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Abstract. The promotion of local economic development processes in a metropolitan area often
depends on its ability to attract sustainable tourism flows and to provide a high quality of life for
citizens. Both are basic conditions to enhance the competitiveness of an urban context, but their
achievement is possible only if territorial planning strategies are focused on the real "experience"
lived by tourists and citizens while they get in touch (either virtually or physically) with that place.
This is the reason why all the choices made by policy makers, urban planners, and territorial
marketing managers should be aimed at promoting the best experience possible for people visiting
and living the city. Thus, there is a need for theoretical models able to support practitioners in their
efforts for "experience design", which can find in the marketing literature — and in particular in the
studies on tourism experience - many interesting conceptual references. This research topic has grown
very rapidly in the last years, but at the moment is still characterized by a high fragmentation and a
lack of systematic theoretical models. Starting from these considerations, the purpose of the paper is
to fill this gap by presenting a conceptual framework specifically developed in order to give a solid
basis for the design, management and evaluation of the experiences lived by people when they plan,
visit and remember a place.

Introduction

Cities are first of all places where people spend a significant amount of their time doing something
useful, interesting or enjoyable. This is true for residents living there, but also for tourists who visit
the city for a short while and aim at exploiting every single moment spent there in order to justify the
money and the time invested into that travel.

For this reason, city planners and policy makers should always consider the promotion of a positive
experience for residents and visitors as one of the major guideline during the definition of
development strategies for their metropolitan areas. It is very important to give relevance not only to
the needs of tourists, but also to those of residents, as a good quality of life is at least as much essential
as tourists’ satisfaction for the attractiveness of a territory. Furthermore, the attention to local
community favours also the development of a sustainable tourism: it prevents degenerative
phenomena that lead to over-exploitation of tourism resources, which reduce the long-term
competitiveness of a destination.

City planners and policy makers have also to take into account that the experience lived by tourists
is undoubtedly different from that lived by residents: the tourists’ satisfaction depends only on the
ability of the destination to offer a pleasant stay consistent with the tourists personal preferences,
while the perception of quality of life by residents relies on many other factors, more articulated and
complex. This implies that it is necessary to pay attention also to several different features of the
territory. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify a least common multiple in the experience of the two
types of users that can provide a useful point of reference: the experience of a "place" may actually be
similar for those tourists who aim at immersing themselves into the genuine local culture, avoiding
the clichés of mass tourism, and for those residents who aim at discovering the local cultural assets of
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their land, going beyond the mere functional exploitation of the local resources. Both seek to build a
personal relationship with the city, getting in touch with its real identity and carrying back a
non-stereotypical memory, made of unique emotions, innovative ideas, and new knowledge.

This combination of cognitive inputs, emotions, feelings, and perceptions may be defined as "place
experience" and represents the main source of tourist satisfaction and one of the primary building
blocks of the quality of life for the local inhabitants. The place experience cannot be planned a priori,
as it is by definition the fruit of a spontaneous and subjective process which takes shape within the
individual consciousness, but it is possible to create the best conditions to favour its positive
development.

Marketing scholars have discovered the importance of this issue many years ago, focusing on
customer experience as the real outcome of every commercial transaction and as one of the main
concerns of business managers [1,2,3]. More recently, this concept has become popular in the
economy of tourism where there is a reach research stream focused on the study of the tourism
experience [4,5,6,7].

In spite of the growing interest about the topic, there is still a lack of systematic approaches to this
field and a high fragmentation tends to prevail. Besides, also the works devoted to the tourism
experience focus on the demand side, while there is little attention to the territory as a possible source
of experience.

This paper aims at giving a contribution to fill both these gaps by presenting a theoretical
framework where the “place experience” is considered as a specific and explicit goal of a rational
design process carried out by policy makers and managers in which the needs of residents and tourists
are both considered as crucial concerns.

