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Sammendrag

I turismen og besgksnaringene har det tradisjonelle fokuset vaert pa produkter og tjenester som
grunnlaget for verdiskaping. Imidlertid, i trdd med den opplevelsesbaserte vendingen i
reiselivet, har mange akterer innenfor reiseliv nd endret fokus mot 4 tilby forbrukerne unike
opplevelser for & unnga kommodifisering. Dette betyr at bedriftene har brukt tematisering for a
skape opplevelsesrom for sine gjester. Selv om mye forskning har blitt gjort pa tematiserte
turistopplevelser, har det vert viet mindre oppmerksomhet til tematisering som fenomen.
Hvordan kunnskap om tematisering kan forstas som en form for opplevelsesinnovasjon er ogsé

mindre kjent.

Som felge av dette er det overordnede malet i denne avhandlingen & utdype kunnskapen om
tematisering i opplevelsesbasert turisme, samt hvordan kunnskap om tematisering fra bade et
besoks- og tilbyderperspektiv kan fasilitere opplevelsesinnovasjon. Mer bestemt har
avhandlingen som intensjon & utforske hva temaer og tematisering er, hvilke faktorer som driver
tematisering, tematiseringens dimensjoner, og hvilke formal tematisering kan ha.
Avhandlingens mal utforskes med opplevelsesbasert turisme som kontekst, en
arbeidskraftkrevende bransje som forseker & skape merverdi ved & tilby symbolske og
hedonistiske fordeler og fremkalle sterke emosjonelle og opplevelsesbaserte reaksjoner hos de
besgkende. Denne avhandlingen inkluderer tre separate artikler som undersgker og diskuterer
tre forskningstemaer: (i) hvordan temafaktorer som driver opplevelsesbasert turisme kan bli
bedre forstatt, (i) identifiseringen av tematiseringsdimensjonene i opplevelsesbasert turisme,
og (ii1) hvorfor tematisering brukes 1 opplevelsesbasert turisme. Det fjerde forskningstemaet,
(iv) hvordan kunnskap om tematisering fra bade et besegks- og tilbyderperspektiv kan fasilitere
opplevelsesinnovasjon, ble utviklet gjennom en abduktiv prosess 1 avhandlingen, og blir besvart
1 synopsisen. Tematisering 1 opplevelsesbasert turisme utforskes i1 bade et besoks- og
tilbyderperspektiv gjennom 4 benytte bade kvantitative og kvalitative metodologiske
tilnerminger. Den empiriske analysen 1 den forste vedlagte artikkelen er basert pa data fra en
sperreundersgkelse. Den andre og tredje vedlagte artikkelen bruker data fra halvstrukturerte

intervjuer.

Avhandlingen har fire bidrag til opplevelsesbasert turismefeltet, markedsferings- og
ledelsesfeltet. Avhandlingens forste bidrag omhandler temafaktorer. Temafaktorene navn,
medarbeiderinteraksjon, og lyssetting er de mest sentrale direkte driverne av turistens
kundeopplevelse, mens andre (design og musikk) avhengig av bruk og kontekst bidrar til
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oppfatningen av tematiserte omgivelser pa en annen méte. At temafaktorer, serlig navn, bidrar
til oppfatningen av tematiserte omgivelser er et nytt funn. Avhandlingens andre bidrag
omhandler tematiseringsdimensjoner. De ti tematiseringsdimensjonene autentisitet, kronotop,
kohesjon, digital teknologi, immersjon, interaksjon/samskaping, flersanselighet, nyhetsverdi,
gjenkjennbarhet, og historiefortelling/narrativ er sentrale og betydningsfulle for tematiseringen
i en turismekontekst. Dimensjonen interaksjon/samskaping har paralleller til dimensjoner fra
forskningen pa opplevelsesinnovasjon. Avhandlingens tredje bidrag omhandler formdlene med
tematisering 1 turisme: & sorge for differensiering; oke salgene av et merke eller et produkt;
skape band mellom gjester og et tema, merke, eller produkt; tiltrekke, stanse og {4 besegkende
til & bli; & pavirke eller endre atferden deres, og forbedre ende-til-ende-opplevelsen. Det viser
seg at disse formélene er essensielle gjensidig relaterte mal for ledere i turismen. Denne
avhandlingen diskuterer de dypere meningene og samspillet mellom temafaktorene,
tematiseringsdimensjonene, og formalene med tematisering fra bade et besoks- og
tilbyderperspektiv. Avhandlingens fjerde og endelige bidrag er implikasjonene de empiriske
funnene fra de tre artiklene har for opplevelsesinnovasjon. Avhandlingens hovedbidrag er en
omfattende underseokelse av temafaktorer, tematiseringsdimensjoner, tematiseringsformal, og
hvordan disse kan fasilitere opplevelsesesinnovasjon, noe som gir en bredere forstaelse basert
pa ny og tilgjengelig kunnskap om hvert aspekt av fenomenet som blir undersekt, og diskuterer

deres betydning.

Avhandlingen argumenterer for tilbydernes betydning i 4 omhyggelig orkestrere temafaktorer
og tematiseringsdimensjoner for & mete formalene med tematisering i opplevelsesbasert
turisme. Design av opplevelser krever ofte at tilbyderen kritisk bruker temaer og tematisering
for & skape innovative, lonnsomme og minneverdige omgivelser av hey kvalitet for besokende.
Tidligere forskning har kun satt sekelys pé at tilbyderne iscenesetter tematiserte produkter og
tjenester 1 omgivelsene. Imidlertid er ikke iscenesettingen av omgivelsene tilstrekkelig for
tilbydere av tematiserte omgivelser. I stedet gjor disse omgivelsene det nedvendig for
tilbyderne a skape fasiliterende tematiserte omgivelser som legger til rette for at de besekende
gjennom interaksjon kan samskape verdien i sine individuelle opplevelser—noe som leder til

opplevelsesinnovasjon.

Ledere anmodes til & forbedre sine tematiserte omgivelser for 4 serge for kontinuerlig
differensiering og okt salg. Ansatte ber fa kontinuerlig opplering og lederveiledning for a
kunne oppfere seg og snakke konsistent med det valgte temaet, og de ansattes interaksjon med

besgkende ber oppmuntres. | tillegg ber ledere soke & forbedre koherens og systematisk
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sammenheng mellom alle elementene 1 tematiserte omgivelser for & kunne kommunisere et
positivt harmonisk inntrykk. Ledere ber vurdere tematiseringsdimensjonene nyhetsverdi,
historiefortelling, og digital teknologi, og bruke disse i tilstrekkelig grad for & forbedre
unikheten, tilherighetsfolelsen, og en oppheyd virkelighetsopplevelse.

Folgelig er ikke hovedbidraget i denne avhandlingen knyttet til tradisjonell
tjenesteinnovasjonsforskning. I stedet undersgker avhandlingen temafaktorene og
tematiseringsdimensjonenes rolle i turistenes opplevelse, og hvordan organisasjoner kan bruke
disse for opplevelsesinnovasjon. Resultatet av dette har implikasjoner for innovasjon i
opplevelsesbasert turisme. I denne avhandlingen forstds tematisering som en prosess som kan
fore til opplevelsesinnovasjon. Denne formen for opplevelsesinnovasjon kan kalles
tematiseringsinnovasjon, en interaktiv prosess hvor besegkende gir tilbydere informasjon om
hva som er verdifullt for dem, og hvor tilbyderne bygger prototyper, evaluerer og tester
konsepter gjennom & bruke temafaktorer for 4 samskape nye eller forbedrede opplevelser, noe
som skaper tematiseringsdimensjoner som rammer inn og stetter utviklingen av temafaktorer.
Videre understotter denne prosessen tilbyderens oppnéelse av tematiseringsformal, og helst

bedre enn sine konkurrenter.

Opplevelsesinnovasjon fokuserer mer pad omgivelser enn produkter og tjenester som kan
fungere mer som rekvisitter 1 iscenesettelsen av en opplevelse. I stedet for en
leveranderkjedesentrert stage-gate-prosess hvor firmaer skaper verdi gjennom 4 tilby ulike
produkter og tjenester, sa vektlegger opplevelsesinnovasjon verdi som er interaktivt samskapt
1 stadig mer oppslukende, ofte teknologisk forbedrede omgivelser. Dermed fokuserer denne
avhandlingen pd verdien 1 & skape ny og dypere kunnskap om tematisering i
innovasjonsprosesser/design som forer til opplevelsesinnovasjon. I et utvidet perspektiv

handler opplevelsesinnovasjon om & holde seg relevant og overleve i fremtiden.



Abstract

In tourism and hospitality, products and services have been the traditional foci and bases of
value. However, in line with the experiential turn in tourism, numerous tourism businesses have
changed focus toward providing consumers with distinctive experiences to avoid
commoditization. In turn, this means businesses often employ theming as a method and practice
to create experiencescapes for and together with their visitors. Although much research has
been conducted regarding themed tourism spaces, less attention has been given to the
phenomenon of theming. How knowledge about theming can be understood as kind of

experience innovation is also less understood.

The overall aim of this thesis is to deepen knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism,
and how knowledge about theming from both a visitor and provider perspective can facilitate
experience innovation. More specifically, this thesis intends to explore what themes and
theming are, what factors drive theming, the dimensions of theming, and the purposes of
theming. These aims are explored in the context of experience-based tourism, a labor-intensive
industry that seeks to provide symbolic and hedonic benefits and evokes more robust emotional
and experiential responses from visitors. This dissertation includes three separate papers that
investigate and discuss three research topics: (i) how the theme factors that drive experience-
based tourism can be better understood, (i1) identifying the dimensions of theming in
experience-based tourism, and (iii) why theming is used in experience-based tourism. The
fourth research topic (iv), how knowledge about theming from both a visitor and provider
perspective may facilitate experience innovation is developed during the abductive process with
the dissertation and is answered in the synopsis. Using quantitative and qualitative
methodological approaches, theming in experience-based tourism is explored from both a
visitor and a provider perspective. The first appended paper’s empirical analysis uses survey

data. The second and third appended papers use semi-structured interviews.

The contributions of this thesis to the fields of experience-based tourism, marketing, and
management literature are fourfold. The first contribution of this thesis relates to theme factors.
The theme factors name, employee interaction, and lighting are the most central direct drivers
of the tourist customer experience, while others (design and music) contribute to the perceived
themed environment differently, depending on usage and context. The fact theme factors, in
particular, name, contribute to an environment’s theme perception is a novel find. The second

contribution of this thesis relates to theming dimensions. The 10 dimensions of theming,
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authenticity, chronotope, cohesion, digital technology, immersion, interaction/co-creation,
multisensory, novelty, relatability, and storytelling/narrative are crucial to and significant for
theming in a tourism context. The dimension interaction/co-creation parallels dimensions from
experience innovation research. The third contribution of this thesis relates to the purposes of
theming in tourism: ensure differentiation; increase sales of a brand or a product; create bonds
between the guests and a theme, brand, or product; attract, stop, and make visitors stay, or
influence and modify their behavior and enhance the end-to-end experience. These purposes
are revealed to be essential interrelated business objectives for managers in tourism. This thesis
discusses the more profound meaning and the interplay of the theme factors, theming
dimensions, and purposes of theming from both visitor and provider perspectives. The fourth
and final contribution in this thesis is the implications of the empirical findings from the three
papers for experience innovation. The thesis’ overall contribution is a comprehensive
examination of theme factors, theming dimensions, theming purposes, and how they can
facilitate experience innovation, which provides a broad understanding based on new and
available knowledge on each aspect of the studied phenomena and deliberates their significance

for theming innovation.

This thesis argues for providers’ importance in carefully orchestrating theme factors and
theming dimensions to fulfill the purposes of theming in experience-based tourism. Designing
an experience often requires providers to critically use themes and theming to create innovative,
high-quality, profitable, and memorable environments for visitors. Previous research has
focused solely on providers staging themed products and services in an environment. However,
staging the environment is not sufficient for providers of themed environments. Instead, the
experience environment necessitates those providers facilitating themed environments that
accommodate interaction with visitors to co-create value in their individual experiences—

leading toward experience innovation.

Furthermore, managers are urged to enhance their themed environments to ensure
differentiation and increased sales. Staff should receive ongoing training and managerial
direction to act and speak often around the chosen theme, and staff interaction with visitors
should be encouraged. Also, managers should strive to improve cohesiveness, fit, and
orderliness between all elements in the themed environment to convey a positive impression of
harmony. The theming dimensions of novelty, storytelling, and digital technology should be
assessed and used adequately by managers to improve uniqueness, a sense of connectedness,

and a heightened sense of reality.



The main contribution of this thesis is not towards traditional service innovation research.
Instead, this thesis examines the role of theme factors and theming dimensions in tourists’
experiences and how organizations can use them for experience innovation. These results have
implications for innovation in experience-based tourism: Thus, the focus of this thesis is on
theming as a process that may lead to experience innovation. This kind of experience innovation
can be called theming innovation, an interactive process in which visitors deliver providers with
information about what is valuable to them, and providers prototype, evaluate, and test concepts
with the use of theme factors to co-create new or improved experiences, creating theming
dimensions that frame and support the theme factor development, in turn fulfilling the

providers’ theming purposes, and does this better than their competitors.

Experience innovation centers more on environments than products and services, which may
act as props in staging an experience. Rather than a supply-chain-centric stage-gate process
where firms create value through offering various products and services, experience innovation
emphasizes value as interactively co-created in ever more immersive, often technologically
enhanced environments. Thus, this thesis focuses on the value of creating new and more
profound knowledge of theming in innovation processes/design, leading to experience
innovation. By extension, experience innovation is about staying relevant and surviving in the

future.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

My father had one rule for summer holidays: "to visit at least one theme park each summer
vacation.” Little did he know that he helped sparked my lifelong fascination for themed places
from childhood. Therefore, working in theme parks came easy to me, and why I have hundreds
of theme park visits in my memories. [ even go on themed cruise vacations as often as I can and
explore themed restaurants and other themed experiences when I go almost anywhere. I also
tend to gravitate back to many of the same providers every few years because they always add
new reasons for going back — new attractions, new food services, new merchandise. Thus, the
interest in themed places was there long before my academic interest for them grew. Gradually,
I started wondering why these places existed in the first place. Why would providers spend so
many resources on designing, building, and redeveloping these places yearly for decades? What
does it take to make something feel innovative to visitors? Despite the apparent objective of
profit, what other reasons were creating these places that attract hundreds of millions of tourists
like me each year? As [ became an adult, a student, and started critically examining my interests
and behaviors, I realized it was not new and innovative rollercoasters and dark rides that
attracted me the most. Instead, it was the immersive theming that made me feel like I had been
transported to a place that for a short time existed outside of the imagination; a real, interactive

world I could touch.

The phenomenon studied in this thesis is theming, and the context is experience-based tourism.
Theming, which in tourism is the practice of creating an experience around a core theme, is
growing in prevalence in the tourism sector. Theming, for this thesis, is defined as a provider’s
staging and conveying of a theme through the consistent, coherent, and comprehensive
application of physical and nonphysical cues to an environment to alter a visitor’s experience
and perception of reality, time, and space, and create memories (Bryman, 2004; Munoz et al.,
2006; Pine & Gilmore, 2019) (Chapter 2.4.2). Hence, this thesis focuses on themed
environments (themed social and physical surroundings), such as themed hotels, theme parks,
and themed restaurants (Chen et al., 2020; Mossberg & Eide, 2017; O'Dell & Billing, 2006).
These environments are sometimes referred to as places, spaces, surroundings, worlds, and
similar alternative expressions. However, for this thesis, these expressions refer to themed
environments. A theme is a foundational central idea, concept, narrative, or a set of cohesive

ideas that provide sense and meaning to an experience (Paper II). Although themes can vary in
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complexity and abstraction, there are commonly occurring sources of themes such as the age

of the Vikings, pirates, and the Wild West.

Themed experiences are a concept in the tourism marketing and management literature that are
increasingly attracting researchers’ attention. A new journal, Journal of Themed Experience
and Attraction Studies (JTEAS, first volume published in 2018, second publication in 2022),
supports this. Studies show that tourists’ experiences of a holistically themed environment at a
tourist attraction or destination affect their overall satisfaction (Bigné¢, Andreu, & Gnoth, 2005;
Dong & Siu, 2013; Meng & Choi, 2017; Serensen, Fuglsang, Sundbo, & Jensen, 2020; Tsang,
Lee, Wong, & Chong, 2012). However, empirical studies of the phenomenon in experience-
based tourism are minimal (see review in Table 2), despite growing research on how tourists
act and react in various themed environments (Hung, 2015; Li, Zhang, Hua, & Jahromi, 2020;
Oliveira, 2020). Studies of concepts specifically connected to theming refer to, e.g., its physical
manifestations, composition, and imagery, such as theme factors and dimensions of theming in
tourism (e.g., Kao, Huang, & Wu, 2008; Lukas, 2016b), have been sporadic (see examples in
Table 3 and Table 4). Additionally, they tend to take on either the visitor’s perspective (e.g.,
Park, Reisinger, & Park, 2009) or the provider’s perspective (e.g., Pikkemaat & Schuckert,
2007).

