

Designing Experiences


[image: ]


Columbia University Press
Publishers Since 1893
New York Chichester, West Sussex
cup.columbia.edu
Copyright © 2019 Columbia University Press
All rights reserved
E-ISBN 978-0-23154-951-6

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Rossman, J. Robert (James Robert), 1946- author. | Duerden, Mathew D., author.
Title: Designing experiences / J. Robert Rossman, Mathew D. Duerden.
Description: New York: Columbia University Press, [2019] | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2019004424 (print) | LCCN 2018061290 (e-book) | ISBN 9780231191685 (cloth: alk. paper) | ISBN 9780231549516 (e-book)
Subjects: LCSH: Customer relations. | Customer services. | Experience. | Target marketing.
Classification: LCC HF5415.5 .R675 2019 (e-book) | LCC HF5415.5 (print) | DDC 658.5/038—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019004424

A Columbia University Press E-book.

CUP would be pleased to hear about your reading experience with this e-book at cup-ebook@columbia.edu.

Cover design: Noah Arlow


Contents

Foreword

Preface: Thanks for Joining Us!

PART ONE
Understanding Experience

CHAPTER ONE
Exploring Experiences and Experience Design

CHAPTER TWO
What Makes a Great Experience?

CHAPTER THREE
A Framework of Experience Types

PART TWO
The Experience Designer’s Toolkit

CHAPTER FOUR
The Experiencescape

CHAPTER FIVE
Experience Design Thinking

CHAPTER SIX
Designing the Experience Journey

CHAPTER SEVEN
Touchpoints and Transitions

PART THREE
Creating Great Experiences: Enhancements and Examples

CHAPTER EIGHT
The Stories We Tell: Building Drama in Your Experiences

CHAPTER NINE
Techniques for Enhancing Experiences

CHAPTER TEN
Using Experience Design in Product Development and Corporate Strategy

Conclusion: Closing Thoughts

Notes

Index


Foreword




B. JOSEPH PINE II

I FIRST MET Mat Duerden in 2017 at the annual thinkAbout event that my partner Jim Gilmore and I had staged every year for the past twenty years. A couple of Brigham Young University colleagues had come the previous year, and one of them joined Mat at this, our final event in Cleveland. It was from Mat that we heard the news: thanks to their collective and concerted efforts, BYU had changed the name of their program from the “Department of Recreation Management” to the “Department of Experience Design and Management”! It is the first university in the United States I know of to fully recognize the importance of experience design and management.

And this book, by Mat and his colleague Bob Rossman, is the first I know of that is fully focused on putting forth a set of experience design ideas, principles, and frameworks that will, should you follow them, yield an intentionally designed and engagingly staged experience.

Now, truth be told, I am still looking forward to meeting the lead author, but based on what you will read here, I know Bob understands experience design. Interestingly, in the very first chapter where Bob and Mat discuss applying user experience design, customer experience design, and service experience design, I half-expected them to direct the reader to apply experience experience design, for that should be the focus: the design of the actual experience that people have. For as my partner Jim and I endeavored to make clear in our book The Experience Economy, experiences are a distinct economic offering, as distinct from services as services are from goods. Experiences use goods as props and services as the stage to engage each individual in an inherently personal way and thereby create a memory, the hallmark of the experience.

In guiding experience designers to make that a reality Bob and Mat focus on three factors I consider paramount in the field: being intentional, orchestrating elements, and designing time.

The authors introduce the concept of intentionality right up front. People have many experiences throughout life that are unplanned, and companies offer many experiences that are haphazardly designed or even totally unplanned. But to have any success in today’s experience economy, you must be very intentional about what it is you are staging, about what you want your guests—the customers of experiences—to undergo in order to engage them and create that memory.

Here the authors usefully apply the notions of micro- and macroexperiences, where the intentional design of the microexperiences—the deliberate sequencing of engaging elements—add up to the macroexperience encompassing the phases of anticipation (before), participation (during), and reflection (after). In The Experience Economy we discuss this intentionality at its highest level under the concept of an experience theme—the organizing principle of the experience that lets you, as the designer, determine what is in the experience and what is out in order to stage a cohesive experience, one that hangs together across all the microexperiences to form, define, and sequence that macroexperience. (And as an aside, you’ve got to love a book that introduces as the masters of intentionality the proprietors of Buc-ee’s restroom experiences! But you have to be in Texas to truly appreciate them.)

You can see this focus on intentionality right in Mat and Bob’s definition of experience design: “the process of intentionally orchestrating experience elements to provide opportunities for participants to co-create and sustain interactions that lead to results desired by the participant and the designer.” And right there, too, you see the second key factor mentioned earlier: orchestrating. Although Jim Gilmore and I tend to use the term stage, we have always understood that orchestrate and even choreograph fit as well, for they each describe how that intentionality results itself in the design of every aspect of the experience, from the environment to the positive cues arrayed in that environment (as well as the negative cues absent, sometimes conspicuously so), to what workers do to enable each guest to fully engage in each experience and create that memory—all of which Bob and Mat collectively and helpfully dub the experiencescape.

The third factor is the one I fully appreciated only years after our book was published in 1999—namely, that experience design is fundamentally the design of time. Each microexperience takes up its own particular amount of time; orchestrating the length and sequence of the microexperiences builds them up over time, drawing guests through a timeline that finally yields the macroexperience; and doing all this intentionally generates the drama you want to create—and be—in the world.