The customer experience: a theoretical background

The experiential approach has made its first appearance in the studies on consumer behaviour with the
work of Hirschman and Holbrook [8], who highlighted the need to find new conceptual categories to
study what they call the “hedonic consumption”, focusing on the emotional and multisensory aspects
of consumer activity and rejecting the idea that the decision-making process is based only on
rationality.

This experiential perspective, opposed to the traditional information processing view, has enjoyed
increasing success, especially since the nineties, as it has intercepted some cultural trends typical of
the post-modern era, which recognize the central importance of new concepts, such as complexity,
subjectivity and sociality [9].

This success has led some authors to state that we are now entering the stage of the "experience
economy" where firms are required to "orchestrate memorable experiences" for their customers rather
than just to sell products able to satisfy their functional needs [1]. Symbolic elements become more
important and consumption behaviours must be analyzed in their composite aspects which include
cognitive, emotional and sensory dimensions [10,3]. Furthermore, due to the fact that experiences are
characterized for being personal and unique for each customer, interaction among firms and
customers has become essential and the role of firms is shifting from the mere delivery of products
and services to the creation of an experience environment [17].

Recently, this perspective has been adopted even in the field of tourism, where the correspondence
between product and experience is more manifest, as creating experiences is the essence and the
raison d'etre of the tourism industry: tourists usually travel to live experiences, and the competitive
advantage of a destination depends primarily on its ability to meet such an expectation [4] and to offer
an experience environment where tourists may combine different local resources in order to live their
unique and memorable experiences. Above and beyond the recurring references to the importance of
the experiential view in the process of tourism consumption, the literature has also sought to identify
the factors that contribute to the quality and memorability of the experience, in order to provide
tourism managers with effective conceptual tools, allowing them to seize the opportunities offered by
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this new approach [4,5,6,7]. Interesting advancements in the state of the art of knowledge about
tourism experience have been done, but still do not offer a sufficient conceptual basis for an effective
management of the process of experience design, that represents the critical trial for tourism and
territorial managers.

In order to answer to this need, it is necessary to go a step further by trying to combine the most
significant findings emerged from the literature within a single theoretical framework that takes into
account not only the antecedents of the experience, but also the real possibility to interfere with the
experiential process to determine positive feedbacks, and the role of the destination as en experience
environment where tourists, residents, firms and local resources meet and dialogue.

The "place experience" model described below is an attempt to take this further step, with
reference to the specific situation of a territory which may be envisioned as a tourist destination but
also as a place of discovery and exploration for the resident population.

The “place experience” model

The promotion of positive and memorable experiences on a specific place (urban or rural area)
depends on the presence of some favourable conditions which are in part related to some objective
characteristics of the territory, in part may be the result of conscious strategies pursued by the local
stakeholders, and in part are characterized by unpredictability because are related to demand’s
requirements. Therefore, to address the decision-making process towards solutions consistent with
the potential of the area and with the expectations of the users, we need a unique and shared
representation of the underlying logics that lead to the development of the experience.

This representation may be provided through a conceptual model which combines all the key
elements which contribute to the experience-making. The model is based on a conceptual framework
used to analyze the experiences lived by the participants to socio-cultural events and by the consumers
of cultural products [11,12,13], extended with some further constructs which have already been the
object of a first empirical test [14].

The model consists of three complementary elements:

¢ the experience process, which is the dynamic representation of the progressive development of
the experience along the time;

o the experience drivers, which are the factors that, through a dynamic and interdependent
interplay, contribute to give the experience a specific form, improving its intensity and
memorability;

e The experience mix, composed by a system of levers that policy makers and managers can use
to enact the experience drivers.

The experience process. Experience is by definition a longitudinal concept, which takes shape

and evolves over time along a complex process. This process may be split into three stages:

e JWait. This stage has also been defined of "anticipated consumption" [15] as it includes
thoughts, feelings and sensory images about what the consumer imagines and foretastes when
he becomes aware of his needs, collects information, evaluates the alternatives, plans the travel,
books the services. The contact with the place is generally mediated by technology (web,
television, etc.) and communication channels, either formal or informal: opinions expressed by
other people are searched and often kept in high consideration.

