ON THE DEFINITION OF CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE: REPACKING OLD CONCEPTS?

1 Introduction

	Customer or service experience is a subject that can be considered a hot topic in current marketing literature and practice. It has been considered a Marketing Science Institute research priority since 2010 at least. This is important, considering that these priorities reflect practitioners’ problems. Furthermore, they can shape researchers’ choices, considering that proposals about subjects that relate to these priorities can receive funding. Despite the current focus, customer experience as a concept has been receiving attention since Holbrook and Hirschmann’s (1982) seminal article that highlighted the experiential aspects of consumption. However, to date the definition of customer experience is subject to debate. What is customer experience? How does it differ from other concepts, such as value, satisfaction or perceived quality?
	This paper has two goals. The first goal of this paper is analyze how customer experience has been defined in the marketing literature. The second goal is to propose a definition of customer experience and explains how it differs from related concepts, particularly value, perceived quality and customer satisfaction.

2 Method

	To achieve the goals, I conducted a systematic literature review of experience in marketing literature, following traditional guidelines (e.g., Booth et al., 2012).  First, before conducting the systematic literature review, I read 43 articles. Booth et al. (2012) call this process scoping search and it serves to familiarize with the literature and help with methodological choices. Second, I conducted a search on EBSCO and Science Direct databases using different types of expressions for experience (e.g., customer experience, consumer experience, service experience) that had to be present in the title, abstract or keywords. I restricted the choice to peer-reviewed journals, articles in English (when possible). This search resulted in 1769 articles. Third, I excluded repeated articles, editorials, comments and non-peer-reviewed articles, resulting in 698 articles. Fourth, I further excluded non-relevant articles using three criteria: a) experience had to be one of the central focuses of the article; b) B2C context; and c) the article had to present a definition or characterization of experience. This procedure resulted in 142 articles.
	Fifth, each article was read twice. In the second time, the definition of experience, the characterization, elements, antecedents, consequents, method, among other variables were written or coded in a codebook. Sixth, to analyze the data, each definition was read and classified according to its defining characteristics (i.e., an outcome, assessment, response, service per se). This categorization was both deductive (after reading all the articles more than once I had an idea about the several types of definitions) and inductive (new categories I did not have in mind emerged in this step). Seventh, these categories were grouped according to their similarities.

3 Results

3.1 Definitions of customer experience in marketing literature

	The first goal of this paper was to analyze how customer experience has been defined in marketing literature. Five types of definitions of customer experience were found (Table 1).

	Type of definition
	Description
	Percentage

	Experience as a reaction
	Experience is defined as a response to, reaction to, perception of, or mental state derived from a situation (i.e., interactions with a company). 
	53.4%

	Experience as interactions
	Experience is defined as the activities, events and interactions the customer undergoes during a purchasing or consumption situation.
	19.2%

	Experience as assessment
	Experience is defined as an assessment, evaluation, or outcome of a service or consumption situation.
	14.4%

	Experience as service
	Experience is defined as the service per se, including the service personnel, servicescape and other customers.
	7.5%

	Experience as a type of offering
	Experience is defined as a distinct type of offering that is staged to customers.
	5.5%



	The most common definition of customer experience describes it as responses or reactions that emerge in the service, purchase or consumption process. Usually, these definitions portray experience as multidimensional, composing of emotional, cognitive, sensorial, behavioral and relational responses (e.g., Brakus et al., 2009). Also in this group there are those who define experience as a perception of, interpretation of, or mental state derived from a service, purchase or consumption situation. In these studies, the experience is considered subjective and individual, commonly triggered by company-related stimuli.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The second most common definition describes experiences not as responses to interactions with multiple actors (often the company or the company elements), but as the interactions per se. In some of these definitions, the authors state that these interactions create customer’s emotional, cognitive and behavioral responses (e.g., Edvardsson et al., 2005). At first, these two groups of definitions can seem very similar, but in the first case, the interactions with a service provider can be considered one of the antecedents of customer experience (the responses), while in the latter, the interactions are the customer experience, which causes responses (a different variable).
	The third group defines customer experience as an assessment, evaluation or outcome of a service, purchase or consumption situation. Here, measures such as service quality and satisfaction are often used as a proxy for customer experience (e.g., Ngobo, 2005). Therefore, this definition seems to involve a more calculative, cognitive aspect than a reaction. It could be argued that the cognitive dimension in the first group could be an assessment. However, the cognitive dimension involves a reaction instead of a calculative assessment (e.g., curiosity).
	The last two groups define customer experience as the service provision per se, containing elements such as the servicescape, interpersonal interaction and other customers (e.g., Grove & Fisk, 1992) or a type of offering, where the extraordinary, hedonic experience is created by the company and delivered to the customers (Pine and Gilmore, 1998). 

3.2 Proposed definition of customer experience

	There are many discussions in academia questioning whether customer experience is a different concept or it is only an old concept with a new package. The answer to this question depends on the definition of customer experience that is adopted. In this database of articles, many authors defined customer experience similarly to other concepts, such as service encounter, service as a type of offering, satisfaction with the service encounter, and service quality.
The definition of experience as a response or reaction that emerges during a customer journey does not overlap significantly with these other concepts. Perceived service quality is defined as a global attitude or judgment about the superiority or excellence of a service and its elements (e.g., responsiveness) (Parasuraman et al., 1988). Oliver (2010) defines satisfaction as the judgment of whether a characteristic of or the product/service per se provided a certain level of pleasant consumption. Therefore, if we define experience as an assessment, there is a substantial overlap between these constructs. Perceived value has traditionally been conceptualized as the difference between the benefits and costs of an offering. More recent views on value, however, conceptualize it as an improvement in the customer’s well-being (Vargo & Lusch, 2012). Therefore, these concepts also differ from customer experience as a response or reaction to the elements in the customer journey.

4 Conclusion

	In this paper, I identified the main definitions of experience in the literature and proposed a definition that differs from related constructs. Customer experience is defined as responses or reactions to elements in a customer journey. This definition is not new, but is necessary in light of the several controversies around this construct. By defining experience as a reaction, many implications can be drawn. First, a reaction can be considered spontaneous, involuntary. Therefore, in conceptual models, these reactions would be considered antecedents to evaluative concepts, such as service quality and satisfaction, which can be considered more deliberate. Second, having a single and clear definition allows this literature to move forward, for instance, by allowing meta-analyses on the antecedents and consequents of customer experience.
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