In fact, I love that in chapter 8 the authors discuss dramatic structure and introduce the Freytag diagram, something we, too, added to the updated edition of The Experience Economy in 2011. For the Freytag diagram—the brainchild of nineteenth-century German performance theorist Gustav Freytag—is something theater students learn to this day to understand and embrace drama. This framework leads you in designing time, to put together that sequence of events, one on top of the other, that rise in action, build up to the climax, and then come back down again as the experience draws to a close. Without drama, the sequence falls flat, without much of anything going on. Ah, but with drama, your intentionally designed experience fully engages each guest to leave the residue of memory within them. Drama is time well designed.

That right there, by the way, is why I’ve also grown to despise the term customer experience. For as used by most everybody, it means to make interactions with customers nice, easy, and convenient. True, distinctive experiences, however, must be memorable, personal, and revealed over a duration of time—in other words, must have drama.

Being convenient is the antithesis of an experience as a distinct economic offering, for it results in spending less time with customers, rather than getting customers to value the time they spend with you, and want to spend more of it. Nice, easy, and convenient are service characteristics, not experience characteristics. They are all well and good when what you want to do is deliver a service, one that provides customers with time well saved. But experiences are about offering time well spent, and to do that you must intentionally orchestrate microexperiences across the breadth of time guests spend with you—design the drama of time—to yield that macroexperience of an engaging experience.

To do that well, I urge you to follow the prescriptions of Bob and Mat here in Designing Experiences. You will reap the rewards in your experience offerings, in your business, and in your life.

B. Joseph Pine II

Dellwood, Minnesota

Co-founder, Strategic Horizons LLP

Author, The Experience Economy, Authenticity, Mass Customization, and Infinite Possibility: Creating Customer Value on the Digital Frontier
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Thanks for Joining Us!

OVER THE LAST twenty years a lot has been written about the importance of experiences for individuals and organizations. Think about how and why experiences matter to you personally. You most likely attempt to fill your life with positive experiences. You also probably seek out companies that in addition to providing you with goods and services also deliver great experiences. While living in Texas, Mat would drive an extra few miles to shop at his favorite grocery store, H-E-B, even though there were other grocery stores closer to his home. He gladly did so because of the superior experience H-E-B delivered.

In an economy increasingly driven by the quality of experiences provided, organizations that deliver great experiences to customers and employees thrive and those that don’t become obsolete. Good experiences attract and retain loyal customers and employees, whereas bad experiences either drive them away or fail to motivate repeat business. A widely adopted business truth can, in fact, be seen in the prevalent use of the word “experience” by a wide range of companies, from Adobe’s tagline “Make experience your business” to Delta’s promotion of “the Delta experience,” everyone’s talking about experience. What we found surprising is that although “experience” is getting a lot of air time, there’s very little guidance available on how to systematically design experiences.

We believe there is a need for a book that clearly lays out a process to design experiences from beginning to end. It is not enough to bear witness to the profitability of experiences or their wonderful contributions to individuals and society, to work in this field you need to be able to design them. The book you’re holding, Designing Experiences, represents our effort to fill this gap.

Why We’re Interested in Experiences

Your authors, Bob and Mat, have been engaged in designing and delivering leisure and educational experiences for more than forty years combined. We both have a PhD in leisure studies and have worked as face-to-face leaders, supervisors, and managers of organizations whose goal was to deliver leisure experiences. Leisure is the gold standard of experience design because leisure experiences are freely chosen and intrinsically motivated. When designing great leisure experiences, you quickly learn that you’re involved in a joint venture with your participants. If the experiences you design don’t fit with your participants’ perceptions of what leisure means to them, they will quickly go elsewhere. We strongly believe that the lessons we’ve learned about leisure experiences and the tools we’ve developed to design them have relevance for all experience design contexts. We are excited to be a part of this emerging field and to see the work we have enjoyed for so many years more broadly applied.

Bob completed an undergraduate degree in recreation from Indiana University. At his first job in the Village of Oak Park, Illinois, he was responsible for operating special events. The event plans he inherited were mostly checklists of necessary supplies and scheduling information. There was nothing about what was supposed to happen to the individuals as a result of participating in these events. He started pondering what unique experiences he would expect if he were coming to one of these events and what it would take to ensure that these experiences occurred. He then challenged his staff to do the same. They liked thinking this way, and doing so became a standard operating procedure. They learned first to identify the experiences intended and then to design the encounters, interactions, and staging necessary to produce the experiences intended. Since his first position in Oak Park, Bob has focused his career on building and refining techniques to accomplish this basic proposition.

Mat started thinking about experience design while floating down the Main Salmon and Middle Fork of the Salmon Rivers in central Idaho. During high school and college Mat worked as a guide on five-to-seven-day whitewater trips for his father’s rafting company. Mat often noticed significant changes in participants’ behaviors and relationships over the course of a trip. Stress dissipated, people laughed and talked with each other more, and individuals who started the trip as strangers quickly developed meaningful friendships. As Mat observed these and other positive changes, he started to wonder what it was about a multiday river trip that facilitated these changes. Was it the magnificent natural setting, the physically challenging nature of the activities, or the disconnect from society and technology? His pondering the nature of these experiences on the river eventually started him down a pathway of research, teaching, and practice focused on experiences and their design.