Furthermore, few studies explore the various purposes of theming in tourism. The purposes that
are studied in the research literature (e.g., memorability or interaction) are often provider
perspective proposals instead of empirically derived concepts (see more examples in Table 5 in
section 2.5.2). It is essential that experience providers and scholars understand what theming
will add to experience-based tourism in the future if tourism is to find and adopt new and
innovative ways of creating lasting memories for visitors and tourists (Botha, 2016; Firat &
Ulusoy, 2009; Manthiou, Kang, Chiang, & Tang, 2016). Experience innovation is defined as a
spiral process of repeatedly prototyping (building a physical or virtual representation of themes
and brands), evaluating, and testing an item or activity in an experiencescape to develop new
or improved experiences and create competitive advantages (Jernsand, Kraff, & Mossberg,
2015; Zatori, 2016). Experiencescapes are commonly themed social and physical places that
include services, products, and symbols designed to shape an interactive framework created to
influence tourists and deliver hedonic benefits (Mossberg, 2007; O'Dell & Billing, 2006).
Experiencescapes are the further developed understandings of Bitner’s (1992) servicescapes.
“Experience innovation” is a specific type of innovation that requires environments as a central

component (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2003). The emphasis on innovation and recreation
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appears crucial for developing unique themed environments with a superior experiential quality
(Jensen & Skallerud, 2015). Specific themes can differentiate between various offers and add
increased customer value in this context. Jensen and Skallerud (2015) argue that experience-
based tourism needs to be observed from two perspectives: (1) a consumer/market perspective
and (2) a managerial/industry perspective. The first perspective concerns distinctive
characteristics of experiences as they appear to visitors. The other perspective focuses on
production or management-related aspects of a business. The managerial perspective implies
that specific experiences can be designed and organized. The visitor’s value is central in these
types of experiences. Experiences or value propositions like these carry a high emotional value
to visitors, for instance, a specific theme (Duerden, Ward, & Freeman, 2015; Serensen,
Fuglsang, Sundbo, & Jensen, 2020). To ensure a high level of visitor value, innovation in
experience-based tourism should combine the two perspectives. Innovation processes should
take place in an interactive process. This interaction process could include different
representatives in which the visitors themselves play the most significant role. After all, the
visitors define meaningful and memorable experiences, influencing satisfaction and loyalty.
Research-based empirical knowledge on how innovation experience design is vital for tourist
providers to develop competitive visitor offerings is limited (Jensen & Prebensen, 2015), and
is often focused only on how experiences can be facilitated. However, how employees can co-
create experience as an emotional value in brief moments of truth has been demonstrated
(Jensen & Serensen, 2018). That is why new knowledge from both visitor and provider

perspectives is valuable.

The change in attention for experiences in consumer research in the last decades (Holbrook &
Hirschman, 1982), in addition to the experience economic research field (Sundbo & Serensen,
2013), has contributed to what can be called “the experiential turn” in tourism (Lindberg,
Jensen, & Ostergaard, 2015). Experience-based tourism represents a shift in focus from an
instrumental view on tourism products and services toward more customer experience-centered
tourism. This view differs from conventional tourism (Stamboulis & Skayannis, 2003) because
services that carry an exceptionally high value to visitors can be differentiated through specific
themes, multisensory involvement, and other elements that increase value for visitors.
Experience-based tourism describes “offerings with a relatively high degree of differentiation
and intangible value perceived by the customers at a certain place and in a certain time” (Jensen
& Prebensen, 2015, p. 1). This perspective covers both the provider (“offerings™) and visitor

(“customers”) sides. The experience-based view means that the tourist experience is more than
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the sum of its parts and that these parts—e.g., transportation, lodging, dining, events, services,
and souvenirs—all act as props in the staging of the complete experience (Pine & Gilmore,
2019). Experiences are defined as constant flows of thoughts and feelings during moments of
consciousness (Carlson, 1997; Mossberg, 2007), and tourist experiences can occur in a
commonly themed experiencescape, require a host and a guest, and create positive memories
(Jensen & Prebensen, 2015; Lashley, 2008; Mossberg, 2007; O'Dell & Billing, 2006; Uriely,
2005). In an experience economic context, experiences can also be defined as the mental
consequence of personal feelings and memories caused by the personal perception of
experiential stimuli (Sundbo & Serensen, 2013, p. 13). This definition indicates that
experiences can be interpreted to be meaningful and memorable—or not (Lindberg et al., 2015;
Seyfi, Hall, & Rasoolimanesh, 2019). In other words, the facilitation and sale of products and
services and use of theming are instruments in the orchestration of the complete experience.
For example, smaller tourist destinations in Norway such as the Fldm Line railway,
Kristiansand Zoo and Amusement Park, or Brimiland in Lom benefit from offering tourists a
complete concept meeting the customers’ needs and wants, but where the focus is on the overall
experience rather than several fragmented products or services. Unlike tourist destinations with
certain attractors that draw ever-increasing crowds all year round, providers in other types of
tourist destinations, both large and small, must fight to catch the demanding tourist eye when
facing seasonal variations, changes to workforce demand, changing habits, trends, and market
sizes (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003; Wanhill, 2002). Given the option, most tourists will choose to
experience what gives the “most bang for their buck.” Themed concepts could potentially offer
attractive benefits to most experience-seeking visitors: memorable, extraordinary, and
sometimes even mind-altering experiences that promise to touch your heart, stir your emotions,
and dazzle your eyes (Cabanas, 2019; Hansen & Mossberg, 2013; Kao et al., 2008). Hopefully,
gaining and offering these benefits may in part be why providers in tourist destinations often
elaborately and at some cost theme their tourist experience (Richards, 2010). Consequently, the
suggestion that theming is a way of promoting and developing tourist experiences may in part

be why we now can observe its growth (Botha, 2016; Edensor, 2001; Paradis, 2004).

1.2 Knowledge gaps

As previously mentioned, thoughtful empirical and explorative treatises and research on the
theming phenomenon are few despite some notable exceptions (e.g., Bryman, 2004; Gottdiener,
2001; Lukas, 2007, 2013, 2016b). The reason for this may be that themed environments for

years received harsh criticism and, to some extent, were considered places unworthy of
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scientific interest (e.g., Baudrillard, 1996, 2001; Brown, 2016; Yoshimoto, 1994). Lukas
(2016a) lists several such (often predictable) critiques. Although the prevalence of theming is
growing in all aspects of businesses embracing the principles of the experience economy (Erb
& Ong, 2016; Piazzoni, 2019; Weaver, 2009), Ellis, Jiang, Lacanienta, and Carroll (2019) assert
that “[e]xtensive anecdotal evidence suggests that theme elevates experience quality, but
research on theming is in its infancy” (Lacanienta, Ellis, Taggart, Wilder, & Carroll, 2018).
Although, as the previous section shows, there is research and knowledge on both experience-
based tourism and theming, there are still gaps that need to be filled. The following three

knowledge gaps described in this section motivate this thesis.

First, previous studies have focused on theming as a component of a place, usually in a themed
setting and with a provider perspective (Lukas, 2016a; Xiao, Zhang, & Huang, 2013). For
instance, Kao et al. (2008) develop the scale item and measurement “Consistency of theme” as
part of a theme park’s theatrical elements. However, this itemization changes and diminishes
the role of a theme to a component rather than the main principle intended to guide the staging
and conveying of the same theme through its application in the environment (Bryman, 2004;
Muiioz, Wood, & Solomon, 2006; Pine & Gilmore, 2019). Using the archetypical example of
theme parks, Trischler and Zehrer (2012) depict themes’ centrality as developing a themed
environment. Li et al. (2020) acknowledge theming (or thematization) as essential for designing
a themed experience for visitors and for classifying physical and nonphysical elements in theme
parks as literal or interpretive thematization (Mitrasinovic, 2016). However, even in Li et al.’s
study, the significance of themes and theming is reduced to a theme park dimension rather than
the main principle guiding its comprehensive design. The staging and design of material and
immaterial components are undoubtedly central to all types of theming of settings (Lukas,
2016b). However, there seems to be a need for research focusing on theming as the central idea
for designing places and settings, including contributing “theme factors” or “outward
manifestations,” rather than sidelining theming as a mere component or dimension of a themed

environment.

Second, previous research on theming in tourism seems to focus strongly on a service quality
perspective (e.g., Astari et al., 2020; Tsang et al., 2012; Valci¢, Komsi¢, & Simpson, 2015),
while ignoring what makes theming a differentiating factor in the experience economic
paradigm (Pine & Gilmore, 2019). In hospitality research in particular, the servicescape
perspective has been prevalent (Bitner, 1992; Chen, Suntikul, & King, 2020). In tourism, the

dominant context for studying theming seems to be theme parks and themed hotels. However,

20



theming as a phenomenon has grown considerably in the last two decades, both in complexity
and extensiveness, even spurring social pushback from citizens worldwide (Gottdiener, 2020).
When theming expands both within and outside tourism, terms and theories describing the
concept decades ago merit reexamination. There is a substantial volume of research related to
so-called “themed environments” because the research is often context dependent. Current
research on topics in themed environments provides increasingly rigorous theoretical and
applicable knowledge to the field. However, defining what theming in various contexts is and
means rarely seems to receive thorough research treatment (Li et al., 2020). Thus, empirical
articles tend to reiterate previous and uncontested definitions (for noteworthy exceptions, see,
for instance, Crawford, 2015; Dale & Robinson, 2001; Lacanienta et al., 2018; Piazzoni, 2019).
Instead, rather than exploring themes and theming as theoretical concepts in themselves, the
research aims to advance understandings of other processes and phenomena in themed
experiencescapes (physical and social, often themed surroundings). Thus, the concept and its
dimensions are rarely explored. Therefore, these arguments emphasize the need for more
research on the dimensions of theming and the concept, especially dimensions of themed

environments across contexts.

Third, how themes appeal to different consumers seems to have been a shared focus in several
studies of themed environments (e.g., McClung, 1991; Wassler, Li, & Hung, 2015; Zins, 1998).
Their conclusions help tourism managers and developers evaluate new and future consumer
preferences to successfully develop themed offers. For instance, using an empirically based
managerial (provider) perspective, Milman (2001) predicts ranges of themes that were most
likely and less likely to be popular in the theme park and attraction industry in the future.
Hospitality facilities and other leisure-related experiences (such as movie theaters, espresso
bars, bookstores, and shopping centers) attempt to meet the twenty-first-century consumers’
demand for themed experiences (Benedikt, 2001; Milman, 2010). Therefore, it is surprising that
asking why theming and themes appeal or what drives the perception of themes in a visitor’s
mind seems to have been much less a focus in the research literature on theming. Hung (2015)
observes that research related to theming in a themed environment is noncomprehensive,
especially research on how theming may be incorporated into businesses and what customers
look for in a themed environment. Little is known about the relative importance of theming
purposes because they are haphazardly referred to and often mentioned only one at a time (see
Table 5, page 67 for examples). These observations thus warrant a need for more

comprehensive research for why theming and themes appeal in tourism.
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Fourth, the role of innovation in the experience economy is indisputable for the creation and
design of memorable, compelling tourism experiences (Zatori, 2016). Theming differentiates
the various experiences on offer. Experience innovation is a process that involves technology,
co-creation, and design (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003; Scupola & Fuglsang, 2018; Zatori,
2016). The research field of experience innovation is emerging (Sipe, 2021). Experience
innovation is essential to experience-based tourism; there is a need to develop new or improved
experiences and create competitive advantages (Jernsand, Kraff, & Mossberg, 2015; Zatori,
2016). However, there is a need for more empirical research that focuses on the tourist in the
experiencescape (Lindberg et al., 2015). Scupola and Fuglsang (2018) argue that services,
experiences, and innovation research fields lack a systemic, integrative, and holistic approach.
They present a model that explains services and service industries as being on a continuum to
address this gap. Furthermore, the model displays two types of integrative perspectives on this
continuum: A systemic and a practice-based understanding of innovation as an interactive

2 13

process, creating the four dimensions of “total experiences,” “co-creation of value,”
“experience practices,” and “practices of value co-creation.” The two integrative experiences

are linked through technology.

Although theming is not directly addressed in Scupola and Fuglsang (2018), Serensen et al.
(2020, p. 293) argue that “most tourist settings are somewhat themed” and that the practice-
based approach an improve the “understanding of how experience value is created in practices
in different context and how these come into being”. Furthermore, the Serensen et al. (2020)
claim that the practice-based approach can “enrich [the] understanding of importance of
interaction and co-creation of tourist experience value when several actors are involved,” and
“how such value creation can be improved.” The practice-based approach is a corrective to the
linear versions of innovation processes common to many innovation theories (Scupola &
Fuglsang, 2018) and keeps practice the unit of analysis. There is a need to add to the fields of
experience and innovation research addressing theming as a type of experience innovation
practice because the movement towards experience innovation is inevitable (Prahalad &
Ramaswamy, 2003). There is a need for more knowledge on innovation, especially innovation
from an experience economy perspective, research that can observe different attributes of
innovation processes, and experience innovation studies that use both quantitative and
qualitative data aligned with experience logic (Eide & Fuglsang, 2015; Eide & Mossberg, 2015;
Sipe, 2021). Hence, for this thesis, a response to these needs is interpreted through a focus on

how theming from both a visitor and provider perspective can facilitate experience innovation.
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In summation, previous studies focused more on theming as a component of a place instead of
examining the concept and its dimensions from a provider perspective. Because the research is
often context dependent, there is much less research on the dimensions of theming and the
concept across contexts. Why theming and themes appeal or what drives the perception of
themes in visitors’ minds have rarely been in focus in the research literature on theming.
Moreover, little research has focused on defining theming as a theoretical phenomenon in
experience-based tourism, either to interpret the concept itself further or to find why theming
is used in experience-based tourism. Previous research on theming has predominantly focused
solely on either a visitor or a provider perspective. Finally, theming as an approach to
experience innovation practice seems to have received some but not a lot of attention in
research. These knowledge gaps are what this doctoral thesis and its appended papers aim to
remedy: move the research on themes and theming forward with the dual perspective of both
providers and visitors. This dual perspective is also consistent with the nature of tourist

experiences, the interaction, and the co-creation of value between provider and visitor.

There is a call for more research to advance the understanding of experiencescapes in tourism
(Chen et al., 2020). Hence, this thesis will deepen our understanding of theming in experience-
based tourism so that tourism experience providers will be more aware of the benefits that
theming may bring to their customers’ experiences. This thesis contributes to the experience-
based tourism literature by expanding the understanding of theming using empirical analysis.
This thesis is the rare story of “the what and the why” of theming in experience-based tourism.
Furthermore, by highlighting theming components, both physical and abstract, this thesis
combines empirically sourced perspectives to explain the importance of theming in experience-
based tourism in great detail. This thesis does so by addressing theming as a principle of
experience-based tourism, portraying its central role in facilitating memorable and profitable

experiences for increased value/added-value for different tourist segments.

The background and four knowledge gaps presented above form the basis for the aim, research

questions, and purpose of this thesis, discussed in the next section.

1.3 The aim, research questions, and purpose of the thesis

Based on the four knowledge gaps, the aim of this thesis can be summarized in the following

four research questions (RQX):

RQ1: Which factors drive the themed tourism experience?
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Paper I is a study based on quantitative survey data from a visitor perspective that examines
which theme factors drive the tourist customer experience and how the perception of a theme

can be measured.
RQ2: What are the dimensions of theming in experience-based tourism?

Paper Il is a study based on insights from key informants; it explores and identifies what themes
and theming are from a visitor perspective and deduces abstract dimensions of theming in
experience-based tourism. Dimensions refer to the nonphysical and intangible aspects of

theming.
RQ3: What are the main objectives of theming?

Paper II1 is a study that uses insights from the same informants as in Paper II and examines the

purposes of theming from a provider perspective.

RQ4: How can knowledge about theming from both a visitor and provider perspective facilitate

experience innovation?

This thesis will add to experiences and innovation research fields, and to a better understanding
of how knowledge about theming from both a visitor and provider perspective can facilitate

experience innovation.

This thesis aims to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism. The thesis
also aims to add to the knowledge on how novel insights from both visitor and provider
perspectives facilitate experience innovation. These insights are essential because theming is a
technique that tourism managers (providers) can use to facilitate memorable, personal, and
profitable experiences for which tourists (visitors) are willing to pay (Botha, 2016; Edensor,
2001; Pine & Gilmore, 2019; Richards, 2010). Furthermore, this thesis discusses what can be
learned in addition to theming in experience-based tourism. The thesis has implications for
innovation in experience-based tourism, focusing on theming as a process that may lead to
experience innovation. This thesis emphasizes the value of developing new and more thoughtful
knowledge of theming in innovation processes/design. Additionally, this may lead to

experience innovation.

The three appended papers form the basis for the extended discussion, both separately and

collectively, of all the presented topics to achieve these aims.
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Figure 1-1 illustrates how the three papers are connected to the research questions and thus
contribute to the aims of this thesis. The diamond represents theming as a phenomenon, and the
three appended papers are placed here. The diamond shape is the context spectrum of theming
in experience-based tourism. The context spectrum refers to either specific contexts found on
the diamond’s narrow sides (context dependent), or broader contexts found closer to the middle
part of the diamond (context independent). The visitor perspective refers to how Paper I and

II’s contributions mainly relate to the visitor experience. The provider perspective refers to how

Figure 1-1. Overview of the links between the appended papers

Paper III’s contributions relate to the providers’ benefits (for more details, see section 3.3). The
placement of Paper I is on the narrow side of the diamond to show how this research is context
dependent (cruise ship). Paper Il is placed closer to the middle to illustrate how its contributions
are context independent and have broader and more general applicability. The gray vertical line
represents both the distinction and the interrelation between the visitor and provider
perspectives. These contributions are also more general and less context dependent, hence their

placement closer to the diamond’s wider part.

The insights gained from the three appended papers will be presented along with examples
where appropriate. This thesis improves and updates the understanding of theming in
experience-based tourism, although it also provides some suggestions for theming’s relevance

outside of tourism. This thesis will not fully explicate how theming is applicable outside of
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tourism. However, theming is a multidisciplinary form of art that draws on knowledge both
inside and outside tourism. The reason for this is because of the process of touristification or
dedifferentiation, or how the mindset, discourse, aspects, practices, images, and tools of tourism
progressively cross over into and turn commercial spheres, public and private spaces, urban
development, housing, business, events, culture, and everyday life into tourist commodities—

and vice versa (see, e.g., del Romero Renau, 2018; Urry & Larsen, 2011).

Hence, the insights brought forth in this thesis may be of interest and inspiration to scholars,
professionals, students, and others from fields other than tourism. To my knowledge, this is the
first doctoral thesis dedicated uniquely to studying the phenomenon of theming in experience-

based tourism.

The purpose of this thesis emerged through a study of the literature and applications of the
methods used. This thesis’ primary purpose is to convey why theming in experience-based
tourism is relevant to both visitors and providers by extending the existing research.
Specifically, the theoretical contributions will serve as guidelines on concrete and abstract
factors and dimensions that can serve as elements of themed environments. These contributions
are meant to enter the broader discussion on the nature of theming in tourism, its main concepts
and dimensions, and the various theming purposes. The practical contributions provided in the
thesis are meant to be of use to managers in tourism who would like to know what theming is,
what it is suitable for, and what to consider in a strategic theming design process to find new

and innovative ways of facilitating lasting memories for guests/visitors.