® Action. The consumption stage may be considered the core of the whole process, when the
representation takes shape, the “moment of truth”, where the experience is usually richer and
more intense. At this stage the consumer gets in touch with the place and interacts with it,
visiting attractions, meeting people, tasting food in an immersive experience where feelings and
multisensory inputs are generally dominant.
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e Memory. The time of "remembered consumption and nostalgia" can be envisioned as an
extension of the experience lived on the field and reflects the memory of what has been done or
seen: once the visitor is back at home, he recalls the emotions, the feelings and the information
assimilated during the travel and shares them with his social network. Sometimes the
experience is so strong that it causes a change in the habits and the culture of the visitor,
affecting his lifestyle.

The experience drivers. The literature on the customer experience has highlighted some of the
main factors which can play a role of antecedents in the development of a positive and memorable
experience. Some are generic and can be applied to different consumption contexts. Others are
specific to a particular market. Here we present a systematization of the field with particular regard to
the context of "place consumption", which is our focus. In this context, we found that the main
experience drivers are:

o the multidimensional personal engagement, which implies the contemporary solicitation of a
person at the different levels of his nature (cognitive, affective, sensorial, etc.), so that he can
simultaneously sense, feel, think, act and relate, living a "total experience" [2];

e the satisfaction of complementary needs, which implies the possibility to meet all the conscious
and unconscious needs of a person, giving him the opportunity to enjoy a complete and
interdependent set of activities (learning, socializing, having fun, eating excellent food, etc.);

e the evocation of symbolic values, which implies the ability to convey to the visitor deeper
meanings that go beyond the superficial layer of his immediate experience, through the
association with individual and collective myths evoked from his memory or introduced from
the outside at the time of consumption [16];

e The experience self-determination, which implies the possibility granted to the user of
designing and shaping his own experience, playing a leading role in a co-creation process where
he can freely select and place the pieces of that unique “mosaic” corresponding to his personal
experiential path [17].

e The interaction with the local community, which implies a human and cultural exchange
between the tourists and the people living in the place visited, so that the visitors can immerse
themselves in the daily life of the destination, participating actively in the activities that take
place there and feeling as a part of that world [18].

The experience mix. The drivers described above are opportunities to favour the development of
positive experiences, but, in order to exploit them, policy makers and managers have to use all the
available levers. They have also to coordinate their activities, as the experience lived by customers is
unique, while the supply of services is generally managed by many and heterogeneous organizations.

Usually, the mix may be structured into three areas (product, environment, services) which all
contribute to shape the customer experience [19], but in the case of "place experience", we propose
the following classification:

e the resources, which include all the attractions located in a specific place (museums,
monuments, natural reserves, etc.), that are part of the cultural heritage of the area, which
usually polarize the interest of visitors;

e the context, formed of all the environmental factors which affect the process of consumption,
including everything that is external to the people (physical factors, social factors, cultural
factors);

e The services, including all the activities, managed by private or public organizations, which
develop interactions with the visitors (communication, information, assistance, etc) in order to
facilitate or enrich their experience.

Managing the levers of the experience mix in the three areas described which correspond to three
different layers of action, policy makers and local managers can activate the five experience drivers
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along the whole experience process, accompanying the visitor during the discovery of the place he is
exploring (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1: The model of "place experience"

Conclusions

The model of "place experience" provides tourism and city managers with a conceptual tool which
allows a systematic approach to the problem solving related to their activities. It can play a substantial
role in improving their capabilities to address their decision-making process towards goals consistent
with the achievement of valuable outcomes in terms of tourist satisfaction and quality of life for
residents.

It can also give a contribution to the development of the debate on tourism experience as it presents
an innovative systematization of a literature characterized by a high degree of fragmentation and can
lay the groundwork for a more detailed study of the phenomenon. For a consolidation of the model
and a detailed operationalization of the variables, it is required a further advancement of research with
the development of an empirical analysis based on case studies and direct surveys. These activities
will be developed in the coming months.
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