There is no generally accepted volume that defines fundamental concepts of experience design, anchors these concepts in social science literature, and provides pragmatic, usable tools for designing experiences. In writing this book, we’ve done our best to integrate some of our favorite experience design tools with insights and approaches gleaned from some of the top contemporary experience thinkers like Joe Pine, Jim Gilmore, Martin Seligman, Tom and David Kelly, Chip and Dan Heath, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Daniel Kahneman, and Walt Disney. The techniques presented in this book are robust and will enable you to design new experiences as well as deconstruct, analyze, and redesign existing ones.

Understanding the social and psychological phenomena that facilitate experiences will help you better design them. Don’t worry, we don’t get too deep into theory, just enough to keep you on target to design experiences that people will find engaging. The majority of the book deals with specific techniques that we have used and taught to students for more than twenty-five years. We also integrate design thinking as an excellent approach for infusing innovation into the overall experience design process. We believe you will find these topics very practical in performing your day-to-day work of designing experiences.

We owe thanks to a lot of people who helped in various ways to bring this book to life. Foremost, we would like to thank our families and especially our wives, Linda Rossman and Chenae Duerden, respectively, for their support in our writing this book and throughout our careers. We had some excellent undergraduate students, including Sydney Burgess, Catherine Gardiner, and Madie Smith, who provided feedback on early versions of the book. A number of our academic colleagues, including Dr. Gary Ellis at Texas A&M University, Dr. Barbara Schlatter at Illinois State University, and the faculty in the Department of Experience Design and Management at Brigham Young University, have influenced our thinking about experiences and have also provided valuable feedback during the writing of this book. We are sure they will find included in the book some of the ideas they have shared during discussions with us. The book is better for their generous input.

We want to thank B. Joseph Pine II for both his pioneering efforts to bring attention to the experience economy and for graciously agreeing to write a foreword for this book. We are also grateful to Myles Thompson, editor at Columbia Business School Publishing, who believed in us and our book project from the beginning. He and Brian Smith have been supportive and most helpful in improving and completing this book. Finally, we want to thank you for taking the time to read our book, and we wish you good luck in your own experience design endeavors.

J. Robert Rossman (Bob)
Phoenix, AZ
Mathew D. Duerden (Mat)
Provo, UT


PART ONE

Understanding Experience

EVERYONE WANTS TO BE part of the experience economy these days. The word experience is added as an adjective to almost everything (e.g., dining experiences, check-in experiences, employee on boarding experiences). Simply adding the word experience, though, does not automatically make something a worthwhile experience. In this section we examine the concepts of experience and experience design and develop definitions that are grounded but pragmatic; these are definitions experience designers can use to guide their work. Our examination of the psychology of experience will help you understand the behavioral nature of experience and what makes a great one. Finally, we provide a framework of experience types from prosaic to transformational that will prepare you for comprehensive experience design. This section will deepen your understanding of experiences and give you the background you will need to develop immersive and engaging experiences.


CHAPTER ONE

Exploring Experiences and Experience Design

WHAT DO THE following companies have in common?

•​USAA

•​Costco

•​Ritz Carlton

•​JetBlue

•​H-E-B

•​Amazon

•​Apple

•​Netflix

This is a diverse group of organizations. Some offer products and others provide services. The reason they’re on this list is because they each hold the title of Net Promoter Score® (NPS) leader for 2018 in their various industries.1 NPS is a measurement tool developed by Bain & Company’s Fred Reichheld to assess customer brand loyalty.2 The score is calculated by having customers respond on a 0–10 scale to this question: “How likely would you be to recommend [company] to a friend or colleague?” If customers answer with a 9 or 10, they’re promoters; if their answer is between 0 and 6, they’re detractors. You then subtract the percentage of total detractors from total promoters to calculate your score. In general, although benchmarks vary across industries, an excellent NPS is above 50.3

Here’s the previous list of companies along with their NPS scores:

•​USAA: 79

•​Costco: 79

•​Ritz Carlton: 75

•​JetBlue: 74

•​H-E-B: 72

•​Amazon: 68

•​Apple: 63

•​Netflix: 62

These organizations consistently convert customers into loyal brand ambassadors. How do they do it? We believe the primary driver behind their NPS success is the experience they deliver to customers. Whether it’s selling entertainment in the case of Netflix or consumer goods in the case of Costco, these companies have figured out how to design and consistently deliver powerfully positive customer experiences. Experiences matter across all industries. Companies that provide great experiences to customers and employees succeed; those that don’t, fail. Experiences matter in our personal lives as well. They shape our identities and affect relationships with friends and families. This book aims to help you understand the inner workings of experiences and how to design them. Great experiences don’t happen serendipitously—they require intentionality and planning. In this book we’re going to introduce you to the insights and tools you need to become an excellent experience designer.

You are an experience designer whether or not you realize it. You are constantly involved in authoring experiences for your customers, colleagues, friends, and family. The relevant question is, Are you doing this intentionally? Conscious and purposeful experience design is a key to personal and professional success. Although some people (e.g., Walt Disney) and organizations (e.g., Ritz Carlton) appear to have the innate ability to deliver amazing experiences, the experiences they deliver are in fact built on a foundation of meticulous and intentional design. While we can’t guarantee that reading this book will turn you into the next Walt Disney, we strongly believe that anyone can become a competent experience designer.