In the next section, the structure of the thesis is presented.

1.4 Structure of the thesis

Chapter 1 introduces the background, aims, research questions, and the purpose of this thesis.
Furthermore, a model of how the papers fit within a spectrum of theming in experience-based

tourism is briefly presented.

Chapter 2 presents and reviews the central literature and previous research that forms the
theoretical framework’s base. First, the link between experience innovation and theming is
introduced. Then, experience-based tourism, the experience economy, the tourist experience,
and the concept of theming are described and explained. This description is followed by an

explanation of how experience-based tourism and theming are connected.

26



Chapter 3 presents the methodologies used in this thesis and its appended papers, reflections on
the consequences of these methodologies, the papers’ research design, and the trustworthiness

of the thesis.
Chapter 4 provides an overview of the empirical analyses and summarizes the research findings.

Chapter 5 concludes this thesis. First, the contributions from the different papers are introduced
and described. Next, how this thesis and its appended papers contribute to the literature
theoretically and empirically is discussed. Furthermore, the managerial implications of these

contributions are debated. Finally, future research based on these contributions is suggested.
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2. Theoretical framework

This chapter presents a review of the research literature that establishes the theoretical
framework (paradigm, or its "highest class of the theoretical system level," Neuman, 2013) of
the thesis. The chapter focuses on theming in experience-based tourism in its larger theoretical
context to increase the thesis’ readability. First, the chapter introduces experience-based
tourism, its relation to the paradigm shift of the experience economy, and the nature of
experiences. The next section discusses the relationship between theming and experience
innovation and the difference between traditional and experience innovation. A review of the
perspectives of theming follows this section. Finally, the relation between experience-based
tourism and theming is summarized, followed by reviews of theme factors, theming
dimensions, and theming purposes. These are assigned either a visitor or provider perspective
(as illustrated in Figure 1-1). When articles focus mainly on the visitor experience, they are
consigned a visitor perspective. When articles focus mainly on providers’ benefits, they are

consigned a provider perspective.

2.1 Experience-based tourism

In this thesis, theming is studied in the context of tourism. Experience-based tourism often
involves offering tourists experiences in commonly themed experiencescapes (e.g., themed
hotels, theme parks, and themed restaurants) (Chen et al., 2020; Mossberg & Eide, 2017; O'Dell
& Billing, 2006). The industries and phenomena associated with the tourism sector yielded a
vast amount of research recognizing tourism as its own economic activity (Mavri¢ & Urry,
2009; Stabler, Papatheodorou, & Sinclair, 2010). Tourism has traditionally been viewed as a
type of “production” in which tourists buy resources (goods and services) to produce
experiences (Andersson, 2007). Tourism is concerned mainly with “visiting, seeing, and living
in a different mode of life”” (Stamboulis & Skayannis, 2003). However, a shift occurred as new
concepts, perspectives, and forms of tourism emerged, namely the experience economy
(Mehmetoglu & Engen, 2011; Pine & Gilmore, 1998, 2019; Stamboulis & Skayannis, 2003).
This perspective considers experiences as the next economic offering following the
commodification of services and goods (Pine & Gilmore, 2017), and its concepts and premises
have had a profound impact on the field of tourism. Paradoxically, while tourism had always
relied on providing experiences long before the arrival of the experience economic perspective,
experience-based tourism’s emphasis prevailed. What experience-based tourism refers to has

various interpretations. However, for this thesis, experience-based tourism refers to “offerings
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with a relatively high degree of differentiation and intangible value perceived by the customers
at a certain place and in a certain time” (Jensen & Prebensen, 2015). This definition highlights
both what providers seek to offer and how these offers are perceived by visitors (customers).
Jensen and Prebensen (2015) find that among other elements, the differentiation can be linked
to “specific themes” and that the idea of experience-based tourism is consistent with the
experience economy of Pine and Gilmore (1999). Furthermore, Jensen and Prebensen (2015)
view the term from both management/industry and consumer/market perspectives. In other
words, this view of experience-based tourism coincides with the chosen perspectives of both

visitors and providers in this thesis.

2.2 The experience economy, experiences, and the tourist

experience

This section elaborates on the experience economy concept because of its central role as a
framework for theming, experiences, and tourism. Different interpretations of the concept of
experiences are discussed in this section. Finally, the section explicitly addresses the tourist

experience.

2.2.1 The experience economy

Although the modern experience economy concept and perspectives can be traced to Pine and
Gilmore (1999, 2011, 2019), the idea that society or the economy has moved away from goods
and services as the basis for economic offerings is not new. In 1971, Toffler suggested that the
service sector was moving on to the next “strange” level of the economy, which he called the

2

“experience industries.” He argued that goods, especially in the United States, were
increasingly designed and manufactured to give consumers a “psychic load”—an intangible
benefit, increasing consumers’ willingness to pay more. Much later, Sundbo (2015) observes
that experience had come onto the agenda, particularly within management theory and service
marketing, although as its own field (e.g., Jensen, 1999; Mossberg, 2003; Schmitt, 1999;
Sundbo & Serensen, 2013). As Snel (2011) explains, several other “offerings” have been
suggested as directions of economic development, such as attention, empathy, entertainment,
emotions, fascination, information, and knowledge (Davenport & Beck, 2001; Maes & Parson,
2000; Nussbaum, 2005; Porat, 1977; Powell & Snellman, 2004; Schmid, 2009; Wolf, 1999).

Snel (2011) does, however, emphasize that the elementary premise for all these concepts is

driven by the risk of commodification leading to increased attention to the customer’s role.
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As 1llustrated in
Figure 2-1, Pine
Gilmore

(2019) find that

and

as goods and
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Figure 2-1. Progression of economic value (Pine & Gilmore, 2019)

to experiences on which to spend their time (and money). Through customization, experiences

are made more relevant and thus more memorable for the customer. Customized experiences

can ultimately lead to transformations of the customers’ traits, a stage in which “the customer

is the product” and beyond commodification. The focus of the experience economy, however,

is still on the experience stage. Pine and Gilmore argue that services can be made into

experiences through theming (Gilmore & Pine, 2002; Pine & Gilmore, 2019). The goal of

“experientialization” is to engage people in memorable and personal ways because these are

the kinds of experiences people value more (Pine & Gilmore, 2019; Rossman & Duerden,

2019).
Examples: Absorb Examples:
TV, streaming services Cooking classes
Movie theaters Interactive museums
Concerts . .
Entertainment Educational
Passive s mm—p Active
Esthetic Escapist
Examples:
Examples: Mountain climbing
Art museums and galleries Theme parks
Nature attractions Immerse Escape rooms

Figure 2-2. Experience realms with added examples (Pine & Gilmore, 2019)
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Equally important are the
different dimensions of
experiences called the

“experience realms” (Figure 2-2)
(Pine & Gilmore, 2019). Guest
participation is placed along the
spectrum between passive and
active (horizontal arrows) and
connection or relation to the
environment between immersive
and absorption (vertical arrows).
The have
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received some attention in the literature (e.g., Breiby, Holmengen, Hauge, & Puijk, 2017;
Garrod & Dowell, 2020; Manthiou, Lee, Tang, & Chiang, 2014; McLellan, 2000; Mehmetoglu
& Engen, 2011; Oh, Fiore, & Jeoung, 2016; Radic, 2017). The four dimensions of the
experience—entertaining, educational, esthetic, and escapist—can be interpreted as an
experience akin to the four Ps of marketing (product, price, place, and promotion): experience
stagers need to consider the appropriate dimensional component mix and value of their

experience offer (Pine & Gilmore, 2019).

2.2.2 Experiences

This thesis has adopted and made use of the experience economy perspective and its many
concepts and applications. Several attempts have been made to define what an experience is
even before the conception of the experience economy’s ideas. Experiences can be explained
as constant flows of thoughts and feelings during moments of consciousness created inside a
person (Carlson, 1997; Mossberg, 2007). Experiences, even ordinary ones, bring greater
happiness than material possessions (Carter & Gilovich, 2010; Kumar, Killingsworth, &
Gilovich, 2014; Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003). Even waiting for experiences can be valuable
(Bhattacharjee & Mogilner, 2014), and experiences are more favored when shared socially with
others (Caprariello & Reis, 2013). It is worth noting the distinction that German and other
languages make between lived-through (Erlebnis) and accumulated (Erfahrung) experiences
(Duerden, Ward, & Freeman, 2015; Highmore, 2002). The experience economy builds on and
emphasizes the former (Pine & Gilmore, 2011). However, defining the concept of experience

as most relevant for this thesis demands a more thorough investigation.

Sundbo (2015) finds there 1s no official definition of an experience. To explain, Sundbo (2015)
clarifies that the modern idea of experience developed from the theories of the services
marketing concept and its measurement (e.g., Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988; Zeithaml,
Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996; Zeithaml, Bitner, & Gremler, 2009). However, as shown by
Toffler (1971), experience as an economic concept had variously been proposed even before
the modern services marketing concept (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Schulze, 2005; Snel,
2011). It is most commonly explainred as a complex mental phenomenon (Boswijk, Thijssen,
& Peelen, 2006; Moscardo, 2010). Furthermore, Rossman and Duerden (2019) highlight
conscious interaction with and reflective interpretation of experience elements when defining

experience.
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Experiences can also be explained as the outcome of an interaction with a computer interface,
physical object, or organization (Pine & Gilmore, 2017). Because physical goods and products
are consumed, Thomas Levitt argues (as cited in Hussain, 2016, p. 73), services are experienced
(Berry, Carbone, & Haeckel, 2002; Schmitt, 2003). In other words, experiences are the
outcomes of using services. Shaw and Ivens (2005) define a customer experience as the
interaction between an organization (Edvardsson, Enquist, & Johnston, 2010) and a customer.
However, Pine and Gilmore (2013, 2017) categorize customer experiences (CX) and user
experiences as “experience arenas’” distinct from experiences as an economic offering. They
argue the latter to be events that engage people in personal ways (Pine & Gilmore, 2017). Their
understanding of experiences is comparable to that of Ariely and Norton (2009), who find that
consumption of symbols or concepts is replacing physical consumption (of goods) (Levy, 1959).
Because physical or “real” consumption commonly presumes conceptual consumption, the two
kinds of consumption are not necessarily separate. An external physical stimulus is often
necessary to induce an internal experience. Internal experiences as outcomes are arguably
subjective and highly personal depending on mood, state of mind, and reaction to a “staged
event” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; O'Dell, 2007; Pine & Gilmore, 2011; Schulze, 2005; Sundbo,
2015; Wang, 2002) or “staged experience,” which is often explained as taking place in an

artificial, simulated, and prefabricated environment (Walmsley, 2003).

2.2.3 The tourist experience

However, commercial experiences related to the tourist are the focus of this thesis (Shobeiri,
2016). How to understand the tourist experience has been reviewed by Moscardo (2010), Cutler
and Carmichael (2010), Walls, Okumus, Wang, and Kwun (2011), and Song, Lee, Park, Hwang,
and Reisinger (2014). Based on their findings, the tourist experience is defined in this thesis as
a complex, obscure, diverse, and emotionally engaging event created between a host and a guest
intended to create memories (Lashley, 2008; Uriely, 2005). This definition involves the
provider (host) and visitor (guest) perspectives corresponding to the experience-based tourism
view (Jensen & Prebensen, 2015). Furthermore, a tourist experience includes travel and took
place in the past (Larsen, 2007). Tourism occurs in chronotopically unique times and spaces
(Noy, 2007), and the tourist is looking for the experience of self in this place or of the place
itself (Cutler & Carmichael, 2010). This place is often referred to as an experiencescape, a
social and physical commonly themed surrounding. It also includes services, products, and
symbols designed to shape an interactive framework created to influence tourists and deliver

hedonic benefits (Mossberg, 2007; O'Dell & Billing, 2006).
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As a concept, the experiencescape is particularly applicable to tourism research, although it can
be applied beyond tourist attractions and establishments, such as urban contexts (Chen et al.,
2020). Ellis, Freeman, Jamal, and Jiang (2019) similarly refer to what they call a “structured
experience,” which they explain as a planned invitation extended by experience providers such
as tourism industry professionals. Thus, tourists are invited to a “heightened subjective state of
motivation, attention, and emotion” (Ellis, Freeman, et al., 2019). Structured experiences are
characterized by (1) having definable beginnings and endings, (2) lasting from a few seconds
to a few hours, (3) being uninterrupted by other activities, and (4) being deployed through
planned encounters (Ellis, Freeman, et al., 2019). Rossman and Duerden (2019, pp. 9-11)
outline a structured experience model built on the same principles where microexperiences
make up three phases of the macroexperience: (1) anticipation, (2) participation, and (3)
reflection (Duerden et al., 2015). They urge experience designers to keep the two perspectives
in mind when designing a vacation experience. Staging and designing an experience thus refers
to the simulated and fabricated physical environment (Lukas, 2016b; Walmsley, 2003) and the
structuring of the temporal architecture experience (Ellis, Freeman, et al., 2019; Rossman &

Duerden, 2019).

For this thesis, experiences are defined as constant flows of thoughts and feelings during
moments of consciousness created inside a person (Carlson, 1997; Mossberg, 2007). Tourist
experiences occur in a commonly themed experiencescape, require a host and a guest, and
create positive memories (Jensen & Prebensen, 2015; Lashley, 2008; Mossberg, 2007; O'Dell
& Billing, 2006; Uriely, 2005).

In this section, various understandings of the concept of experiences emphasizing tourist
experiences were introduced. In the following section, theming and experience innovation and
how experience innovation differs from traditional innovation in the meaning of product and

service innovation will be discussed.

2.3 Theming and experience innovation

The aim of this thesis is to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism. It
also aims to add to the knowledge on how novel insights from both visitor and provider
perspectives facilitate experience innovation. As theming in experience-based tourism is
inextricably connected to a provider’s physical staging of an experience in an environment, this
thesis contributes to and has managerial implications for experience innovation of providers

(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003). There are calls for knowledge about different attributes of
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innovation processes in the experience economy, and the use of experience logic linked with
qualitative and quantitative information (Eide & Fuglsang, 2015; Eide & Mossberg, 2015; Sipe,
2021). Therefore, this thesis is not empirically focused on broad and general innovation, but on
how knowledge about theming from both a visitor and provider perspective can facilitate and

have implications for experience innovation.

Theming is a central topic in experience innovation and further experience-based tourism
development. Thus, if theming is the providers’ staging of physical and nonphysical cues in the
environment, coherent and consistent with a theme to facilitate memorable experiences for
visitors, it is reasonable to assume theming can contribute as a valuable topic of discussion in
innovation processes. Furthermore, new knowledge about theming can contribute valuably to
development and experience innovation. Zach and Krisaj (2017) highlight a conflicting view
on experience innovation, which can be interpreted as focusing on improving services for better
customer experiences. However, Pine and Gilmore (2017, p. 61) explain how the customer
experience perspective aims to make “interactions with customers nice, easy, and convenient.”
The customer experience perspective thus tends to be service-focused, and the experience
becomes secondary. This thesis leans on Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) original theoretical
perspective in which products and services acts as props in staging an experience, and so the
service perspective is not the focus here. It is therefore crucial the experience staging approach
remains experience-centric. Jensen and Serensen (2018) clarify these distinctions, stating
service quality is linked with quality of the delivered service and efficiency, while experiences

are linked with memories related to a particular event and its mental impact.

Theming is a critical practice, especially for providers in tourism. Besides tourism, theming
diffuses outside of tourism and into other business areas (see touristification and
dedifferentiation in section 2.4). This diffusion means tourism companies can learn about
theming as it is being used elsewhere, and vice versa. Furthermore, theming is recognized as a
“particular form of innovative marketing and a valuable business tool in competitive

environments, such as tourism, restaurants, and theme parks” (Wassler et al., 2015).
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Edquist (2009, p. 25) considers
innovations to be “new creations
of economic  significance,
primarily carried out by firms
(but not in isolation).” Prahalad
and Ramaswamy (2003) call this
traditional innovation
perspective  “product-  and
company-centric” (see bottom
left in Figure 2-3). This

perspective  includes  both

product innovations, which

Figure 2-3. Locus of competence and innovation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy,

Edquist (2009) defines as “new - 203,

or improved - material goods as

well as new intangible services,” and process innovations, defined as “new [technological or
organizational] ways of producing goods and services” (2009). Innovation in tourism
experiences may be incremental rather than radical (Jernsand, Kraff, & Mossberg, 2015).
Incremental experience innovation refers to “small improvements integrated in day-to-day
work” (Sundbo, Serensen, & Fuglsang, 2013). An example of this could be the adoption and
implementation of vacuum cleaning and germ sterilization robots for cleaning hotel rooms.
However, radical innovations are also found in tourism (Williams, 2014). An often-cited
example is Disneyland’s development and opening in California in 1955 (see Paper III). At the
time, amusement parks with themed attractions were not a novelty. For instance, Li et al. (2020)
assert the opening of Santa Claus Land in 1946 to be the first modern theme park. What was
radically different with Disneyland was the “immersive cartoon world” filled with new
experiential innovations, launching the modern version of a theme park (Pine & Gilmore, 2019).
This launch ushered in a new era of theme parks; they were large immersive worlds radically
different from the past’s fairground-like amusement parks offering visitors “a totalizing, three-

dimensional, and multisensorial experience” (Piazzoni, 2019).

Unlike other business sectors in which innovation outcomes have traditionally been measured
by tracking patents (e.g., Argyres & Silverman, 2004; Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Dosi, 1982),
outcomes from tourism experience innovations can instead be observed as the spread of

“something new for a certain region or country” (Eide & Fuglsang, 2013; Jernsand et al., 2015;
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Toivonen, Tuominen, & Brax, 2007). A relevant example of this is the study by Weidenfeld,
Williams, and Butler (2010), which examines how spatial proximity impacts knowledge

transfer and innovation diffusion between tourist visitor firms in Cornwall, England.

Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2003) explain that traditional innovation is fundamentally different
from experience innovation because, in the latter, the co-creation of value is individual centric
(see Figure 2-3). They argue that the shift towards co-creating experiences as the basis of value
has implications for how innovation is practiced, as the focus of innovation thus turns to
experience environments rather than products and processes. Co-creation is recognized as an
essential concept for experience (Alsos, Eide, & Madsen, 2014; Jernsand et al., 2015; Prahalad
& Ramaswamy, 2004). Furthermore, Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2003) highlight technology as
a facilitator of experiences (as opposed to technological features and functions in traditional
product innovation). This argument resembles that of Urry and Larsen (2011), who consider
technology an acceleration tool for theming. For example, in the construction industry, virtual
reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) headsets and devices can be used not only to aid
engineers and architects in creating buildings and spaces virtually, but also for their customers
to co-create, experience, and interact with the buildings and spaces before they are built in the

real world.

Another example is Google’s Project Starline, which through 3D imaging, rendering, and
display, aims to advance now ordinary video calls to a feeling of actual presence by “looking
through a magic window” or being able to “feel like you’re there, together” (Google, 2021).
Pine and Gilmore (2017) underline the same evident shift in understanding that it is the staged
memorable and personal experience being sold and that products and services act as props in
delivering this experience. Thus, a theme will act as the guiding principle for providers for how
these props are staged for delivering and co-creating the experience together with visitors.
Ultimately, this means the locus of innovation shifts away from products, services, and the
firms and centers on experience space (see Figure 2-3) (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003), or, in
the case of this thesis, the themed environment. The goal of shifting focus from goods and
services to high-quality experiences is to increase the price point, which has implications for

the innovation focus (Pine & Gilmore, 2014).

Jernsand et al. (2015) call attention to the experiencescape, matching Prahalad and
Ramaswamy’s experience space (2003) as a critical notion for understanding experiences.
Jernsand et al. (2015) define the experiencescape as being “where [the] physical and social
surroundings as well as symbols, products and services form the context for tourists’ influences
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and interactions” (Mossberg, 2007; O'Dell & Billing, 2006). They express that experience
innovation is an emerging research area, exploring its differences from service innovation.
Precisely defining experience innovation is also an onerous undertaking because of its
similarities to other innovation types (e.g., product, service, or process innovation) (Jernsand et
al., 2015). However, Jernsand et al. (2015) describe contemporary experience innovation as a
spiral process of repeatedly prototyping (building a physical or virtual representation of themes
and brands), evaluating and testing an item or activity in an experiencescape to develop new or

improved experiences.

In her overview of 100 innovations that transformed tourism, Hjalager (2015) lists sampling
categories, of which two are mainly applicable to the experiencescape and theming: (i) changing
the properties and varieties of the goods and services as the tourists experience them, and (ii)
forming new destinations. Such experience innovations may be of the utmost importance for
providers in our time, e.g., building sustainable tourist destinations through preserving

biodiversity and working toward carbon-neutral (or even carbon-negative) tourist experiences.

To summarize, experience innovation differs on basic levels that relate to theming more so than
to traditional innovation. First, equivalent to theming, the focus of innovation is on experience
environments. Second, providers co-creating experiences with visitors are the basis of value
creation, consistent with Paper II’s findings on interaction/co-creation as a dimension of
theming (see section 4.2). Third, the view of technology coincides with the understanding of
digital technology as a theming dimension that facilitates experiences. Fourth and finally,
personalization of experiences is consistent with interaction and mass-customized storytelling
as a theming dimension. The main elements of traditional and experience innovation are

summarized in Table 1.

37



Traditional vs. Experience Innovation

Traditional Innovation Experience Innovation
Focus of Innovation Products and processes Experience environments
Basis of Value Products and services Co-creation experiences
View of Value Creation Firm creates value Value is co-created between providers

Supply-chain-centric fulfillment of products and and visitors

services Experience environments for

Supply push and demand pull for firm’s offerings  individuals to co-construct experiences
on contextual demand

Individual-centric co-creation of value

View of Technology Facilitator of features and functions Facilitator of experiences
Technology and systems integration Experience integration
Focus of Supply Chains Supports fulfillment of products and services Experience network supports co-
construction of personalized
experiences

Table 1. Traditional vs. experience innovation (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2003)

The juxtaposition of Table 1 exhibits the traditional (firm creates value) versus the experience
innovation view of value creation, in which value is co-created between individuals. This view
shares similarities with Vargo and Lusch’s service-dominant logic of marketing perspective (S-
D logic, 2004, see also Lusch & Vargo, 2006; Lusch, Vargo, & O’Brien, 2007), where the
“customer is always a co-creator of value” (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). Whereas these views of
value creation and co-creation are supported and adopted for this thesis, especially as theming
is central to facilitating experience environments and co-creating experiences (see more on the
theming dimension interaction/co-creation in section 5.1.2), the contribution of this thesis is not

toward the service-dominant logic perspective of value creation.

This section discusses what differentiates experience innovation from traditional innovation
and how experience innovation relates to theming. In the following section, different

perspectives on the concept of theming will be presented.

2.4 Perspectives on the concept of theming

The previous section explained how the concept of experiences can be understood. Particular
attention was paid to experiences and how they are significant to the experience economy.
Furthermore, what separates and distinguishes tourist experiences was given particular
attention. In this section, different perspectives on the concept of theming will be explained in
further detail. This explanation aids the reader in understanding how theming can be connected

to experience-based tourism. First, because of their close relationship to the research questions,
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four critical studies on theming are reviewed briefly. Then the knowledge gaps addressed in

this thesis are exposed through an analysis of selected research that defines theming.

2.4.1 Theming concepts in research and literature

The main theming concepts investigated in this thesis have been given limited attention in the
appended papers. Therefore, to provide the reader with comprehensive and in-depth knowledge,
the concepts will be discussed more extensively. The discussion will also explain how these

concepts in part inspired the research questions in this thesis.

Paper I draws on concepts found in the literature. Paper II defines the concepts of “theme” and
“theming”. In empirical research, these concepts are commonly treated casually (see examples
in Table 2). Despite several books having been written on theming and themed spaces (e.g.,
Lukas, 2007, 2013, 2016b), few empirically derived studies define the most critical concepts.
One reasonable explanation for this is that theming as a practice is growing extensively within
the realm of tourism and outside of it (e.g., retail, real estate development, public services,
professional workplaces, urban development, and so on). Thus, the consequence of this
development makes it more challenging to define the concepts across various sectors. Another
obstacle is the trends within the various domains in which theming occurs themselves. Until
recently, the main trend in theming involved creating large theme parks or transforming
aquariums into more attractive visitor destinations. Now, entire themed villages and cities are
constructed during urban development, thus blurring the distinction between theme parks and
cities (Falcato, 2016; Paradis, 2004; Piazzoni, 2019; Reisenleitner, 2016). The spread of themed
cities results from increased economic liberalization, the rise of the experience economy, and
new production modes (Bryman, 2004; Piazzoni, 2019; Warren, 1994). Recently, Kraler (2018)
finds there is a trend of “de-theming” within the architecture and urbanism of globalized
metropolises, which refers to gentrification and “minimization of discernible themed

environments.”

In other words, theming as a concept stretches across both a societal and dimensional scope.
Trends within all these fields may thus have implications for how the concept of theming should
be interpreted. It is argued in Paper III that theming has a solid footing within tourism. However,
there is an argument to be made that the interdisciplinary field of theming also draws on several
other practices, disciplines, and professional fields (e.g., sociological and anthropological
research). Theming is debated within fields such as destination marketing and branding (e.g.,

Botha, 2016; Cabanas, 2019; Cheng, Fang, & Chen, 2015; Harrison-Hill & Chalip, 2005;
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Heeley, 2014; Huijbens, 2011), the experience economy (e.g., Gilmore & Pine, 2002), urban
studies and development (e.g., Amin & Thrift, 2002; Lorens, 2011; Mitrasinovic, 2008; Paradis,
2004), and architecture, game design and development, education, and youth development
(Crawford, 2015; Dale & Robinson, 2001; Deterding, 2016; Ellis, Jiang, et al., 2019; Kraler,
2018; Lacanienta et al., 2018; Sternberg, 1996, 1997). The various fields can be argued to be
interconnected to tourism and one another. For example, game design development leads to the
creation of massive themed virtual video game worlds. While the games themselves can be the
object of esports (e.g., electronic sports) drawing thousands of esports tourists to large
international tournaments. Video games also serve as direct inspiration for new theme park
development (e.g., Super Nintendo World at Universal Studios Japan and soon Universal
Studios Hollywood). Youth camp experiences (youth development) are commonly themed
using familiar or even licensed IPs like Star Wars, (Lacanienta et al., 2018) and the youth
development field borrows its terms from the experience economy, psychology, tourism, and
marketing when examining themed camping experiences (Ellis, Jiang, et al., 2019; Lacanienta

et al., 2018).

This thesis mainly draws on consumer-oriented, business, and marketing interpretations of
theming because these research fields are the most relevant for the research questions in this
thesis. Furthermore, Pine and Gilmore’s book The Experience Economy (2019, first published
in 1999) discusses theming from a business and marketing point of view. The book also served
as an inspiration for both research questions one and two (RQ1 and RQ2) in this thesis because
despite reciting numerous examples, it presents itself as mainly empirically unfounded.
Furthermore, the book is explicit and pragmatic on theming as a practice. Pine and Gilmore
underline the narrative, or “scripting a story,” when defining theming. Several authors have
listed familiar sources of themes (Gottdiener, 2001; Kozinets et al., 2002; Lukas, 2013; Schmitt
& Simonson, 1997). Pine and Gilmore explain that the domains where themes can be found are
unlimited. Pine and Gilmore also assert that “every experience has a theme,” whether the theme
is intentionally designed or emerges haphazardly through discovery. Upon emphasizing
integrated cohesiveness as one of several commandments for theming, those authors discuss
the “tri-universe” demarcating space, time, and matter as integral aspects that need to work

together to make a whole. Space is undeniably tied to theming and ties into the argument on

29 ¢ 29 <¢

whether to call the space, “space,” “environment,” “place,” or other equivalent terms. This
connection can refer to the physical space where the experience occurs, but it can also refer to

the “worlds,” as Lukas (2013) defines them—a place where you “want to be” and not
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necessarily limited by the physical or even realistic ramifications. Time can refer to the past,
the present, and the future and can matter to the motifs. The lack of empirical connection
between perception of a theme and theme factors and empirically deduced theming dimensions
led me, the author of this thesis, to believe a gap could be bridged, especially from a visitor’s

perspective.

Bryman (2004) expands on George Ritzer’s McDonaldization theory (Ritzer, 2011). Ritzer
outlines several principles that comprise McDonaldization, on which Bryman develops his
theory of Disneyization. Theming is one of the principal dimensions that characterize
Disneyization, explained as “clothing institutions or objects in a narrative mainly unrelated to
the institution or object to which it is applied, such as a casino or a restaurant with a Wild West
narrative” (p. 2). Why providers of both services and products theme their offerings is treated
briefly. While Bryman’s arguments superficially appear logical, they are not empirically based.
Because of the third gap in empirical knowledge on the business reasons for theming an
environment from a managerial perspective, the “why theme?” or the purposes behind theming

became a central question (RQ3) to be examined empirically in this thesis.

Gottdiener (2001, first published in 1997) navigates through central terms to theming,
especially signs (which denote meaning) and symbols (which connote meaning). He
exemplifies the use of the word train, which can stand for “transportation” but also, for instance,
imply “old-fashioned travel.” Furthermore, Gottdiener suggests “profit incentive” and “the
price of theming for a customer,” which served as inspiration and the basis for research question
three (RQ3) in this thesis. That author’s anecdotal observation that theming “adds 100 percent
to the cost of the food at a non-themed, fast food diner” (Gottdiener, 2001, pp. 81-82) sparked

the initial search in this thesis for the objectives of theming.

Lukas (2007) mainly discusses critical dimensions of theming and clarifies distinctions for
categorizations (expanded upon more practically in Lukas, 2013). Authenticity concerning
theming is one of the main dimensions that act as an overarching subject in several parts.
Authenticity, which remains one of the most widely discussed dimensions, has been researched
in themed settings with varied and compelling results (e.g., Lego, Wood, McFee, & Solomon,
2002; Meng & Choi, 2017; Mudoz et al., 2006; Piazzoni, 2019; Wood & Muiioz, 2007a). The
emphasis on dimensions of theming in this book inspired research question two (RQ2) in this

thesis.
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To summarize, few empirically derived studies define this thesis's most critical main theming
concepts. Together, the literature encompasses theming as a concept within and outside the
realm of tourism. Despite this, theming is arguably part of the touristification of realms less
commonly associated with tourism, such as youth camps and esports tournaments. However,
there is a need to examine further what distinguishes theming as a concept more specific to

tourism because of the relationship between theming and the tourist experience (section 2.2.3).

2.4.2 Theming distinctions in tourism research

The aim of the development of Table 2 and the subsequent review was to provide a concise and
comprehensive overview of the various theming distinctions in research found primarily in
tourism and hospitality journals and books. More specifically, the purpose was to (a) develop
an understanding of how the fundamental concepts of themes and theming were explicated in
the texts, (b) whether there are clear fundamental concept demarcations rooted in empirical
material, and (c) to understand their commonalities or characteristics concerning the included
studies and their contexts. Table 2 provides an overview of selected tourism and hospitality
research that, in some way, defines theming in tourism. Table 2 does not supplement an existing
conceptual model showing theming dimensions, theme factors, and visitor/provider
perspectives and is therefore sorted in chronological order by time of publication. The table
results from a thorough search for, finding, collecting, reading, and analyzing research related
to theming since 2014, when the idea for the project was born. The first part of the Ph.D. process
leading to this thesis was developing a project proposal. Thus, vital to the project, I had to
familiarize myself with the extant literature on theming. This familiarization included
acquiring, reading, identifying, refining, searching, sorting, and selecting literature, which is
the inner circle of the hermeneutic approach (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014). While the
thesis has changed from the proposal, the directions for continuously reading were laid out in
the text. These directions were to start “collecting” the definitions of theming as defined in the
literature and then analyze the differences in definitions. The research questions and the aim of
Paper II are the results of this analytical process. Although this circular process of the
hermeneutic approach is potentially endless, leaving the process is suggested when the
researcher reaches saturation, such as when research questions can be satisfactorily crafted or

when facing time constraints (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014).

Because the appended research papers in this thesis are context dependent and context
independent (Figure 1-1), specific searches in various tourism journals and more general journal

searches were performed predominantly through Google Scholar and Oria (BIBSYS, which
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grants library resource access to interdisciplinary databases such as Scopus and Web of Science

to researchers and students in Norway.) The searches included variations on crucial terms such

2 ¢ 2 ¢ 2 ¢C 29 <6

as “theming,” “theme-ing,” “thematization,” “thematizing,” “thematic,” and “theme.” Often,

the terms were searched for in combination with other vital terms, including “tourism,”

29 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

“tourist,” “parks,” “experience,” and so on. Other publications by authors who had published
research on theming were checked for relevance. Reference lists in books and research on
theming were similarly checked (snowballing or citation tracking, Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic,
2014). Although the research gathering had a broader scope (including all research both within
and outside of tourism), the references included in Table 2, except Sircus (2007), whose context
is a broader understanding of themed environments, are to some extent those with contexts
more specific to tourism. All referenced research has been downloaded, classified by main topic
(e.g., “tourism,” “innovation,” or “experience economy,” and so on), and cataloged if available
electronically. Some references only exist as electronic or physical library books. If budget
allowed, some books were obtained physically. Organizing and indexing the literature was
considered the beginning of generating the body of knowledge (Hart, 1998). Research that
defined theming using older references or failed to, at least in part, and interprets these
definitions in a unique way, was excluded from the overview. Sometimes the empirical context
was themed, and the relation to themes or theming was poorly explained. There is a chance that
other relevant research exists, but was not found and included. However, to my knowledge, the
research listed is assumed to provide an adequate sample. Finally, research articles that had
cited the initial selected research were examined to determine whether they should be included

in the selection.

Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic (2014) present a possible tabular means for mapping and
classifying literature for literature reviews. Table 2 shows (in the columns) which materials
were chosen for the thesis. Hart (1998, p. 145) explains how mapping and classification
describe “what has been done, when it was done, what methods were used, and who did what.”
For a Ph.D. thesis, Hart (1998) suggests a literature review should function as an analytical
synthesis covering “all known literature on the problem,” conceptual linking within and across
theories, and provide a summative and formative evaluation of previous work on the problem.
For this thesis, the tabular literature reviews have been sorted to be intelligible to its readers.
Thus, in Table 2, the following is presented in each subsequent column. Although Table 2 is
not author-centric (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014), the authors are presented first. Second,

the primary focus of the article is offered. Third, the type of study is presented. Fourth, the
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empirical contexts, whether the research had a provider or visitor perspective, and
country/region are presented. Whether the study had chiefly a visitor or provider perspective
was assessed based on a holistic evaluation of each article. This holistic evaluation meant that
if the article’s focus was mainly related to the visitor experience, it was assigned a visitor
perspective. If the article’s focus was mainly on the providers’ benefits, it was assigned a
provider perspective. In some articles, both perspectives are included. These are labeled as
mixed. The column containing empirical context, perspectives, and country or region is
provided to show relevance to tourism research. Fifth, to the extent that they can be
summarized, central findings are given. Sixth and finally, how themes and theming are related

in each article are briefly described.
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In summary, a review of 21 studies published between 1991 and 2018 in Table 2 reveals a
nearly equal share of qualitative and quantitative studies, with two using mixed methods, in
varied empirical tourist contexts. Furthermore, theming is seldom the focus of the study. Table
2 exposes several gaps in knowledge of theme factors and theming dimensions in experience-
based tourism, which are related to the knowledge gaps in section 1.2. The five initial studies
(Beardsworth & Bryman, 1999; Davis, 1996; McClung, 1991; Wong & Cheung, 1999; Zins,
1998) do not integrate this thesis’ experience perspective because it was first introduced in 1998
and disseminated and adopted after that year (Pine & Gilmore, 1998, 1999). Of the selected
studies, the experience perspective first appears in 2002 (Wanhill). While some studies do
include research on theme factors, these are commonly not researched as part of what
constitutes a themed environment. The themed physical setting is viewed as essential, but the

theming itself is rarely in focus.

