The emergence of consumer experience in transformative consumer journeys

Introduction

	Transformative service research (TSR) is an emerging area that integrates consumer and service research with the aim to improve consumers’ well-being (Anderson et al., 2011). Transformative consumer journey (TCJ) is an extremely important and prevalent phenomenon that thus far has not received sufficient attention in service and consumer research. The concept refers to consumer journeys toward a transformational goal, such as to a healthier lifestyle or to sobriety, ultimately improving consumers’ well-being.
	Contemporary marketing literature focuses mostly on customer journeys, which are composed of a combination of touchpoints with a service provider. However, researchers increasingly argue that companies should understand customers’ everyday processes in order to help them to achieve their goals (e.g., Heinonen et al., 2010), necessitating the broadening of focus beyond provider-dominated touchpoints. In order to generate insights that allow service providers to help customers to achieve their goals and, consequently, improve their well-being, we argue that we should study the consumer journey that turns focus on processes in the consumer lifeworld. This leads to a holistic view of the consumer experience, involving multiple actors in a service ecosystem (e.g., Akaka & Vargo, 2015) that is by and large missing from extant customer experience research. 
The goal of this paper is to understand how consumer experience emerges throughout the TCJ. We pose two research questions. Considering that experience is usually defined as consumer’s responses to elements in the customer journey, adopting a holistic view means that we have to understand what the elements of a consumer journey are. Our first research question thus asks: What are the processes that comprise the TCJ? Understanding the processes allows us to subsequently examine: What is the pattern of consumer experience that emerges in response to these processes?

Method and empirical context

	This study draws on a qualitative study conducted in the context of recovering alcoholics. Theoretically, this is a suitable context to examine TCJ as the journey towards sobriety is a longitudinal process aiming at a critical transformation towards increased well-being. This context is also highly relevant in societal and individual terms as alcoholism is a prevalent, global public health problem that can cause socioeconomic harms for the alcoholic, as well as harms to other individuals and society at large. 
	We adopted a phenomenological approach in this research that seeks to describe the lived experience in its context (Thompson et al., 1989). We used three methods to collect data. First, the first first author attended seven Alcoholics Anonymous (A.A.) meetings to invite participants to be part of the research and understand their context (e.g., language). Second, the author conducted 14 phenomenological interviews to understand their history with alcohol and their journey towards sobriety in a retrospective manner. Third, eight of the 14 participants completed diaries (20 days to two months), so we could understand their recovery experience in a processual perspective. In total, these methods yield 359 pages of data analysed following phenomenological guidelines (e.g., Thompson et al., 1989).

Findings

We identified four processes of a TCJ: (1) admitting and accepting; (2) learning how to live sober; (3) changing habits and behaviors; and (4) overcoming temptations and obstacles. First, admitting and accepting is an on-going process throughout the TCJ. It is not something that happens overnight or in an “aha” moment. Admitting refers to realization that drinking is a problem and reduction of consumption is needed. Instead of a linear process, we observed that several attempts to reduce consumption often take place, and acceptance of alcoholism as a disease and the necessity of total sobriety usually emerges gradually after many unsuccessful attempts. In this process, (recovering) alcoholics undergo many negative emotional experiences, such as fear of death, shame and sadness. Although these are negative experiences, participants recognized that they were extremely important for them to achieve their goals.
	Second, learning how to live sober refers to acquiring the capabilities to learn how to live without alcohol, “how to stop being a drunk person”. Our data shows processes of learning about the disease and practices to avoid alcohol; about desire and temptations; as well as how to overcome them. Cognitive experiences emerge in this process, where recovering alcoholics sometimes experience “aha!” moments and understand how to deal with their disease.
	Third main process emerging from the data was changing habits and behaviors that can be divided into two sub-processes. The first sub-process involves abandoning old habits and behaviors such as hanging out with drink buddies, going to bars and doing activities that are associated with alcohol. The second is acquiring new habits and behaviors, such as gardening, going to the meetings and acquiring new friends (usually other recovering alcoholics). These activities eventually replace old ones and occupy the recovering alcoholic’s time. Changing habits and behaviors involves both positive and negative experiences. When the recovering alcoholic stops drinking, they suffer the effects of abstinence, including sensorial and physical negative experiences such as sweating, hallucinations and pain. Also giving up their former activities can cause negative emotional experiences. On the other hand, when acquiring new habits and behaviors, these are seen as therapeutic and positive emotional experiences emerge. While negative experiences can be intense in the beginning, they are necessary for goal achievement and they tend to fade away.
	Fourth, overcoming temptations and obstacles is a process involving the application of tricks and actively creation of cognitive experiences when negative experiences – in form of temptations and obstacles – appear. Obstacles and temptations are related to spontaneous or triggered desire to drink (e.g., seeing a beer ad). When such obstacles and temptations happen, the recovering alcoholic can apply the learned tools (e.g., read reflections, talk to mates, and go to meetings) or they can actively invoke cognitive experiences. They do so by comparing their current lifestyle with the time they were drinking, thinking about everything they would lose if they drank again or everything they sacrificed to stop drinking. This works as a neutralizing mechanism where undergoing a negative experience allows the recovering alcoholic to invoke a cognitive experience to neutralize their experiential state to normal. 

A goal-oriented view on consumer journeys: Insights for the consumer experience literature

	To discuss these findings, we integrate the emerging themes with the self-regulation model of behavior (Carver & Scheier, 1998) which has potential to bring forth many aspects of consumer experience phenomenon. First, this paper shows that the relationship between the elements in a consumer journey and the emerging consumer experience is a circular one. To our knowledge, consumer experience literature has approached this phenomenon as an open loop system, where stimulus generates responses (cf. Powers, 1973). By identifying this circular relationship, we show that the closed loop systems may be used to study this phenomenon as well, where experience is seen not only as a response, but also as an input for behavior.
	Second, we identified at least two levels of emerging consumer experience. In this paper, we show that the overall consumer experience is not necessarily cumulative, and the contribution of lower levels of emerging consumer experience to higher levels depend on the contribution to the higher order goals. Linked to this finding, this paper shows that the relationship between consumer experience and value-in-use is not always positive. Although extant literature assumes that positive experiences lead to value creation, our results indicate that negative experiences may contribute towards goal achievement. The complexity of this relationship is highlighted when studying experience within consumers’ lifeworlds. To our knowledge, extant consumer experience literature has not explored the positive effects of negative consumer experiences.
	 In order to help consumers to create “uplifting changes” in consumers’ lives (Anderson et al., 2011), companies and organizations should not seek to understand how they can provide the service they are providing better, but how they integrate into customers’ processes and facilitate goal achievement (cf. Heinonen et al., 2010). This goal-oriented perspective on consumer journeys allows us to generate implications regarding complementarity of resources and services, partnership with other actors, redesign of value proposition, and so on. In this way, it is hoped that these service providers can make better contributions in helping their customers to achieve their transformative goals.
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