Experiences Matter

If you are reading this book, you’re probably already on board with the idea that experiences matter. Even so, we want to review some of the primary reasons we think everyone should pay more attention to experiences. Experiences power our modern economy. B. Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore have been spreading the message of the experience economy since the mid-1990s.4 Over the last 150 years we have moved from an agrarian economy driven by harvesting commodities like corn and coal, to an industrial economy built on manufacturing goods, to a service economy consisting of delivering services, to our current experience economy, where the central economic activity is designing experiences. It’s an economy where consumers make purchasing decisions based not simply on product features but also on the experiences they facilitate.

The companies listed earlier in the chapter convert customers into promoters in large part because of the quality of the experiences they provide. Pine and Gilmore’s classic example of this economic progression is the escalating price point moving from unprocessed coffee beans (commodity), to coffee grounds (product), to a generic cup of coffee (service), and finally to a high-end cup of Starbucks coffee (experience).5 In essence, people are willing to pay more for the same basic product if it’s wrapped in a desirable experience.

This economic progression involves transitioning economic activity from delivering a service to providing an engaging experience. A continuing controversy is whether experience is different from service or simply a different kind of service. We think it is different. A service is a unique category of economic activity. In some cases, the service being purchased is access to a special piece of equipment or skill in using it—for example, sharpening ice skates. One can obtain a hand sharpener and do it oneself, but a good sharpening requires a special machine and skill in using it. Other services involve hiring someone to do an unpleasant task like washing windows. This can be performed by the homeowner because it does not require special skill. But people employ others to do the service because they do not have time or do not like to do the job.

An experience differs in that it requires the customer to be consciously engaged and the engagement is sustained through volitional actions of the participant. Consider the monikers used to describe the recipients of each. Service organizations think of their customers as guests, clients, patients, etc., all implying that something needs to be done for them. Experience-producing organizations think of their customers as participants. The technology writer Clay Shirky points out, “Participants are different. To participate is to act as if your presence matters, as if, when you see something or hear something, your response is part of the event.”6 Experience demands conscious attention, engagement, and action—in a word, participation. The experiences we are preparing you to design will be immersive and engaging, requiring attention and action by the participant.

Supersizing service does not transform it to an experience. For example, hotels now speak of not just serving but pampering their visitors. Such an approach still remains a service; the provider is doing something to or for the client, now even more intently. Although a supersized service may be intense, its effects are usually fleeting and must be purchased again. Service is sustained by the provider instead of the participant; even so, service provision needs to be high quality. We discuss attributes of high-quality services, which we define as technical factors (see chapter 9). Almost all the experiences discussed in this book contain service components that need to be delivered well to enhance the experience, but they are not the experience.

Let’s now consider the importance of engaging experiences on a more personal level. Consider the following thought exercise shared with us by our good friend and colleague Dr. Gary Ellis, who is a leading experience design scholar at Texas A & M University.7

1.​Think of some of your most cherished memories. Invariably, many of these have to do with specific experiences you’ve had.

2.​Now decide a price it would take for you to be willing to part with these memories.

What number did you come up with—$50, $500, $5,000, or $50,000? Have you set a higher price? In many cases when individuals are asked this question, they refuse to name an amount because they could never imagine parting with important memories. We value our most precious memories, and these memories come from our experiences. Research conducted by Paul Ratner and by Elizabeth Dunn and Michael Norton shows that spending money on experiences has a greater, long-lasting effect on happiness levels than spending money on material goods.8 We may experience a momentary rush, like a sugar high, from purchasing a product, but the novelty and the importance of that item will invariably fade with time. In contrast, investing in experiences leads to increased returns because memories of positive experiences ripen and become even more important when recalled and reflected on over time.

As important as it is to design and deliver good experiences, it’s perhaps even more important, especially in our digitally connected world, to avoid negative customer experiences. In other words, you want to avoid an experience becoming memorable because it was a bad one! In the pre-social-media world, when companies delivered bad experiences, the only people who heard about them were usually the close friends and associates of the recipient of the experience. Now, bad experiences are broadcast to the world through social media.9

Consider the case of Dave Carroll, whose guitar was damaged on a United Airlines flight. After the airline refused to pay for the damages, he and his band made a music video about the experience that garnered over sixteen million views on YouTube. The fallout from this one experience purportedly cost United Airlines millions.10 As you read this, you’re probably thinking of examples of the latest negative customer or employee experience to go viral. Companies can no longer hope the occasional poorly delivered customer experience will simply go away; good experiences need to be consistently delivered to build and maintain customer loyalty, and bad ones need to be quickly repaired.

Companies are also beginning to realize that the experiences they provide for their employees are as important as those they provide for their customers. In their 2017 Global Human Capital Trends report for Deloitte Insights, Josh Bersin and his colleagues note that improving the employee experience was identified as the fourth most important trend in rewriting employment rules for the digital age: “Today, companies are looking at employee journeys, studying the needs of their workforce, and using net promoter scores to understand the employee experience.”11 They also assert that good employee experiences translate into good customer experiences. Paychecks and standard benefits are no longer enough to attract top applicants in competitive industries. Just like prospective customers, employees are also looking for great experiences.