Furthermore, theming dimensions are often examined one at a time and rarely connected to
theming itself (e.g., Chang, 2007; Sircus, 2007). Studies that either entirely or partly focus on
theming as a phenomenon are sporadic, few, and far apart. Good examples of the opposite are,
for instance, Firat and Ulusoy (2009), Weaver (2009), Waldrep (2013), and Wassler et al.
(2015). Ten of the 21 studies adopt a provider perspective, and nine that of a visitor perspective.
A mixed perspective approach, which applies both visitor and provider perspectives, is
infrequent, appearing only three times in the selected research (Gothelfet al., 2010; Hung, 2015;
Sircus, 2007).

Moreover, while several purposes for theming are provided, these are commonly suggested
based on the authors’ ideas and less rooted in the empirical material (for a more thorough
examination, see Table 5 in section 2.5.2). A striking similarity between the studies in the
review is that most tend to frequently focus on theme parks (11 studies) and themed hotels (four
studies) as empirical contexts. The themed restaurant has also received increased attention as
an empirical context (Lukas, 2016b). However, this is the focus of only one of the studies in
the selected research. The frequency of recurring empirical contexts shows that the nuances that
are revealed are context dependent. While the various empirical contexts are prominent and
usual places in which to examine theming in experience-based tourism, the approach leaves
room for exploring other visitor venues that may be themed, such as escape rooms, airports,
cruise ships, museums, guided tours, or even products (e.g., Weaver, 2009). In other words,
many studies use themed tourist attractions at destinations as their empirical context. Drawing

out nuances between venues matters (Lukas, 2016b), especially to context-independent
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findings. Applicability of what theming is and intends to communicate between a theme park,
a cruise ship, a museum, a health spa, and even a religious worship site varies. However, all the
spaces are created for tourists and are often themed. Furthermore, because of touristification
and dedifferentiation of tourist spaces and consumption, theming is spreading into venues both
within experience-based tourism and outside of it (Bryman, 2004; del Romero Renau, 2018;
Urry & Larsen, 2011). If we suppose that nuances between venues and context matter, then
established objectives for theming will vary in empirical contexts even within experience-based
tourism. Thus, Table 2 reveals gaps in knowledge on why theming is used in experience-based
tourism because few if any studies delve into the question of “why theme?,” especially across

venues and contexts.

Concerning the use of previous assumptions about theming, two patterns emerged in the studies
selected for review. First, the exact definitions tend to reappear using the references from, for
instance, the four significant works summarized before the review. Gottdiener (2001) is a
typical example. However, whether his book has become the field’s classic tome or if it was
“simply the first” to delve into the phenomenon at length remains unclear. Second, which may
be related to the various empirical contexts, theming is commonly seen to be conducive to
selling products and services (e.g., Waldrep, 2013), to the experience of the themed
environment (e.g., Pikkemaat & Schuckert, 2007), or to both (e.g., Weaver, 2009). These
distinctions bear semblance to the distinctions drawn by Pine and Gilmore (2017), especially
between a customer experience and the experience as a separate economic offering. The first
perspective focuses on products and services as what is being sold, and theming becomes a tool
for improving their sale. This perspective has implications for how innovation is viewed, as
traditional innovation is product centric (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003). In the second
perspective, theming turns services into experiences (Gilmore & Pine, 2002), and products and
services become instruments in the orchestration of the actual product being sold: the
environment. Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2003) emphasize how the environment is crucial for

experience innovation (see section 2.3).

This thesis initially revealed two related gaps. First, there is a need for more research focusing
on theming as the central idea for designing places and settings, including contributing “theme
factors” (or “outward manifestations,”) because theming is often simply considered a
component or dimension of a themed environment. Second, a need for more thorough research
for why theming and themes appeal in tourism was identified. These gaps correspond well with

one of the aims of the thesis: to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism.
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The review of the 21 studies underlines this. Theming dimensions should receive more
scholarly attention. To get a fuller picture of what theming is within experience-based tourism,
research may need to focus on a wider range of tourism venues than the commonly used
empirical contexts of theme parks and restaurants. Also, adopting a mixed perspective approach

(both visitor and provider) should likely be used more frequently.

To summarize, this thesis emphasizes experience-based tourism concepts when defining
theming. Ultimately, clear demarcations are rarely found despite theming being debated across
various fields (Li et al., 2020). Theming may be context dependent, which partly explains this
lack of distinction on how theming adds value to facilitating experiences. What is objectively
familiar across themed contexts may be understood through further multidisciplinary and
empirical research on theming. Thus, for precision in this thesis, theming in experience-based
tourism is defined as the provider’s staging and conveying of an idea, a concept, or a narrative—
a theme—through the consistent, coherent, and comprehensive application of physical and
nonphysical cues to the environment, to completely alter a visitor’s experience and perception
of reality, time, and space, and create memories (Bryman, 2004; Mufoz et al., 2006; Pine &

Gilmore, 2019).

This section detailed how the concept of theming has been interpreted in the literature. In the
next section, the relation between theming and experience-based tourism is presented in more

detail.

2.5 Experience-based tourism and theming from different

perspectives

Sections 2.1 and 2.2 establish how experience-based tourism is a tourist offering with a high
degree of intangible value and differentiation linked to “specific themes” as perceived by the
customers in a particular time and at a particular place (Jensen & Prebensen, 2015). These
places are commonly themed experiencescapes (Mossberg, 2007; O'Dell & Billing, 2006).
Tourist experiences also require a host and are intended to create positive memories (Lashley,
2008; Uriely, 2005). In other words, experience-based tourism often involves offering tourists
experiences in commonly themed experiencescapes. Section 2.4 discusses the concept of
theming as found and interpreted in the existing research literature and provides an overview
of theming distinctions in Table 2. For clarification, this section will present how theme factors,
theming dimensions, and theming purposes fit within experience-based tourism from visitor

and provider perspectives.

50



2.5.1 Theme factors and theming dimensions from a visitor perspective

The discourse on theming revolves around the division of two broad issues: theming
components (or factors, see examples in Table 3) and theming dimensions (see Table 4). It is
reasonable to believe this is because theming is about constructing both a physical and a
conceptual space. Therefore, these two issues are crucial for the thesis, reflected both in the
knowledge gaps (section 1.2) and the first two research questions (RQ1 and RQ2). This section
addresses these two most prominent issues on theming in experience-based tourism. Table 3
and Table 4 result from a similar developmental process, as Table 2 described in section 2.4.2.
In other words, when I first began reading and analyzing research and other literature on
theming in 2014, I noticed the division of the material theming components and immaterial
theming dimensions. Thus, I systematically began making notes of which they were,
categorizing them, and noting their sources. Over the years, this has led to the extensive
overviews found in Table 3 and Table 4. Although several theme factors and dimensions are
listed in the tables, not all of them have been researched. Thus, to address these gaps, the source

columns on the right have been named “Representative literature.”

To explain, theming relates to the material (e.g., building materials, furniture, and landscaping)
because theming is conventionally about constructing a physical space following a theme.
While “a theme” remains an abstract concept, for a theme to be translated into something other
people can experience, theming is needed. Thus, the act of theming is, perhaps apart from the
virtual space, a process that includes planning and the physical act of implementation. The
visitor perspective refers to how the focus of the research relates mainly to the visitor
experience. The research in Table 2 with a visitor perspective focuses mainly on what motivates
visitors, theme selection preferences, and theme elements (analogous to theme factors). Hence,

the visitor perspective is the chosen focus of this section.

In this thesis, the tangible and intangible (often atmospheric or "ethereal," Kozinets et al., 2002)
factors that contribute to the themed environments are called theme factors (Paper 1). Theme
factors are the “outward manifestations” or expressions of the theme in an environment. The
factors are in both the various academic and nonacademic literature referred to as components,
physical evidence, features, atmospherics, simulacra, cues, clues, nodes, indicators, elements,
attributes, signals, and motifs. This correlation between the words is essentially semiotics or
the theory of signification (Martin & Ringham, 2000). In addition to the physical/nonphysical
dimension, the symbolic expression level also adds to the factors’ dimensionality. Sometimes

components act as the vehicle or canvas for a symbol (e.g., a marble slab with engraved Roman
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letters), and sometimes they are the literal symbols (e.g., a statue of a Roman god holding
mythical and representational objects). Often it is difficult to separate the two, as objects;
however, given time, they can change from being functional to becoming symbolic (e.g., a
traditional national costume historically worn because it is made of the most widely available,
inexpensive materials and fabric). Thus, factors vary in tangibility and symbolic interpretation.
According to Martin and Ringham (2000), the American school of semiotics is often concerned
with categorizing signs, whereas European semiotics focus more on “the existence of universal

structures that underlie and give rise to meaning.”

An example may assist in explaining the difference between theme factors and theming
dimensions, as the terms may, in some research, be used interchangeably. When entering an old
house, the lighting, building materials (e.g., wood, bricks, tile floors), scent, décor, and various
symbols are all different theme factors. However, they also influence a visitor’s perception of,
for instance, how authentic the house appears—whether the house is actually an original old
house from perhaps the 1700s, or if it is a house that is built to appear to be from that time
period. Thus, this authenticity is an example of a theming dimension. Theme factors contribute
to theming and building a physical space. Theming dimensions help construct the conceptual

themed space in a visitor’s mind.
Theme factors

In this thesis, theme factors refer to the tangible and intangible factors that contribute to the
perception of a themed tourist environment. Table 3 lists in alphabetical order the many
associated theme factors that have been suggested or researched in various studies mainly
related to tourism or hospitality. Just how Table 2 was developed, Table 3 results from the ideas
from the project proposal from 2014. A general model that was used as a point of departure
were the environmental dimensions from Bitner’s (1992) servicescape model. However, this
model stems from the service-oriented paradigm and does not include Pine and Gilmore’s
experience perspective, which emerged some years later. Furthermore, the lists of “ambient
conditions”, “space/function”, and “signs, symbols & artifacts” were not exhaustive, and the
paper has no distinct connection to theming. Therefore, I began the pursuit for a more extensive
list of environmental dimensions specific to themed environments. Another example is the
project development guide by the Themed Entertainment Association (2007), which mentions
many environmental factors. However, the guide is very focused on shows and attractions, and
does not encompass the broader scope of themed tourism environments that are the focus of

this thesis. I began gathering theme factors as a “side activity” (not unlike the method pursued
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by Hjalager, 2015) during the analytical reading of the wvarious theming literature,
systematically noting every time such a factor was mentioned in the text and its reference in a
separate document. Now and again, certain factors would reappear or be mentioned with
synonyms words. I would then assess whether they carried the same meaning and add the word
to the same factor or as a separate factor. The theme factor list in Table 3 stems from this
process. It has been reduced and edited for clarity and relevance for this thesis. The review of
Table 3 aims to show how the researcher developed an ability to identify key concepts of
theming in experience-based tourism (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014). This table
categorizes the manifestations or “signs” of theming in semiotic terms, including symbols,
images, objects, behaviors, practices, and more (Brannen, 2004; Martin & Ringham, 2000). The
theme factors are listed in the first column on the left, and the selected studies in which they
appear in the next column. The following column shows the aim of study, and the final column

to the right shows the study’s connection to tourism and hospitality.
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When reviewing the theme factors in Table 3, it becomes clear that although theme factors have
been suggested in various studies, many have rarely been researched as part of a themed
environment. Instead, they are often listed and mentioned as expected components of themed
environments or attractions (e.g., Borghini et al., 2009; Kozinets et al., 2002). Lighting, for
instance, as part of a physical environment or servicescape, has naturally been extensively
researched in various ways. However, as part of a themed environment, research on lighting as
a theme factor is either arbitrary or nonexistent. The aims of the studies reveal that several
studies attempt to provide overviews and developments of industries, such as a national theme
park industry or a theme restaurant industry. What this means for theme factors is that they are

mentioned only arbitrarily

Themed Entertainment Association (2007), for instance, provides a wide-ranging list of theme
factors for developing and designing themed attractions. Many theme factors were grouped
because of their innate similarities, while others were kept as distinct categories despite sharing
some parallels. Atmosphere, for instance, is arguably a broad category that may include ambient
factors such as music and scent. However, different theme factors are kept as more refined

categories in this thesis to show their broad range.

The theme factors in Table 3 reveal an extensive list of the many material theming components
suggested in various studies. They vary in degrees of tangibility and symbolic interpretation,
with several overlaps in the real world (e.g., people, services, and costumes). Furthermore, the
review suggests there are few limits to what can be used to theme environments. Additionally,
there are close relations between the factors and the theming dimensions, both as separate
groups and within groups. A multisensory experience would, for example, infer the use of (i)
smell, aromas, and scents, (ii) lighting and architecture, (iii) food, (iv) background music, and
(v) artifacts, utilities, and merchandise. The time and space, or chronotopical dimensions, have
ramifications for selecting theme factors for a themed environment and for how it may influence
the perception of authenticity. However, it is reasonable to assume that not all factors are crucial
to all themed environments. Using the example of themed landscapes, landscapes are an
arbitrary part of a themed cruise ship or airplane the same way they are intentional and curated
for a theme park or an outdoor open-air museum. A vital factor such as restroom facilities could
be a hygiene factor in one environment, whereas in another environment, restrooms may be part

of the themed experience.

Although this section distinguishes between theme factors as “more material” and theming
dimensions as “more immaterial,” theme factors can similarly be deemed as either more or less
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tangible. Stories and narratives are arguably less tangible as a theme factor compared with
souvenirs and plants. Some theme factors border on abstract and ephemeral, such as values,
ideology, morality, national identity, names, and symbols. However, they are part of a themed
experience, for instance, during a national holiday, in a religious theme park, or in a war
museum. These examples point to degrees of material tangibility, symbolic representation, and
mental imagery that display the intersection of themes as symbolic abstractions in people’s
minds and their manifestations both mentally and physically. A national holiday may evoke
images of flags, fireworks, specific foods, and people celebrating. However, it may also be
associated with democratic values, a belief in solidarity, a sense of community, names of
historical figures, happenings, and other abstract and intangible factors. In other words, which
theme factors drive a themed experience may be context dependent. The aims of the studies
also reveal this as some are rather specific on context, studying theme elements important to
guests in, e.g., themed hotels, a winter (theme) park, or even Disney’s Epcot theme park in
Florida. It is reasonable to assume that more specific the context, the less generalizable the
conclusions. However, these are the studies that are likely to provide the most “theme factors”
for further studies along the line of Paper I. Some studies specifically look at the meaning of
theming, such as discussing theming as cultural device or if it is a contemporary phenomenon.
Finally, some studies try to link the themed environments to for instance satisfaction, price
perception, and customer loyalty. The low variation of empirical contexts is unusual. There
could be several reasons for this. First, the variation among themed environments in an
experience-based tourism context may be low. There are for example different kinds of theme
parks, different kinds of themed hotels, and different kinds of theme restaurants. However, the
variation is not big enough to be of interest to most researchers given the specific context.
Second, theming and themed environments receive inadequate attention in research for many
reasons, such as being “places unworthy of scientific interest” (see 1.1 and 1.2). Therefore,
there may be few authors except for a few (e.g., Milman or Weaver) who will continuously
provide and build the scientific field of theming within experience-based tourism. Some authors
(e.g., Wood and Muiioz) have provided the field with crucial studies but have not continued to

work specifically on themed environments for years.
Theming dimensions

In this thesis, theming dimensions refer to the abstract, nonphysical, and intangible aspects of
theming in experience-based tourism. Table 4 lists, in alphabetical order, eight theming

dimensions suggested and researched in different studies. The theming dimensions are listed in
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the left column, and the right column shows the selected studies in which they appear. Lukas
(2016Db, p. 7) suggests six “simplified” dimensions of theming. However, these dimensions refer
to which expressive direction themed consumer spaces may take (e.g., abstract or postmodern),

thus differing from how dimensions are understood in this thesis.
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Unlike the theme factors, the theming dimensions have been, to some extent, more subject to
research. However, the experience-based tourism research literature does not mention many
theming dimensions the way they are understood in this thesis. As mentioned in section 2.4.1,
authenticity is one of the most discussed dimensions. This may in part be because of the place
the dimension holds in tourism research and discourse in general (likely beginning with
MacCannell, 1973), but also because the theming often has been deemed inauthentic (Lukas,
2007). However, as Table 4 shows, authenticity in themed tourist settings has, with only one
reference, not received much attention in experience-based tourism research. Immersion as a
theming dimension seems to only have received some attention in recent years, the selected
research examples being from 2014 and 2019 (now part of a Ph.D. dissertation, Blumenthal,
2021). In fact, of the selected research, the oldest reference is that which introduces novelty as
a theming dimension (Weinstein, 1992). A noticeable observation from Table 4 is how there
are few consistently repeating literary references for the suggested theming dimensions. For
example, Urry and Larsen (2011) recurs only once for the dimensions technology and time and
space. This observation underscores the argument from section 2.4.2 that theming dimensions
are often examined one at a time. The aims of the studies underpin these observations. Often,
they aim to either simply measure physical surroundings newness/novelty, how stories work as
foundations for building businesses or parts of businesses (e.g., hotels, tourist attractions, or
destinations), or how themes can work for tourist segmentation. Some go deeper into the
dimensions, such as attempting to conceptualize the sensory dimension for tourist experiences

or how stories can contribute to positive tourist evaluations.

How the author(s) categorize(s) the dimension or argue(s) for their importance provides more
insight into each dimension, sometimes connecting them to each other (e.g., immersion and co-
creation) or even to theming purposes (e.g., sensory stimuli is crucial to create attractive tourist
destinations). However, no clear and discernable pattern emerges from reviewing these
arguments. The reasons for this could be that the theming dimensions are more abstract
components of a themed environment, and that this makes them harder to distinguish and
classify as a collective group of components. Second, as is the argument in 5.1.2, the theming
dimensions can be viewed as sets of tools, practices, effects (of theming), processes, or even
sensations. This means they would have to be categorized into finer classifications for even

deeper comparisons. However, this is beyond the scope of this thesis.
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Furthermore, there are no comprehensive reviews of theming dimensions in experience-based
tourism. Even Table 4 itself is not extensive, listing merely eight dimensions with research
spanning 27 years (1992 to 2019). This lack of comprehensive reviews leaves the unfortunate
impression that research on theming dimensions is arbitrary and not considered essential to

experience-based tourism.
When reviewing Table 3 and Table 4 together, three aspects become apparent.

