
staff, particularly front-line staff, may be dialogical in nature, but to create value for the organ-
ization the feedback from customers has to be carefully analysed and acted upon as we see in 
Chapters 9 and 10.

This approach illustrates the need for a balance between management and leadership abil-
ities. LETS managers require the functions and skills of management such as human resource 
management, finance, law, information and communication technology, marketing, service op-
erations and strategic planning, but they need to combine them with an in-depth knowledge 
and understanding of the consumer and their motivations, behaviour and experiences. LETS 
managers are required to operate in a conventional, bureaucratic, managerialist manner in cer-
tain respects, but they also need the softer skills and vision of leaders. Many LETS contexts 
require the professional to facilitate, enable, motivate, guide, enthuse and animate customers 
and participants and to understand how they interact with the various referents in the service 
process to co-create value.

cOncLusiOns

In moving towards a more coherent approach to the study of service quality and the customer 
experience in LETS management, a number of points have been established:

 1. The LETS sector involves more than a product or a service and their benefits and is now a 
significant part of the experience economy.
 2. The experience of the activity or its context is part of the motivation for the individual con-
sumer and involves multi-dimensional senses and emotional responses.
 3. Consumers help to create the very experience itself, whether through their encounter with 
staff, systems or procedures or in the atmosphere created at large events such as concerts or 
sports events. This also requires responsive and empathetic management.
 4. Experiences are staged by the operator but value is co-created to achieve a range of benefits.
 5. Value is not derived from consumption of the activity but is embedded in the experience 
and the engagement of the customer’s emotions.
 6. Consumers will experience the activity or context in different ways and a conundrum for 
operators is to decide how much the market can be differentiated. The greater the differenti-
ation, the more difficult it is to achieve consistency of delivery.

The importance of giving managers and academics a grounded understanding of the 
differences between individuals and groups, rather than the average consumer based on 
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aggregated results, has been highlighted but it also raises the issue of how far the market 
can be broken down. The roles of the LETS professional require an understanding of how 
people define the world around them. Furthermore, they need to understand this reality 
in order to provide the most appropriate settings, activities and experiences. The approach 
of this book accepts that the LETS industry, at one level, is engaged in providing activ-
ities and services and does this through managing facilities, resources, people, events and 
programmes. There is a product and a process and they contain particular features or at-
tributes, which are important to the customer, but the significant development since the 
first edition of this book was published has been the growth in the size and the impact of 
the experience economy.

The customer experience involves much more than functional and instrumental goals, and 
increasingly embraces the senses, feelings and memorable moments. The nature of the cus-
tomer experience is affected by the customer’s self-awareness and personal motives as well as 
the process and system of service delivery and requires a deep understanding by the LETS 
provider of the interactions that occur in the management of the experience. The deeper the 
understanding, the more likely it is that the customer experience will be facilitated and ser-
vice quality enhanced.

QuestiOns

 1. Why has the experience economy become so significant in recent years?
 2. Explain why you think there is a need for LETS providers to co-create value.
 3. To what extent is the LETS experience dialectical?
 4. Choose a LETS activity or event with which you are familiar and identify its experiential 
dimensions and how you might enhance them.

further reading

Four core readings which provide a very comprehensive background to the experience economy 
and customer experience management:

Ellis, G.D. and Rosman, J.R. (2008) Creating value for participants through experience staging: parks, 
recreation, and tourism in the experience industry. Journal of Park and Recreation Administration 
26(4), 1–20.

Ferreira, H. and Teixeira, A.C. (2013) ‘Welcome to the experience economy’: assessing the role of cus-
tomer experience literature through bibliometric analysis. FEP Working Paper 481, University of 
Porto, Portugal.

Palmer, A. (2010) Customer experience management: a critical review of an emerging idea. The Journal 
of Services Marketing 24(3), 196–208.

Pine, J.B. and Gilmore, J.H. (1999) The Experience Economy: Work in Theatre and Every Business a Stage. 
McGraw-Hill, London.
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