The bottom line is that experiences matter. On an organizational level, well-designed experiences can help companies build customer loyalty, attract and retain employees, and rise above the competition. They are so important that experience and experience outcomes are now included as strategic outcomes for corporations. Although this book is focused on developing the ability to design and deliver experiences at the individual interactional level, we do provide some examples of their inclusion in corporate strategic planning (see chapter 10). On a personal level, great experiences are what make life enjoyable and meaningful. While some great experiences happen spontaneously, the consistent delivery of high-quality experiences requires knowledgeable, intentional experience design. Creating great experiences is also personally rewarding work; it is an endeavor we think you’ll enjoy as much as we do.

What Are Experiences?

Because so many people are talking about experiences right now, you would think everyone is on the same page regarding what experiences actually are. To illustrate this point, ask a few people the question, “What is an experience?” More than likely, you will get a different answer from each person. Although experiences are commonplace, they are also complex, making defining them a bit tricky. Often, people will provide an example of an experience they have had rather than defining the actual phenomenon of experiences. Examples are not definitional. The lack of an accepted definition is a bit concerning to us because it’s hard to design something that you cannot define.

In some cases, attempts to define experiences focus on describing the context (e.g., customer, leisure, educational) in which the experience occurs. While it is true that these context-based experiences have certain unique characteristics, such a categorization falls short of providing a generalizable definition of experience. The English language also makes defining experiences difficult. Whereas other languages, like German, have multiple terms for experience, English assigns multiple meanings to the same word.12 For example, experience can mean “knowledge or skill acquired from cumulative exposure” (as in “I have twenty years’ experience in my field”) or “past events that represent a shared community” (as in “the American experience”).

For our purposes, we’re interested in experience in the sense of something you personally accomplish, something that you do to affect outcomes, or something that makes you feel a certain way (e.g., “I had a great experience playing tennis”). This more active form implies conscious awareness of and engagement with what’s happening around you. Interestingly, the word experience originates from the Latin experiri, which means “to try or to attempt”; it denotes active engagement.13

Defining Experience

Now that we’ve discussed some basic features of experiences, we will turn our attention to developing a working definition of experience. In its simplest form, experience is consciousness of ongoing interaction. The experiences we discuss in this book require reciprocal interaction between individuals and their surroundings. This interaction must be sustained by the deliberate engagement of the individuals participating in the experience. They are immersive, engaged experiences, not passive ones resulting from service encounters. For an experience to occur, you have to be aware that something is happening around you and you’re contributing to the resulting outcomes. Our primary interest is in more complex experiences, the kind of experiences that turn customers into ambassadors and employees into advocates. To build an actionable definition of experience, we need to briefly discuss a few additional components of experiences (see figure 1.1).14

First, experiences are multiphased: each experience consists of an anticipation phase, a participation phase, and a reflection phase. Second, within each phase, multiple sequential interactions occur between the participant and the elements of the designed experience. We’ll provide a more detailed discussion of these elements in chapter 4 because these are the primary building blocks you will need to take account of or manipulate when designing experiences. For now, you should think of these elements as the people, places, and things that make up the experience. Third, interactions between the participant and the elements of the experience co-create a variety of potential results driven largely by the participant’s perceptions and reactions in the experience. These perceptions, labeled “perceived results” in figure 1.1, could include thoughts, emotions, attitudes, or behaviors. They are minded outcomes resulting from intentional reflection triggered by active engaged participation in the experience.

[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Foundational experience components. Modified from Mat D. Duerden, Peter J. Ward, and Patti A. Freeman, “Experiences: Seeking Interdisciplinary Integration,” Journal of Leisure Research 47, no. 5 (2015), 612.

Combining the foundational components in figure 1.1, we offer the following definition of experience: Experience is a unique interactional phenomenon resulting from conscious awareness and reflective interpretation of experience elements that is sustained by a participant, culminating in personally perceived results and memories.

Experiences present in two formats: micro- and macroexperiences. Microexperiences are discrete interactional episodes across the anticipation, participation, and reflection phases that together constitute the cumulative macroexperience. The macro/microexperience designation is based on the elevation from which you view the experience. A single vacation could be seen as a microexperience if the perspective is the full life experience of an individual, or it could be broken down into all the microexperiences that occurred during the vacation. It’s important to understand that you often will find yourself switching between these two perspectives as you design experiences. We’ll have more to say about this in chapters 5 and 6.

Using Foundational Experience Components: An Example

Consider how we can use the experience components just introduced to deconstruct a fairly commonplace experience like going to a restaurant. During the anticipation phase of this experience, you begin thinking about going out for dinner. You probably start by considering what type of food you would like, whom you would like to go with, the price you would like to pay, and where you might like to go. If you’re always looking for the next great place to eat, you may look at restaurant reviews and menus online. All these thought processes and decisions represent interactions between you and the elements of the experience, including those provided by external entities (e.g., restaurant review apps, social media posts, online menus) and those of your own making (e.g., friends you want to invite, your mode of transportation to the restaurant, your budget). One of these will likely be the principal driver of your decision making. For example, you primarily want to go to dinner with friends, and where you go and what is served are of less importance.