First, the reviews reveal how infrequently theme factors and theming dimensions have been the
foci of tourism research involving theming. Second, the representative literature does not go
further back than 1991. Third, while the theme factors may appear numerous in Table 3 (20
theme factor categories), one would expect that in the years since the emergence of the modern-
day theme parks (e.g., Disneyland first opened in 1955), the number of theme factors revealed
in theming-related research would be much more significant. Fourth, the reviews also echo the
review of Table 2 in section 2.4, that theme factors are commonly not researched as part of
what creates a themed environment, and theming dimensions are often examined only one at a
time. Additionally, theming dimensions are seldom connected to studies of theming as a

phenomenon.

Consequently, the lists of theme factors and the theming dimensions are not exhaustive and
represent factors and dimensions that have been researched, suggested, or both. It is also not
the point of this thesis to find and explain every factor and dimension that could go into and be

part of theming.

In conclusion, previous research on theme factors from a visitor’s perspective is moderately
extensive. However, theme factors’ connection to a themed environment is generally
conceptual and suggestive rather than rooted in empirical research. Similarly, theming
dimensions often suffer the same fate in research. With notable exceptions (e.g., on authenticity,
Muiioz & Wood, 2009; Muiioz et al., 2006; Wood & Muiioz, 2007a), theming dimensions are
seemingly discussed or researched in contexts and environments that “happen to be themed.”
These connections do not mean theming is not considered vital to discussing the dimensions. It

is merely not intended to drive the understanding of the field of theming forward.

In this section, theme factors and theming dimensions were reviewed and discussed concerning
this thesis from a visitor perspective. However, this thesis also aims to deepen our knowledge
of theming in experience-based tourism from a provider perspective. Thus, the following

section therefore reviews theming purposes using this perspective.
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2.5.2 Theming purposes from a provider perspective

This thesis aims to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism from both a
visitor and provider perspective. There are several suggested hypothetical purposes for theming

in the literature of theming in tourism.

Table 5 provides an overview of suggested and researched theming purposes in alphabetical
order in the column on the left, together with examples of representative studies in the column
on the right. The theming purposes listed in Table 5 result from a developmental process similar
to that described in section 2.4.2 (Table 2). I noticed how different sources seemed to claim
numerous and diverging purposes for theming, even when referring to the same related
environments. I then began systematically writing these purposes down with their sources
between 2014 and 2020 when searching, collecting, reading, and analyzing research related to

theming using Google Scholar and Oria/BIBSYS.
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The 15 suggested purposes stem from literature that spans the years 1992 to 2017. Noticeable
is the interrelation of the suggested theming objectives. For instance, “commodify urban
experiences” and “create standardized audience effects” have conceptual similarities. “Brand
tangibility” and “interaction” is another example. However, echoing the review of Table 2 in
section 2.4, few studies explicitly explore the different purposes of theming in tourism, and the
purposes listed in Table 5 are often suggested rather than empirically derived. To provide
examples, “influence behavior and consumption” is mainly for the benefit of a provider,
whereas “improve guest experience quality” and “individualization” point to improving the

tourist experience for visitors.

Studies show that there is a wide range in aims from the highly conceptual (e.g., “explore
themed flagship brand stores in terms of the mythological attractiveness of the narratives
communicated by their symbolic and physical structure”) to the practical (e.g., “fill the gap in
research on measuring service quality in theme parks™). This range means that the aims vary
significantly. The papers have also used both qualitative and quantitative methods to reach these
aims. Furthermore, the aims seem to be wide in context (e.g., themed landscapes in North
America, Asia, and Europe, and in cities) and approach (e.g., examine, discuss, describe, argue).
This means there is potentially a lot to learn from each study. How the author(s) argue for the
importance of each purpose ranges from the very commercial (e.g., stimulates and directs
consumption) to the conceptual (e.g., create a feeling of unity with the surroundings). This range
could be because the contexts vary far more. What theming means for a city and what it means
for a single themed flagship brand store is likely to have very different purposes. At the same
time, there is an interesting blend of what providers (be it governmental or commercial) want
visitors to experience (for instance inhabitants or customers). At the heart of it all is exchange
of value. Purposes are inextricably linked to what a provider wants a visitor to value from an
experience. Sometimes that is selling a product (e.g., in a brand store) to experience a brand for
creating unique bonds (e.g., visiting a brand store) to even “consume a fabricated environment”
(e.g., the environment is only there to be experienced, not to sell anything but the experience).
In this respect, the themed environment follows the experience economic logic in which value

follows every step from products to services to “pure” experiences.

It is helpful to view most of the purposes as methods for increasing the experience’s value. For
most businesses, this is likely to be increased profitability, and for themed public tourist venues,

it could mean entertaining, educating, or even communicating symbolic meaning.
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This thesis limits its focus to the purposes related to experience-based tourism, even though it
could be interesting to include more studies that could be interpreted as proposing and
discussing other theming purposes. Although the purposes in Table 5 superficially appear sound
and logical, they are usually not a result of careful empirical analysis. Based primarily on the
third knowledge gap (see section 1.2), I asked the question, “why is theming used in experience-
based tourism?” (RQ3). Therefore, this thesis aims to close this gap by contributing a more
empirically derived set of theming purposes for experience-based tourism providers. In turn,
using insights from both visitor and provider perspectives will help deepen our knowledge of

theming in experience-based tourism.

2.6 Summarizing the theoretical framework

The overall aim of this thesis is to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based
tourism, and to add to the knowledge on how novel insights from both visitor and provider
perspectives facilitate experience innovation. The theoretical reviews of the theme factors,
theming dimensions, and theming purposes reveal a need to explore these concepts from both
visitor and provider perspectives in experience-based tourism. In summation, the different
definitions and aspects presented above represent tourism development, the experience
economy, and the concept of experiences toward an interpretation of experience-based tourism.
There is a variety of experience concept subcategories with overlapping similarities and
relations. This thesis, however, emphasizes the tourist experience (Jensen & Prebensen, 2015;
Lashley, 2008; Mossberg, 2007; O'Dell & Billing, 2006; Uriely, 2005) (section 2.2.3). The
tourist experience is helpful because the tourism industry likely evokes stronger experiential
and emotional responses from visitors more than any other service industry, and where the types

of benefits are hedonic and symbolic (Otto & Ritchie, 1995, 1996).

Additionally, the relation between theming and experience innovation was presented.
Experience innovation is a process to develop new and improved experiences within an
experiencescape (Jernsand et al., 2015; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003), and theming shares
crucial dimensions with experience innovation, such as interaction/co-creation (Alsos et al.,
2014; Jernsand et al., 2015; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) and digital technology (Prahalad
& Ramaswamy, 2003). Often, the process of experience innovation involves developing a
prototype based on a theme (Jernsand et al., 2015). From the experience innovation perspective,

value is considered as co-created between providers and visitors (Prahalad & Ramaswamy,

2003).
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Three knowledge gaps introduced in this thesis (see section 1.2) reveal a need for more research,
focusing on: (i) theming as the central idea for designing places and settings, (ii) on the
dimensions and the concept of theming, (iii) why theming and themes appeal in tourism. The
fourth gap reveals a need for more research focusing on (iv) (1) theming as a type of “experience

innovation practice”, and (2) knowledge on innovation connected to the experience economy.

First, the literature review of the visitor perspective in Table 2 exposes how empirical contexts
are repetitive despite theming being a growing practice both within and outside of tourism.
Theming as a phenomenon is rarely the focus of the research. When theming is the focus of the
research, previous definitions and ideas tend to be repeated. Thus, one purpose of this thesis is
to focus on theming as a phenomenon by (i) seeing its application across and outside of the
contexts of, for instance, theme parks and theme hotels, and (ii) attempting to challenge
previous ideas and exploring and suggesting new definitions for theming in experience-based

tourism. In other words, this is how this thesis will attempt to bridge the first knowledge gap.

Second, the visitor perspective reviews of theme factors following Table 3, and theming
dimensions following Table 4, reveal that, while they often appear in various studies, they are
rarely the foci of studies. Theme factors tend to be studied in themed environments. However,
their importance for the perception of the theme is often unclear or nonexistent. In other words,
the connection between theme factors and the themed environment is haphazard. The same is
true for theming dimensions, which are often studied individually, and, with some exceptions,
have a loose connection to the themed context. Another purpose of this thesis is thus to enhance
these connections by (i) studying theme factors and the way in which they drive the perception
of a theme in a themed environment, and (ii) examining several theming dimensions and their
interrelation. These examinations are how this thesis aims to bridge the second knowledge gap,

calling for more research on the dimensions and concept of theming.

Third and finally, the review of theming purposes from a provider perspective following Table
5 reveals two essential gaps. First, there are few in-depth explorations of the purposes of
theming from a provider perspective in experience-based tourism. Second, the purposes are
often based on the authors’ suggestions and not empirically derived. Thus, another purpose of
this thesis is (i) to explore what the purposes for theming in experience-based tourism may be,
and (ii) to discuss their interrelation and applicability. These explorations and discussions

attempt to bridge the third knowledge gap of why theming and themes appeal in tourism.
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Previous studies on theming have mainly focused solely on a provider or a visitor perspective.
The focus has predominantly been on theming as a place component rather than examining a
concept with specific dimensions from a provider perspective. What drives the perception of
themes in visitors’ minds, or why themes and theming appeal, have seldom been given
significant attention in the research literature on theming in experience-based tourism.
Likewise, few studies have emphasized defining theming as a concept in experience-based
tourism, whether by interpreting the concept or its general use in experience-based tourism.
This doctoral thesis contributes by extending the theoretical understanding of theming in
tourism. Precisely, it does so by looking at the phenomenon from both visitor and provider
perspectives, which, according to Table 2, is an infrequent undertaking in tourism research
related to theming. The thesis also provides theorized interrelation of factors, dimensions, and
purposes. However, the contributions also have managerial implications for managers of
themed environments. Altogether, this thesis attempts to improve our understanding of theming

in experience-based tourism.

The next chapter describes, discusses, and reflects on this thesis’ research methodology and

design.
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3. Methodological choices and reflections

3.1 Introduction

This chapter presents and discusses the methodological choices and design of the thesis. The
chapter is organized as follows. First, an introduction is provided with an emphasis on my
background and relevance to the research areas and research questions. This introduction
addresses the “wish to do research” stage, as illustrated in the chronological stage model of the
research process by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2015, p. 12). Second, the philosophical
foundation is outlined. This outline addresses the stage of “understand your philosophy and
approach” (Saunders et al., 2015). Third, the research design of each paper is presented. Fourth,
a discussion of the thesis’ trustworthiness is presented, with an emphasis on its credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Fifth and finally, the limitations of the data

and final reflections are given.

To what extent a researcher should describe their path to the research area at hand tends to
depend on the tradition of the qualitative or quantitative approaches the researcher follows.
Presenting the researcher’s knowledge background is less valued in quantitative research than
qualitative research (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2015). Knowledge, however, is not always
unrelated to interest (Moses & Knutsen, 2012). This thesis builds on three research papers using
quantitative and qualitative methodological approaches and can be considered a mixed-methods
approach. It aims to extend our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism. This aim
means | attempt to understand the meaning behind social phenomena rather than find causal
relations. Paper I is a quantitative and context-specific research article more focused on
explaining a phenomenon rather than understanding it. However, the qualitative articles Papers
IT and IIT spring out of my need to explore and understand the phenomenon more thoroughly
and are less dependent on context. Thus, I moved the thesis away from a positivist view and
toward the interpretivist tradition of Verstehen or “understanding” (Mehmetoglu, 2004; Weber,
1968).

Remaining entirely objective in research represents a positivist view of the relationship between
the researcher and the researched. Postpositivism recognizes the difficulty of conducting
“value-free” research and accepts how the researcher’s background, values, and theories may
influence the research (Clark & Bryman, 2019). This view aligns with Guba and Lincoln
(1982), who argue that it is impossible and even ethically undesirable to “abandon one’s own

humanness” for anyone performing research on humans. This thesis is primarily written in the
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third person, which could be interpreted as an attempt to convey objectivity (Billig, 2013).
However, this stylistic choice boils down to my preference for certain traditions and

conventions.

First, there is a clear link to how my background influenced my interest in experiences and
theming as research areas. As a 15-year-old working for a Norwegian amusement park, I was
first exposed to what I now know to be emotional labor (Hochschild, 2003). All service workers
at the park were expected to greet every guest with eye contact, an oral greeting, and a smile. It
was not until nearly six years later that I, at the age of 22, became acquainted with performative
labor (Bryman, 2004) while working as a server at Walt Disney World. The latter job carried a
far deeper expectation of living out a theme (Firat & Ulusoy, 2011) through dressing
appropriately, playing out my “Norwegianness,” and providing as correctly as possible an
authentic Norwegian experience for the guests. Working in these places in conjunction with a
long-held fascination for themed environments and attractions was why I applied for the
bachelor program in Experience and Attraction Development at Lillehammer University
College in 2007. It is easy to gain the personal visitor perspective of theming. However,
working for providers of themed attractions, entertainment, and events gave me a peek into the
even more essential “back region” of those worlds (Goffman, 1959). Thus, my academic

interest in theming and experiences as valuable scientific fields was sparked during this time.

Second, the research questions were not instantly evident from the beginning of my time as a
doctoral student. Marx (1997) lists 13 sources of research questions, of which several
contributed to shaping my questions. In addition to sources such as “societal trends” and
“personal experiences,” it was primarily the available literature on the topics that helped form
the research questions. In 2007, there was not much literature within the domain of theming in
experience-based tourism. By 2020, while the field had expanded, the exploration of theming
is still in its early stages (Ellis, Jiang, et al., 2019; Piazzoni, 2019). Although some existing
literature considered various related topics when I started my time as a doctoral student, several
questions remained at the back of my mind. What is theming really? Are tourism experiences
genuinely this complex? Can they be explained more simply to be more valuable? What in these
research areas has not been examined yet? These questions and the guidance of my PhD
supervisors led to the final research questions. The research questions RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3 are
answered through the three appended papers in this thesis. Research question RQ4 is also

answered in this dissertation.
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In summation, presenting the researcher’s knowledge background as it pertains to their interest
in the research field and how this led to the research and research questions is commonplace
and often relevant within a qualitative tradition. In the next section, the philosophical

foundation of the thesis will be discussed.

3.2 Philosophical foundation

3.2.1 Epistemology, ontology, and implications for methodological

choices

Basic terms relating to the philosophical foundation are briefly explained in this section, as well

as how this philosophy relates to my background and choices for this thesis will be identified.

Paradigms can be defined as differing axiomatic systems or sets of fundamental beliefs and
assumptions about the phenomena into which they are designed to inquire (Guba & Lincoln,
1982, 1994). Paradigms deal in irrefutable or indemonstrable ultimates, first principles, or
propositions (axioms) that must be accepted simply on faith or convention (Guba & Lincoln,
1982, 1994). A paradigm shared by several scientists may provide them with standard ways of
understanding, conducting, and evaluating science (O'Leary, 2007). According to Thomas
Kuhn (1970), paradigms are a “locus of professional commitment regarding standards and rules,
... they are not reducible to their components, ... they are not to be tested, ... and they are not
to be corrected” (Kindi & Arabatzis, 2012). For example, I prescribe to constructionism as the
paradigm that guided my research designs. The nature of the world and how it should be studied
is the basis for the philosophical foundation that should guide any study’s research design
(Moses & Knutsen, 2012). Stemwedel (2014) explains (i) that central concerns of these
philosophies of science are to find what is distinctive about “science” rather than one particular
field of science (‘“‘science-as-actually-practiced”), (ii) that their goals are to answer questions
about science rather than scientific questions, and (iii) that not all practicing scientists need to
account for their philosophy of science to answer scientific questions. In other words, it is not
the aim of this thesis to challenge and discuss scientific paradigms. Rather, this section will

describe and narrow down the philosophical foundation of this thesis.

Moses and Knutsen (2012) find that most contemporary social science research can be placed
on a dichotomous continuum between the two methodological position paradigms: (i)

naturalism and (i1) constructivism, with (iii) scientific realism as a distinct “third option”
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movement. The methods one chooses to use fit a predetermined methodology (Guba & Lincoln,

1994).

An epistemological issue refers to what is or should be regarded as sufficient knowledge in a
discipline (Bryman, 2016). In addition to positivism, realism (both empirical and critical
realism), and interpretivism (including hermeneutics and phenomenology), Saunders et al.
(2015) outline the methodological positions of postmodernism and pragmatism in their
“research onion” illustration. Ontology (or rather, social ontology, Bryman, 2016) refers to the
nature of reality as assumed by the researcher, the nature of social entities, and how the world
is viewed (Veal, 2011). Thus, the triad items of epistemology, ontology, and methodology
complement one another because the first two (ontology and epistemology) inform the last

(methodology) (Pernecky & Jamal, 2010).

During my student years, I was introduced to and influenced by all earlier mentioned
methodological position paradigms. However, over time, constructionism became the paradigm

of choice for the reasons explained below.

Two positions within the social ontology are referred to as objectivism and constructionism
(Bryman, 2016). Whereas objectivism considers social phenomena and their meanings (such as
organization, an organization, or culture) to exist independent of and beyond our reach or
influence, constructionism (or constructivism) considers these phenomena and their meanings
to be accomplished social actors (Bryman, 2016) continually. This thesis is inspired and
influenced by constructionism, an ontological position that posits that social phenomena and
their meanings are constantly being accomplished by social actors and, thus, is antithetical to
naturalism and realism (Bryman, 2016). There are two reasons for this statement. First, this
thesis’ overall aim is to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism. As a
researcher, I had to approach my research subjects with an open mind and let myself be
influenced by their “voices,” quite literally, especially when performing interviews. Second,
the research subjects helped the me construct my understanding of abstract and complex
phenomena such as “themes” and “theming” and their importance for experience-based
tourism. In a sense, one could say this thesis’ meaning is constructed through the puzzling of
pieces together, assisted by the research and my own experiences and instincts. Thus, this thesis
is influenced mainly by constructivism (or sometimes constructionism, Moses & Knutsen,
2012), through which scientific facts are considered (socially) constructed (van den Belt, 2003).