The transition from the anticipation phase to the participation phase usually occurs as you begin to interact with elements of the actual experience. In our example, this could include microexperiences like arriving at and walking into the restaurant. It deserves noting that the subjective results of the anticipation phase spill over into the participation phase. For example, if you read some great reviews about the restaurant, you will likely bring a positive attitude as you enter the participation phase. If you called ahead and made a reservation, the host will greet you with a reserved table for you and your friends. The interaction between your positive attitude about the restaurant and the expedited seating process will most likely produce continued positive feelings about the experience—or in the language of our experience definition, a positive perceived result. It’s also easy to imagine how the perceived outcome of this initial participation phase could be different if you had read negative reviews about the restaurant, the restaurant didn’t take reservations, or you were not given a suitable welcome by the host. Additional microexperiences like ordering, receiving, and eating food; talking with friends; and paying for your meal also occur during the participation phase. For an account of how some restaurant corporations think about and design the interactions in a dining experience, see the Fox Restaurant Concepts and Brinker International entries in chapter 10.

After leaving the restaurant, you enter the reflection phase of the experience, and your perceived results from the participation phase will influence your perceived outcome of the overall experience. This transition is marked by a switch from engaging in the actual experience to reflecting on what happened. The reflection phase is especially relevant after you experience something very negative or very positive. Most of your life experiences have short, weak reflection phases because they aren’t especially memorable. But for those that are either very good or very bad, the reflection phase often includes conversations about the experience with others, either in person or through social media; looking at pictures taken during the experience; or simply reflecting back on the experience. One’s summary judgment about the experience is malleable at this point and influenced by the internalized narrative of personal reflection as well as discussions with others who participated. The perceived results of the reflection phase often determine whether you consider returning to the restaurant again, which brings you back to the anticipation phase, where the process begins anew. The experience loop terminates if you decide to never return.

As you can see, experiences—even those as familiar as going out to eat—are complex, and designing them is an intricate and involved process. It requires more than simply giving lip service to the importance of customer service. Designing experiences requires an intentional, tested process to create experiences that will lead participants through a sequence of interactions across all three experience phases, interactions that produce results desired by the participant and intended by the experience designer. The tools and knowledge we include in later chapters will provide a methodology for designing experiences to produce the results desired.

What Is Experience Design?

Now that we’ve defined experience, let’s turn our attention to defining experience design. Increased interest in experiences has led to multiple experience design approaches. You may have heard such terms as user experience design, customer experience design, and service experience design, to name a few. Each of these refers to the application of the experience design process within a specific context:

•​User experience design (UX design) focuses on the design of human-computer interactions.

•​Customer experience design deals with the design of customer-company interactions.

•​Service experience design involves intentionally creating effective and positive service encounters.

Specialization within experience design is important because the nuances of each context warrant some degree of customization. For example, in UX design there is a continuing issue about the locus of the experience. Is the experience the interaction with the computer, or is the computer simply a window that provides a conduit to the experience? Unique contextual issues aside, there are more commonalities than differences across these fields, but limited communication between them and the lack of a shared foundation are problematic.

The experience design writer Brian Solis had the following to say about this disconnect: “It’s rare for specialists in these several disciplines [brand experience, customer experience, and user experience] to interact, and even less common for companies to integrate them in experience design efforts. This is a travesty, as they have much to share with each other.”15 For the most part, these subdisciplines of experience design have developed independently of one another and without efforts to identify common ground on which all could build.

Innovation often works this way, with new ideas emerging independently and simultaneously. The sociologist Robert Merton called this phenomenon “multiple discoveries.” Long lists of these simultaneous innovations exist, such as calculus, the theory of evolution, and the atomic bomb. Multiple discoveries seem to occur “when prerequisite kinds of knowledge and tools accumulate in man’s cultural store, and when the attention of an appreciable number of investigators becomes focused on a problem.”16

The simultaneous development of experience design subfields came about as individuals and industries became aware of the importance of experiences and realized that they needed to take steps to approach their design more intentionally. An example of this is the recent trend of organizations’ creating the position of chief experience officer because they know delivering great experiences is important yet they do not fully know what they want individuals in this position to do.17 Although an increasing recognition of the need for an experience design methodology exists, consensus is still lacking on what exactly experience design is or should be. As Peter Benz noted in his book Experience Design: Concepts and Case Studies, “The full potential of experience design as a distinct creative discipline in its own right still needs to be articulated and recognized.”18 Experience design should be defined in a generalizable way that positions it as the foundational field of all its related subfields (e.g., user experience, customer experience, service experience). This book makes an effort to define experience design and present its key tenets and tools in a way that promotes broad applicability.

Before revealing our proposed definition of experience design, let’s look at the meaning of the words experience and design. The previous section dealt with the term experience at length, but as a reminder, some key elements to its definition include its multiphased nature, conscious awareness, and the interaction between participants and experience elements leading to perceived results. Design is a word like experience, with multiple meanings depending on its usage. We like the definition provided by Harold G. Nelson and Erik Stolterman in their insightful book The Design Way. They view design as “the ability to imagine that-which-does-not-yet-exist, to make it appear in concrete form as a new, purposeful addition to the real world.”19 When you engage in design, you intentionally create something in order to produce a desired change, a planned intervention with a purposeful intention.

By combining the concepts we’ve shared for experience and design, we offer the following definition of experience design: Experience design is the process of intentionally orchestrating experience elements to provide opportunities for participants to co-create and sustain interactions that lead to results desired by the participant and the designer. Experiences are complex and ever present, but to create experiences that truly stand out and produce intended results, someone must intervene in a purposeful way. That someone should be an experience designer, and that designer could be you.

Summary: Let’s Get Going

We’ve set the stage with definitions for experience and experience design. We hope that you now recognize the complexities of experiences and the interactive process whereby experiences produce results. Anyone can schedule a get-together for a group of people, and in the process of interacting, some outcome will result. But the act of designing and delivering an experience that produces results valued by the participant and the provider requires an intentional process. Our goal in the chapters that remain is to give you the knowledge and tools you need to design experiences in any context and for any population. This is an interdisciplinary field, and we draw from a variety of disciplines as we guide you along the path toward experience design expertise. We will also continually highlight the differences between experiences and services.

Before wrapping up this chapter, we want to make a couple of quick terminology-housekeeping comments. We will at times use the term experience staging or experience stager to refer, respectively, to the act of delivering an experience and to those individuals who facilitate the experience-staging process. Most of the time we use the term experience stager when we’re referring to frontline employees who directly interact with end users. We will also use a few different terms to refer to the individuals who engage in the experiences you design, including customer, participant, and end user. We decided to use these terms interchangeably to reflect the diverse nature of the individuals for whom readers of this book will be designing experiences. Personally, we prefer participant because the word connotes the deliberate interaction needed for co-creation.

When you’re done reading this book, you will be off to a good start on becoming an experience designer. You will have a grasp of foundational topics and tools that will allow you to design innovative, intentional experiences. Let’s now move on to the next step on our experience design journey: a review of the work of some of the top sociopsychological thinkers about the phenomenon of experiences.


CHAPTER TWO

What Makes a Great Experience?

FOR A FEW summers while Mat was earning his master’s degree, he and his wife, Chenae, codirected a wilderness adventure camp for disadvantaged adolescents in the mountains of central Idaho. One of the youth participants, whom we’ll call Tom, was short and wiry with a massive mop of messy blonde hair. He showed up at camp with a skateboard, even though there was no place to skate, and a lot of energy. It was not easy to capture Tom’s attention, and he was exasperating his counselors. One day as Mat was making his rounds through camp, one of the counselors came up to him and told him there was something he had to see.

It turned out to be Tom, who was standing perfectly still with his hand outstretched toward a hummingbird feeder hanging from a tree. The counselor told Mat that Tom’s group had been learning about birds that day and had been told that if they put sugar water on their hand and held it very still by the feeder, a hummingbird might land on their hand. For whatever reason, this prospect had fascinated Tom so much that he was willing to stand still—something that had not yet happened during his waking hours at camp—for the chance of having a hummingbird land on his hand. To his delight, it happened after a few minutes of waiting.

During this experience, Tom was fully in the moment. His attention was totally concentrated on the task at hand with little to no awareness of the world around him. Something about the chance to physically connect with a bird—with which he shared some similar behavioral patterns—captured and held his attention. Successful experience designers strive to deliver attention-captivating experiences like Tom’s hummingbird encounter. The question is, How do you do this consistently? In this chapter we’re going to look at a body of sociopsychological research to learn principles you can use to guide your experience design efforts.

What you will read in the remainder of this chapter may seem a bit obtuse to designing experiences. Trust us that this knowledge will help you design better and more intentional experiences. Too many in the field do not take the time to study the social psychology of experiencing before they begin designing experiences. This chapter will provide you with a deeper understanding of experiences and thereby make you a better designer of them.

Play and Flow

Our brains crave stimulation. It’s why smartphones are so addicting—they’re highly effective providers of visual and auditory stimulation as well interactive tactile and cognitive stimulation.1 Our brains want us to interact with our environment so that we can learn, grow, and adapt. It’s why kids need to play. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Dr. Michael Ellis conducted observational studies of children in his Play Research Lab at the University of Illinois.2 He was interested in understanding the motivations behind and outcomes resulting from unstructured play. Ellis’s research showed that play provided children with a vehicle to obtain and maintain optimal levels of physical stimulation and cognitive arousal. Subsequent research has strengthened the case for play serving an essential developmental role for children and adults.3

Kids use play to find the sweet spot between understimulation (I’m bored) and overstimulation (I’m anxious). As adults, we also seek experiences that provide just the right amount of stimulation. You would think that in a world with unending sources of stimulation, it would be easy to know how to pay attention to the types of experiences that would provide our brains with the right amount of feedback. Unfortunately, having too many choices actually impairs our decision-making ability and so we end up watching Netflix or engaging in other activities that tend to sedate rather than stimulate our brains.4

We all have had experiences, like Tom’s hummingbird encounter, that have fully captured and held our attention. What is it about such experiences that make them so captivating? This question was, in part, what Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi set out to answer when he began studying the experiences of highly creative individuals.5 Using a method called “experience sampling,” which involved paging participants at random times during the day and having them complete a few questions about what they were doing and how they were feeling, Csikszentmihalyi discovered a common set of characteristics that study participants used to describe uniquely captivating experiences. He adopted the term flow, a word used frequently by respondents to label these types of experiences.

As Csikszentmihalyi’s study of flow continued, he developed a list of descriptive characteristics of flow experiences. He also found that flow could occur in almost any context (work or leisure) and during any activity (from rock climbing to quilting) if the experience exhibited the following qualities:

•​Clear goals—you know what you’re trying to accomplish in the activity.

•​Immediate feedback—you know how well you’re doing in relation to the stated goals as you engage in the experience.

•​Balance between challenge and skill—the experience provides the right amount of challenge in relation to your level of requisite skills.

•​Merging of action and awareness—you are completely focused and engaged with the experience at hand.