The social actors in this thesis are both the researcher and the research subjects.
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Drawing upon Saunders et al. (2015), two approaches can be used to make more informed and
active philosophical choices. One, begin to ask yourself questions about your research beliefs
and assumptions, and two, familiarize yourself with significant research philosophies within
your field of study. The philosophies, methodologies, and methods presented by Moses and
Knutsen (2012) and Bryman (2016) provide the most helpful framework for understanding the
philosophical foundation layers of this thesis. First, I used my foreknowledge in the research.
This approach is integral and necessary for any constructivist research project (Moses &
Knutsen, 2012). Second, particular sciences require naturalist approaches. However, I am
skeptical of a naturalist approach to social science (Moses & Knutsen, 2012). Third, I agree
with other constructivists that the world is a (socially constructed) human construction (Moses
& Knutsen, 2012). Fourth, as this thesis uses mainly a qualitative research strategy, it aligns
more closely with a constructivist (or constructionist) ontological orientation as opposed to an

objectivist one (Bryman, 2016).

Researchers are, for instance, innately captive to their language and prior understandings.
Hence, the broader debate on ontological, epistemological, and even axiological components
of one’s self includes questions on reflexivity (Berger, 2015). Axiology refers to “the role of
values and ethics within the research process” (Saunders et al., 2015). Berger (2015, drawing
on Bradbury-Jones, 2007; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; Pillow, 2003; Stronach, Garratt, Pearce,
& Piper, 2007) find that “/r/eflexivity is commonly viewed as the process of the continual
internal dialogue and critical self-evaluation of researcher’s positionality”. Out of the many
versions of reflexivity that Lynch (2000) lists, two of the most prominent in methodological
writings are addressed here (Bryman, 2016): (i) philosophical self-reflection, and (ii)
methodological self-consciousness. In this thesis, one article is based on quantitative data and
analysis, and the other on qualitative data and analysis. I am aware that my choice of methods,
biases, values, and decisions has implications for our knowledge of the social world (Bryman,

2016).

Moreover, reflexivity also means “(the) active acknowledgment and explicit recognition that
this position may affect the research process and outcome.” Apart from the appended papers,
the contents of this thesis reflect the included research. In their article on research methodology
development, Alvesson and Kérreman (2007) present guidelines and directions on theorizing
from empirical material. When “constructing” this PhD thesis, finding “what is interesting” was
the process’ core goal. Alvesson and Sandberg (2013) warn against gap-spotting as a method,

emphasizing how this is an undesirable path to generating interesting theories because it leads
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to (i) a consensus-seeking focus in theory development (adding to existing literature, ignoring
own assumptions and prejudices), (ii) the scope (researcher and subject matters) becoming too
narrowly confined, (iii) additive and incremental theories (which could be dull and formulaic),
and (iv) publications in journals in designated journal lists. Rather than falling prey to these

“traps,” a “reflexive and inventive scholarship mode” is suggested.

The reflexive approach can help both relax and focus the researcher, for example, when
interviewing for research. First, Alvesson (2003) calls for the researcher to have a theoretical
understanding, especially when processing the empirical material, in particular, to avoid naivety
in interpretation. I used the proposal for the thesis, multiple course papers, and working on
articles as opportunities to read, process, and internalize the extant literature and discourse of
the central and tangent fields in this thesis (e.g., theming, experience, tourism, and innovation).
Second, “working with alternative lines of interpretation and vocabularies™ is part of this
reflexive pragmatism. Reflexive pragmatism means that I had to be aware of differences in
understanding of terms when interviewing people from other countries for this thesis (Alvesson,

2003).

Deductive theory or reasoning method refers to when the researcher draws on what is already
known about a specific research area to deduce a hypothesis logically (Bryman, 2016). The
opposite of deduction is inductive theory or method of reasoning, which refers to using the
implication of a researcher’s findings to logically conclude and “feed” a theoretical area
(Bryman, 2016). This thesis adopts an abductive approach to theory development. Abductive
reasoning is sometimes considered a form of inductive reasoning (e.g., Charmaz, 2006), and in,
for example, grounded theory construction, all three methods (inductive, deductive, and
abductive) can be used (Khanal, 2019). It is the argument that this thesis uses abductive
reasoning given how I describe the world of theming in experience-based tourism based on both
previously described scientific accounts as well as from “those voices who provided the data”

(Bryman, 2016).

Van den Belt (2003) describes nature and society in moderate constructivism as “self-contained
components of the world that interact at localizable interfaces,” representing a relativist stance
to scientific knowledge. Truth in moderate constructionism is derived from empirical data and
is community based (Nightingale & Cromby, 2002; Schwandt, 2000). This assertion means
truth is (epistemically) acceptable depending on whether (i) it is based on evidence acceptable
to the (scientific) community, (ii) and the community is open to scrutinizing said truth and its
proof in an openly critical manner (Jirvensivu & Tornroos, 2010). Jarvensivu and Tornroos
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(2010) find that in moderate constructivism, (i) local truths can be understood through empirical
observations and community-based knowledge (epistemology), (ii) reality may exist (ontology),
and (iii)) community-based knowledge is created through empirical observation bounded by
subjectivity (methodology). The methodological techniques applied in the appended papers
(namely, the data collection and analysis), the strategies of using a cross-sectional survey and
half-structured interviews, the methodological choice of mixed methods, and abduction as an
approach to theory development, are frequently used within the moderate constructivist
scientific community. Finally, (iv), the research process is considered abductive with both
theory generating and testing, as is found in this thesis. Although those authors also
acknowledge and argue moderate constructivism is closely related to critical realism, the latter
is more concerned with finding “the one universal truth”. However, I find the moderate
constructivist stance more acceptable because I believe a “one universal truth” may be out of

reach for any scientific community, as a “local truth” is far more obtainable.

3.3 Research design in the appended papers

In the following overview (Table 6), all appended papers are presented with their purpose,
applied approach and methods, and empirical bases. Detailed descriptions of each paper follow

the overview.

Paper | Type of Purpose Applied approach and Empirical base
paper method(s)
1 Empirical | Investigate the factors that drive the tourist | Quantitative 328 Norwegian
customer experience around theming and Cross-sectional survey cruise travelers
draw research on theming into the themed Linear regression analysis

cruisescape guest experience realm.

II Empirical | Add to our understanding of the concept of | Qualitative Ten one-on-one
theming and its dimensions by examining | Thematic analysis interviews with
the concept’s scholarly understanding | Half-structured interviews both practitioner
among practitioners in themed and academic
environments. theming experts.

I Empirical | Identify and add to the knowledge base of Qualitative Ten one-on-one
different purposes of theming in a tourism Thematic analysis interviews with
context. Half-structured interviews both practitioner

and academic

theming experts.

Table 6. Overview of research design in appended research papers

In the following sections, extended understandings of each paper’s research design are

discussed regarding their aims, purposes, research question(s), data collection methods, models,
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if any, and data analysis procedures. Furthermore, how the papers are logically connected and

consequently complement each other is also addressed.

3.3.1 Paper 1

The empirical Paper I, “Theme factors that drive the tourist customer experience” (2017),
examines which theming components affect the guests’ perception of a theme (see Table 6). In
other words, it corresponds to research question RQ1: Which factors drive the themed tourism
experience? The purpose of the paper is to “draw research on theming into the realm of the
themed cruisescape guest experience” because (i) there is little research on theming in cruise
ship settings in general, and (ii) even less empirical evidence of which theme factors or
components that make up a themed cruise environment. Furthermore, this explains why Paper
I is considered context dependent (see Figure 1-1) and adds to our knowledge of theming in

experience-based tourism, which is the aim of this thesis.

The survey consisted of five pages, including demographic questions and questions about travel
habits, experience, price levels, spending estimates, intentions to use activities onboard, image,
different descriptive statements, and feelings and emotions. Examples of these statements are

29 ¢

“I am satisfied with my decision to travel on this cruise ship,” “to travel with Color Magic,
makes me forget about time and place,” and “it is worth spending time traveling on Color
Magic.” A shortened version of the questionnaire in Norwegian appears in Appendix 1. The
empirical material on which Paper I is based comprises the responses to the specific questions

found in Table I in Paper I.

Data collection. Paper 1 is based on survey data collected as part of several projects connected
to “innovative research” focusing on the theme “experience-based tourism” at (formerly)
Lillehammer University College in 2010. I participated as a research assistant in the project
from November 1, 2009 to April 30, 2010. The project was nicknamed “the Cruise Project” and
included the project tasks (i) suggesting and developing constructs and sets of items of
measurements to be included in a more extensive questionnaire (Churchill, 1979), (i1) execution
of the survey data collection process, and (iii) entering the data into the data editor SPSS. 1

participated as part of one of three groups of research assistants.

The model. The purpose of Paper I is to investigate which factors drive the tourist customer
experience around theming. Thus, the conceptual model is based on five selected “theatrical”
experience components (Pine & Gilmore, 2011) considered essential to a themed cruisescape

(Kwortnik, 2008; Lu & Lien, 2014). Table 3 provides a broader variety of theme factors for a
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wider extent of themed spaces and places. However, not all these factors were applicable in a
cruise ship setting (e.g., building architecture, landscaping, and even brochures). I had
previously traveled with the cruise line and cooperated with another research assistant,
thoroughly cross-referencing the company’s website and online resources to assess whether the

selected theme factors were present on board the ship.

Data analysis. | was responsible for the linear regression analysis in Paper I. While the analysis
was performed solely by myself, the preliminary analyses and results were checked and
reviewed by supervisors and professors at my university college. They provided valuable and
critical feedback on the factors, the model and asked critical questions on whether the constructs
indeed measured what was intended for the paper. This feedback and their questions were
included and answered in the manuscript as it was prepared for journal submission. The two
peer review processes asked for more extensive information on the factor analysis, reliability
tests (Cronbach’s alpha, see Table II in Paper I), uni-dimensionality of each construct, as well
as the inclusion of a variance inflation factor (VIF), as one of the reviewers considered this the
most suitable measure for multicollinearity issues. Paper I employed the process detailed by
Hinkin, Tracey, and Enz (1997), specifically for hospitality industry field research settings, to
ensure scale validity. This process included asking “naive respondents” (who can be students)
if they could read and understand the definitions and items, and exploratory and confirmatory
factor analysis (for internal consistency assessment). Both applications support construct
validity (Hinkin et al., 1997). The VIF analysis results were included to confirm discriminant
validity. Although exceeding the journal’s maximum word limit, all this information was

adequately and properly included for the final manuscript.

The measures and items developed for the study in Paper I as well as its methodological
approach may be used in future studies to identify if and how strongly various theme factors
contribute to the perception of themes in other tourist settings, such as museums, theme parks,
and interpretation centers. The first research question of this thesis is addressed through Paper

L

I performed the analysis and was the paper’s sole author. The methodology used in Paper I and

its aim and relation to the other appended papers are summarized in Figure 3-1.

3.3.2 Paper Il

Paper 11, “Exploring theming dimensions in a tourism context” (2018), is a qualitative study.

The study aims to “add to the understanding of theming by exploring the concept and its

80



dimensions” (see Table 6). In other words, Paper II’s aim relates to the aim of this thesis: to
deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism. Paper I established how
theming could be measured. This affirmation drove the need to deepen the understanding of
theming’s dimensionality (see Figure 3-1). Paper I recognizes the need for a qualitative
approach to thoroughly investigate the many dimensions of theming, both in tourism and in a
broader context. This need caused a change from the quantitative approach adopted in Paper I
to a qualitative approach in Paper II (see Figure 3-1). Thus, this is how Paper II relates to
research question RQ2: What are the dimensions of theming in experience-based tourism?
Additionally, this decouples the study from a specific context and makes it context independent,
as illustrated in Figure 1-1. Development of the interview guide questions followed the
guideline process outlined by Bryman (2016, p. 470). The following paragraphs will expand

upon the method as described in Paper II using this guideline structure.

The interview guide (Appendix 2) was developed out of the “literature-driven” research
questions. This development is different from theory-driven research questions that aim to
extend existing theory and are more closely framed within the existing theory (Eisenhardt &
Graebner, 2007; Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski, 1999). Paper II’s specific research questions are
derived from the existing (research) literature (Bryman, 2016; Marx, 1997). If the research
questions are inspired by the literature and match the research problem, research questions will
proceed naturally (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Thus, the research questions of Paper II are
formulated with calls for more research on themes with a tourism context in mind. Paper II
examines how the concept of theming can be understood and what kinds of theming dimensions

are central to a tourist context.

Kvale (1996, pp. 131-135) suggests nine different kinds of questions and how one may derive
interview questions from research questions. As Bryman (2016) observes, most interviews will
contain variations on all of them. A literature-driven half-structured (or semistructured)
interview may mean it is (i) detailed, and that (ii) the questions are standard from informant to
informant (Ponterotto, 2005). The interview guide had four parts based on the topics from the
research questions. First, informants were asked to introduce themselves, state their profession,
and describe their work. Second, the next set of questions’ central theme was “Theming in
tourism” and consisted of about 13 to 14 questions, depending on the progress of the interview.
The third set of questions’ main theme was “Theming dimensions,” and there were three
questions in total. Fourth and finally, the last set of questions was meant to check whether there

was anything the informants would like to elaborate on, if they felt something had been
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overlooked during the interview, and if they had any recommendations for theming ("Ending

questions," Charmaz, 2002).

Data collection. The paper is based on a qualitative interview designed to obtain statements and
explanations on what key informants considered “the concept of theming” as it is and could be,
both generally and in a tourism context. The number of informants can be considered a
limitation. It is therefore relevant to clarify to a larger extent why the informants were selected
and how. Given more time I could have found more informants depending on factors such as
research object and homogeneity (Kuzel, 1992). However, in addition to time and resource
constraints, the criteria as addressed in the Methods section of Paper II and III did still count.
(a) The informants were experts on theming. This meant they had to either have specifically
worked with theming either academically (published in journals or scientific books) or
professionally. In several cases both were true, and as Gopinath and Hoffman (1995) observe,
practitioners inform academics with useful inputs to build theory. (b) Furthermore, informants
had to be information rich (due to limited resources) (Patton, 2002). Information rich means
that the individuals or groups of individuals are particularly practiced in or educated about the
phenomenon of interest (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Palinkas et al., 2015). How information
rich informants were identified and selected can be described as follows. The key academic
informants were identified and selected from the same extensive literature review of
publications at the beginning of this thesis (see more detailed description in 2.4.2, and Methods
section of Paper II). The practitioners were identified through proposals from the same
academic scholars, researchers, and other authors stemming from the literature review process.
All names were put on a long list together with information about their professional
backgrounds, current positions, publications (if any), contact information, and other relevant
information if available. Honesty in availability of people (in addition to time and money) and
willingness to participate are crucial questions to any researcher (Bernard, 2006; Spradley,
1979). At times obtaining information about the informants, especially contact information,
proved difficult. All academics and practitioners on the long list were contacted and asked
whether they would like to be interviewed for the project. However, many of the people on the
list responded at first, then stopped responding, or did not respond altogether. Some people on
the list claimed they could not respond to the questions, or argued their knowledge was out of
date or too limited. Thus, a potential bias in the people selected for the interviews could for
instance be that the informants were particularly eager to offer answers. I tried to persuade some

of the more reluctant informants, resulting in either no more response or tips on other names
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that could be contacted instead. The long list has been deleted for privacy and data protection

causcs.

While the key informants were separated into the categories of practitioners and academics,
most informants had diverse professional experience in various fields, physical venues, and
professional areas. The categorization of the informants was based on their positions at the time
of the study. Their professional experience includes architecture, concept design, creative
consulting, creative director, creative project management, creative writing, experience design,
experience director, experience innovation, freelance editing, freelance writing, lecturing,
operations integration, research (Ph.D. level), strategic development, theme park design, theme
park directors, theme park ride design, and theme park strategic planning. Some of the scholarly
and professional fields this professional experience related to were content and brand
development, creative production, cultural anthropology, film, geography, Imagineering,
leisure, performance, sociology, theme park studies, tourism, and tourism innovation. These
fields show how informants were knowledgeable about theming from both inside and outside
the tourism industry. The professional experiences and fields were drawn from the informants’
work on physical venues and professional areas such as theme parks, architecture, bars,
branding, cruise ships, films, hotels, museums, pubs, offices, restaurants, retail stores, set
design, some private homes, television, videogames, and zoological gardens. The previous
information on the key informants was presented in alphabetical order so that the specific
information cannot be connected to any particular informant, to protect their privacy and not
make them recognizable. While the professional experience of the informants on the surface
seems abundant, their backgrounds can bias the findings through what is most prevalent and
what is not. Theme parks dominate their experiences throughout. While this dominance is
unsurprising, this also means other themed tourist venues such as nature parks, casinos, and

reenactment centers are left out.

Furthermore, alternatives to the dual-context perspective (practitioners and academics) could
have been a single-context in which a broader selection of only professionals or academics were
interviewed for this paper. Other exploratory approaches that could have been picked to fulfil
and complement the aim and purpose of Paper II could have been social media analysis (such
as Instagram posts from themed tourism environments and online discussion forums), case
studies, or document analysis. However, time and resource constraints limited my choices to

include and complement the research with other qualitative data collection techniques.
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Therefore, the research questions informed the choice of data collection technique (Clark,

Foster, Sloan, & Bryman, 2021) resulting in the choice of techniques as outlined in this thesis.

While Paper II'’s focus is the tourism context, informants were also asked how they interpreted
the subject outside of tourism. This line of questioning was applied to encourage richer, more
detailed answers that could highlight what was particular about the tourism context (Bryman,
2016). Furthermore, informants were asked to provide examples and elaborate on their
statements. Specifically, the informants were asked (1) how they would define a theme, (2) how
they understood the concept of theming, and (3) what dimensions they considered essential for
theming. Ten half-structured interviews were conducted. Sometimes the informants would
naturally move on and start answering the following question so that I (the researcher and
interviewer) did not have to ask the question explicitly. Frequently, examples both inside and
outside of the context (tourism) were given without my encouragement. Crucial and valuable
information would occasionally surface after the interviews were over. This information was
either recorded as audio or notes were made and included in the final empirical set.
Additionally, the I followed Kvale’s (1996) advice on being attentive and listening to allow the

informants to reflect upon and amplify their answers.