•​Loss of self-consciousness—you are so engrossed in the experience that you lose awareness of other things happening around you, including concern for what others may be thinking of you.

•​Time becomes distorted—you lose complete track of time, and experiences that seem to take only minutes may actually have taken hours.

•​Your participation is intrinsically motivated—you want to participate for the sake of the experience as opposed to some external reward.6

Think about Tom’s experience with the hummingbird. Each of these qualities is clearly exhibited in that experience. He had a clear goal in mind, he received feedback in the form of the hummingbird’s proximity to his hand throughout the experience, he was entirely focused on the experience, the activity provided him with a good balance between his skill level and the required challenge, he completely forgot about the world around him, he lost track of time, and he was intrinsically motivated.

The individuals for whom you are designing experiences are looking for experiences that capture their attention. We all want to find flow-producing experiences to fill at least portions of our day. As experience designers, we can use the insights about human experiences gleaned by researchers like Mike Ellis and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. Their work highlights that quality experiences occur only when individuals recognize and respond to what’s happening around them. You have to catch people’s attention and engage them if you want to provide them with a sustainable experience. Second, you need to find the sweet spot when designing and staging experiences in which you provide enough stimulation to catch and hold people’s attention but not so much that they become overwhelmed, anxious, or confused. This means that you have to understand the people for whom you are providing experiences. What types of knowledge, skill levels, attitudes, and so on do they personally bring to the experience? You also need to understand some general principles of human psychology in order to design engaging, positive experiences.

What Do People Really Want to Experience?

Although experiences can produce a great variety of results, your first step in designing them is intentionally focusing on a finite number of specific desirable results that you have some probability of delivering. A classic mistake of experience design is to begin with your end in mind rather than what your participants want. Some organizations will have outcomes they want produced by the experiences they sponsor. For example, the YMCA (the Y) has specific organizational outcomes it desires from the programs it offers; the Y’s three foci are youth development, healthy living, and social responsibility.7 All the programs the Y offers are targeted to achieve one of these outcomes. But participants’ needs always deserve consideration because meeting participants’ wants and solving their problems will have a strong influence on how they evaluate the experience and what they tell others about it. While acknowledging that every individual has unique needs, positive psychology offers insights into what results generally have the greatest positive effect and accordingly are most desired by participants.

In Authentic Happiness, Martin E. P. Seligman, the father of positive psychology, discusses the power of positive experiences. He states that “experiences that induce positive emotion cause negative emotion to dissipate rapidly.”8 This simple and straightforward statement is backed up by significant amounts of supportive research. Seligman also contends that happiness or positive emotion is only one component of healthy psychological functioning. Paul Dolan, in his book Happiness by Design, adds to this discussion by noting the need for purpose in addition to pleasure in the experiences we pursue. He introduces the pleasure-pain principle (PPP), which states that pleasure is contrasted with pain, and purpose is contrasted with pointlessness.9 A life dilemma he discusses is the need to balance pleasure with purpose. Engaging only in pleasures without purpose does not make us feel good, nor does engaging only in purposeful activities.

Whom we engage with in experiences also matters. Seligman suggests that social bonding is a key facilitator of positive psychological functioning. In a study in which he and a colleague analyzed the very happiest 10 percent of college students from a pool of 222 students, social bonding was found to be a key differentiating factor. These “very happy” people differed markedly from individuals with average and low levels of happiness in one principal way: they enjoyed a rich and fulfilling social life. They spent the least amount of time alone (and the most time socializing), and they were rated highest on good relationships by themselves and their friends.10 Dolan seconds this conclusion. After reviewing two large sets of happiness data from the United States and Germany, he concludes, “We can also show that we are again happier when we are interacting with other people.”11

Chip and Dan Heath, in their book The Power of Moments, suggest shared experiences, especially those that allow people to struggle together while working to obtain a meaningful goal, build powerful and deep connections between individuals.12 Think about those individuals in your own life you feel most connected to—we bet you’ve had the type of experiences with them that the Heath brothers are describing.

In Seligman’s most recent book, Flourish, he introduced the PERMA model as a framework to present the necessary elements of optimal psychological functioning. He suggests that individuals live more fulfilling lives when they have experiences that produce the following results:13

•​Positive emotion—leads to happiness. We all want to have experiences that produce positive emotions: the excitement of a first date, the joy of seeing a child take her first step, the satisfaction and savoring that comes from eating an expertly prepared meal.

•​Engagement—a subjective state that draws heavily on flow theory and is present when individuals can answer affirmatively to such questions as “‘Did time stop for you?’ ‘Were you completely absorbed in the task?’ ‘Did you lose self-consciousness?’”14 We all want and seek experiences that draw us in and engage our full attention.

•​Relationships—we all need meaningful positive relationships with people who are important to us. Seligman states, “Very little that is positive is solitary…. Other people are the best antidotes to the downs of life and the single most reliable up.”15

•​Meaning—defined by Seligman as “belonging to and serving something that you believe is bigger than the self.”16 Meaning can be found in a career you consider to be a calling,17 involvement in volunteer causes, or religiously motivated service, to name a few examples.

•​Accomplishment—the pursuit of achievement for its own sake. This can be fulfilled in both the personal and the professional sphere. It represents a desire to develop domain mastery, not for praise or remuneration, but simply to gain a sense of competence.
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