Data analyses. Charmaz (2002) notes that there is no single qualitative analysis approach
despite many procedures for organizing, categorizing, and interpreting data. Furthermore, she
describes how the constructionist approach likely emphasizes and aims to describe how facts
come into being and that the goal is to reveal how social actions and interactions become data.
Jarvensivu and Tornroos (2010) argue that abduction is suitable as a research process for
moderate constructionism because it accepts existing theory. Furthermore, they claim it is less
theory driven and more data driven for theory generation. This claim is valid for Paper II
Although the literature review guided the construction of the research questions, which guided
the creation of the interview guide, coding the data in this instance meant partly freeing oneself
from the original questions. Otherwise, coding and recognizing patterns in the responses would
have been overly influenced by the initial questions. I used thematic analysis as a technique in
Paper II. Bryman (2016, p. 584) interprets such themes as categories identified by the analyst
through her/his data, (i) that relate to her/his research focus (and possibly the research
questions), (i1) that build on codes identified in transcripts or field notes, and (iii) that provide
the researcher with the foundation for the theoretical comprehension of her/his data, which can
be turned into a theoretical contribution to the research literature in focus. In Paper II, the

theming dimensions as identified in this analysis can be interpreted and oriented as a “visitor
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focus” as they rely on the perspective of how a visitor interprets the themed environment more

so than the provider.

In Paper II, I did all the research, including data collection, analysis, and writing. Paper II’s
aim, summary of the methodology used in Paper 11, and its relation to the other appended papers

are illustrated in Figure 3-1.

3.3.3 Paper III

Paper III, “Why theming? Identifying the purposes of theming in tourism” (2019), is also a
qualitative study. As shown in Table 6, the study aims to “identify and add to our knowledge
base of [the] different purposes of theming in tourism.” Paper III’s aim, therefore, clearly relates
to this thesis’ aim: to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism. Similar
to Paper II, the research question in the paper is literature driven. Lofland and Lofland (2006)
challenge the researcher to ask herself or himself: “Just what about this thing is puzzling me?”
Paper III’s research question is “What are the main objectives of theming?” (RQ3). The
research question in Paper III stems from a need to explore the many purposes of themed
environments using a qualitative approach as recognized in Paper II (illustrated in Figure 3-1).
Parallel to Paper II and unlike Paper I, Paper III’s research is context independent (see Figure
1-1.) Unlike Paper II’s contributions, the responses to the questions related to this central

research question change the study’s focus from a visitor to a provider perspective.

Data collection. The same half-structured interview guide (Appendix 2) used in Paper II was
also used for Paper III. However, only three questions were directly relevant to this study (2019,
pp. 7-8). Thus, while the same empirical material is used in Paper III as in Paper II, the focus
is different because the purpose behind theming stems from the objectives of the providers of

themed places (see Figure 3-1).

Data analyses. Sifting through the lengthy responses in the empirical material, the “theme-
identification technique” closely followed the “verbatim, textual data-rich narrative” process as
defined by Ryan and Bernard (2003). Five primary purposes of theming in tourism were
identified. While some informant statements made comparisons easier by using similar words
and phrases, I had to listen and interpret metaphors to sort, categorize, and distinguish between

the different purposes.

I did all the research, including data collection, analysis, and writing. Figure 3-1 summarizes

Paper III’s aim, methodology, and relation to the appended papers.
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Figure 3-1 condenses and graphically illustrates the contents of Table 6 and summarizes the
thesis’ methodological approaches in each paper. Furthermore, Figure 3-1 compares each
appended paper’s aims with this thesis’ aim: to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-
based tourism. The figure depicts the chronologically uncovered gaps and logical relations
between the three papers. The visitor perspective on the diamond’s left side refers to how Paper
I and II’s contributions primarily relate to the visitor experience. The provider perspective on
the diamond’s right side refers to how Paper III’s contributions relate to the providers’ benefits.
The narrow sides refer to more context-dependent perspectives (appropriate for only one
context) regarding the wider and context-independent middle perspectives (appropriate across

more contexts).

Paper I is context dependent (cruise ship), building on previous research and examining how
theming components (or theme factors) affect guests’ perception of a theme from a visitor
perspective. However, a need for qualitative approaches to context-independent theming and
theming dimensions is revealed in Paper I, leading to the development of Paper II (the first
arrow on the left). Paper II uncovers the need to qualitatively investigate what context-
independent purposes might be behind theming in experience-based tourism, leading to the
development of Paper III (the second arrow in the middle of Figure 3-1). Finally, this
chronological depiction means the model can also be viewed as a timeline for this thesis,
displaying the progression and developmental process toward my increased knowledge on

theming in experience-based tourism.
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Figure 3-1. Overview of the methodology used in the appended papers
3.4 Reflections on the research process

This section discusses the qualitative criteria for evaluating this thesis’ trustworthiness—
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Moreover, I reflect on what
necessary steps were taken to address these issues and the implications these criteria have on
trustworthiness. The section ends with limitations and my final reflections on the research

process.

3.4.1 The trustworthiness of the thesis

Trustworthiness is a term used to describe a set of criteria typically assigned to assessing the
quality of qualitative research (Bryman, 2016). Whereas this thesis builds on both quantitative
and qualitative papers, the three appended papers are not a collective quantitative approach.
Although this does not automatically translate this thesis into a qualitative thesis, applying
qualitative quality criteria is more appropriate when viewed as a complete text. This part of the
thesis will discuss four essential naturalistic criteria of trustworthiness, analogous to the

rationalistic approach of internal and external validity, reliability, and objectivity. The
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naturalistic approach’s axioms (Guba & Lincoln, 1982) are more closely aligned to moderate

constructionism.

Credibility. The criterion of credibility (or validity) refers to whether findings may be
considered accurate and credible by the researcher, the participants, and the reader (Bloomberg
& Volpe, 2008). A mixed-methods approach was chosen to answer all three research questions
in this thesis with sufficient methodological tools. Mixed-methods research usually refers to all
procedures that include collecting and analyzing qualitative and quantitative data in a single
study (Driscoll, Appiah-Yeboah, Salib, & Rupert, 2007; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). What
kind of mixed-methods design it is, depends on how one views the three appended papers in
relation to one another. It could be argued that the approach in this thesis is an exploratory
sequential design in which a quantitative study is followed and more elaborately explained by
a qualitative study or an embedded design where either qualitative or quantitative research is
used to enhance the other approach. In this thesis, however, all three studies are given equal
weight. As is most common in mixed-methods research, the individual studies do not build
directly on one another, e.g., the theming dimensions from Paper II could have been used in a
quantitative testable survey for a new study. Another approach could have been a qualitative
study using selected informants from the respondents from the first paper. Instead, for this
thesis, the results of the first paper informed the design of the two consequent studies. A
limitation is that since the results of each appended paper were never intended to directly build

on one another, this could hinder their integration in this thesis.

Although data collection did not occur concurrently, analyses, findings, and contributions are
compared and merged to form this thesis. Hence, this thesis uses the basic mixed-methods
design called convergent parallel design (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This
design means that although the appended studies are given a chronological and sequential order
in this thesis (see Figure 3-1), this illustrates the “larger theoretical picture” rather than showing
a sequential process. If one cannot explain and state one’s integration strategy clearly, and
discuss the sets of findings together, a project is likely not to be considered a mixed-methods
study (Bryman, 2006; Clark et al., 2021). In this thesis, the predominant integration strategy of
the results in this thesis was always to first explore both physical and abstract theming
components and purposes, and then combine these empirically sourced perspectives to explain

the importance of theming in experience-based tourism.

Mixed-methods research is not without its criticism. While various quantitative and qualitative
research approaches may carry different epistemological positions and implications, applying

88



the strategies of using a cross-sectional survey and half-structured interviews are collectively
generating theory and testing abductive research processes for finding truth understood through
empirical observations “acceptable to the scientific community” (Jarvensivu & Toérnroos,
2010). Of the 16 justifications, Bryman (2006) found that four are appropriate justifications for
this thesis for combining quantitative and qualitative research. First, triangulation in the sense
of results from different methods are joined to form this thesis (Guba & Lincoln, 1982).
However, for this thesis, this does not mean the results are similar, but rather the analytical
outcomes of papers that views different aspects of the same phenomenon merged to form a
larger understanding of that phenomenon. Second, different research questions suggest that
certain research approaches are better for answering specific research questions. Third,
credibility in both approaches enhances the findings’ integrity across Papers L, 11, and III. Four
and finally, enhancement occurs in the sense that the research in this thesis builds on previous

findings and helps expands our knowledge that stems from these.

I do not consider qualitative and quantitative research to be separate paradigms (Bryman, 2016),
but valuable categories for labeling different methodological approaches. Other than that, I
consider both alternatives suitable for collecting valuable data (Aldrich, 2014). There are three

advantages this thesis identifies using a mixed-methods approach (Lund, 2012).

(1) Mixed-methods research is more suitable for answering complex research questions.
In this thesis, there are three research questions, but also more overarching aims. A
mixed-methods approach is more appropriate for achieving this aim.

(11) Qualitative and quantitative results complement one another, thus yielding “a fuller
and richer picture of the phenomenon under review” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008) in
this thesis.

(i11)  Should the results diverge or contradict one another, this could lead to further
reflection, hypotheses revisions, and further research. These advantages have all

been discussed at length throughout this thesis.

The final arguments for the credibility of this thesis are as follows. First, I believe that the tools,
processes, data, and analyses applied in this thesis are appropriate responses to the aim and
questions of this thesis (Leung, 2015). Second, this thesis’ claims are supported by the data
(Jarvensivu & Tornroos, 2010; Longino, 2018). Third, all papers appended in this thesis have
been subjected to two or more rounds of peer review from the scientific community before
being published, which increases their credibility (Guba & Lincoln, 1982; Jarvensivu &
Tornroos, 2010; Longino, 2018).
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Transferability. Transferability (or generalizability) refers to “the ways in which the reader
determines whether and to what extent this particular phenomenon in this particular context can
transfer to another particular context” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). For Papers II and III, the
issue of generalizability is better addressed as the term transferability. Guba and Lincoln (1982)
argue that even in the “hard sciences,” generalizations are rarely valid “forever.” Cronbach
(1975) points out that even star maps for navigation are undependable over the scale of time,
as stars shift in their courses over time. If time is such an essential factor, arguing for
transferability dependent on human behavior free of context becomes even more difficult.
Taken to the extreme, this would mean that all research involving people has no transferability

value.

While Guba and Lincoln (1982) explain how a naturalist generally may discount
generalizability, they also argue that some transferability is possible under certain

circumstances. These circumstances include two conditions.

The first condition is theoretical or purposive sampling, meaning that the sampling intends to
maximize the range of information collected. The three appended papers in this thesis result
from two separate sampling instances, neither of which were random. Paper I’s findings,
implications, and conclusions are based upon analyzing a sample of 328 respondents traveling
with a specific cruise line on a particular itinerary. Whereas it is undoubtedly advantageous that
these findings are generalizable to other populations or a larger population, issues of, e.g.,
locality, time of data collection, and changes to tourist preferences over time could limit
generalizability (Bryman, 2016). In Paper I, generalizability issues were first addressed using
the guidelines for scale development and analysis by Hinkin et al. (1997). The purpose of these
guidelines is to aid the development of reliable and valid measurement instruments to be used
in any hospitality industry field research setting. In Papers II and III, the sampling strategy is
theoretical to find information-rich informants (Patton, 2002). In other words, Papers II and I1I

meet the first condition, as emphasized by Guba and Lincoln (1982).

The second condition, which mainly applies to qualitative studies, is providing “thick
descriptions,” which refers to depth, detailed descriptions, richness, and “enough information
about a context” to provide a basis for a claim to relevance in some broader context (Guba &
Lincoln, 1982; Schram, 2003). The reader of the research decides the transferability of context
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The scientific article format is often restricted upward to a certain
number of words, limiting the rich descriptions’ extent. This thesis, however, extends and
deepens the contributions of the appended papers. In addition to context, the second condition
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of transferability may include a “rich, thick description of the participants” (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2008). I have provided as much description of the participants in the appended studies
as the article format and Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) allow before
compromising their anonymity. It should also be noted that generalizability was not the

intended goal of the two qualitative papers in this thesis.

Dependability. Dependability is suggested parallel to qualitative research reliability (Bryman
& Bell, 2015; Guba & Lincoln, 1982). The term “stability” is offered as an alternative term to
reliability. Although they admit qualitative studies are rarely replicable because a “second
inquirer” may choose a different path given the same empirical material, Guba and Lincoln
(1982) offer an approach for dependability. (i) Using overlap methods is a kind of triangulation
claiming reliability based on complementary results. In this thesis, both quantitative and
qualitative method approaches were applied to research the same phenomenon, although from
the different perspectives of visitors and providers. (ii) Stepwise replication means that
inquirers and data sources are split between two teams for independent investigations. I am the
sole author of all three appended papers and this text. However, scientific supervisors have
followed the process closely to guide the proper use of methods, mainly when inconsistencies
might occur. (ii1) Dependability audit refers to the transparency of the research method process:
problem formulation, selection of participants, fieldwork notes, interview transcripts, data
analysis decisions, et cetera (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Peers will then act as auditors to ensure
that proper procedures have been followed. All three appended papers have been through peer
reviews before being published. This text has been exposed to several “peer reviews,” both

public and in separate meetings throughout its creation.

Confirmability. The confirmability concept refers to “the notion of objectivity in quantitative
research” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). Objectivity is considered a futile attempt in qualitative
research. However, Guba and Lincoln (1982) offer more guidelines for confirmability. (1)
Triangulation is analogous to the “overlap of methods” as described under dependability. (ii)
Practicing reflexivity is the same practice described at the beginning of this chapter. This
practice includes uncovering one’s epistemological assumptions, biases, and subjectivity. (ii1)
The confirmability audit refers to how each finding should be backwards traceable by analyzing
the original data. This audit means the researcher should identify and uncover their decision
trail for public judgment (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The empirical material used in Papers II

and III had to be anonymized and then promptly deleted to ensure the privacy protection of the
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informants. However, I tried to maintain a consistent, open, and transparent process as much as

possible in my research process.

Guba and Lincoln (1982) warn against using their guidelines as an orthodoxy because they
recognize that all the steps may not be possible either fiscally or logistically in all inquiries.
Furthermore, they may still not guarantee the trustworthiness of a study. However, all steps

have been discussed above concerning this thesis.

3.4.2 Limitations of the data and final reflections

An effective researcher must learn from the research process (Clark et al., 2021). No matter
how carefully one plans a study, there will always be limitations. There will always be errors
associated with any study, no matter the empirical inquiry method (Sechrest & Sidani, 1995).
Meehl (1978) argues that the “softer” social sciences seem more concerned with their
methodologies compared with the natural “harder” sciences. I am no less concerned about my
choices while reviewing the literature, choice of methods, reflecting upon my philosophical
foundation, consequences of the various methodological choices, et cetera. I have been
questioned on sample sizes, sample choices, replication, validity, and analytical approaches for

years. Thus, I have had to justify every choice and step on the way, and not without frustration.

For instance, in this thesis’ first paper, the context is a cruise ship that runs between a Norwegian
harbor and a German harbor. The survey was conducted solely in Norwegian, which means it
did not include non-Norwegian speakers’ input. This lack of input means some nuances may
have been lost, as differences, if any, between Norwegian and German speakers were not
studied. As I am Norwegian, this means I could “take for granted” that my understanding of the
phenomena being examined corresponded with the ideas of my research subjects. Facts, as
Kuhn argues, can be language dependent (Moses & Knutsen, 2012). This possible error is
usually corrected by translating from one language to another and then back into the original
language to see if meanings and understandings may have changed. However, as the research

was directed at capturing Norwegians’ input, this was unnecessary in this instance.

Additionally, there are valid discussions to be made about the internal validities regarding both
the content and relevance of some of the constructs and survey questions in Paper 1. These are
especially evident because the theme factors music and design were not found to be significant

for the perception of a themed environment. These issues are elaborated upon in 5.1.1.
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While performing interviews, I may have had certain preconceived understandings of different
terms, which hypothetically could shape the follow-up questions needed to explicate what the
interview subjects meant in response to various questions. When analyzing responses, given
my age, position, and national background (which may operate as biases) versus my research
subjects, an easy path to conclusions could be agreeing with the opinions of all subjects.

However, this would be both dishonest and unethical.

The limitation of the number of informants for Papers II and III has been addressed in 3.3.2 as
well as in each paper. However, the categorization of their responses as a visitor perspective or
a provider perspective can also be considered a limitation. In this thesis, sorting their responses
therefore relies on the understanding of what these categories mean. This thesis uses the
perspectives and meanings as outlined by Jensen and Skallerud (2015). The visitor perspective
concerns distinctive characteristics of experiences as they appear to visitors. The provider
perspective focuses on production or management-related aspects of a business. These
categorical perspectives may appear artificial when interviewing with the dual-context
separation of practitioner and academic informants. How do you know when something is more
valuable to the supply side, and when something is more valuable for the visitor? I assessed
what belonged to which category (“this is mostly important to providers” and “this is mostly
important to visitors”) based on whether the value in the interview was expressed as most vital
to the providers or the visitors. This process took place both during the interviews, and when
reading and re-reading the transcripts for the analysis of the empirical material. Although the
interviews mostly followed the setup from the half-structured interview guide, informants did
move back and forth between answering different questions. Often, they would return to
something they responded to earlier because they remembered something that could extend that
information. Other times answers to one question would be answered in responses to other
questions in addition to that specific question. I still asked all questions in the interview guide,
and, if | felt it necessary, asked additional probing questions for the informants to provide a
more extensive perspective and give more examples. For this thesis, this means that even if for
instance Paper III three of the questions from the interview guide were considered (most)
relevant, the informants would touch upon the various relevant subjects throughout most of the

interviews.

Taking the role of an interviewer was a learning process with room for improvement. When for
example doing a qualitative data analysis approach such as thematic analysis (for Paper I and

IIT) it is vital to reflect on what is not in the data (Clark et al., 2021). Are the findings and the
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results included in the Ph.D. project relevant despite its limitations (Clark & Bryman, 2019)?
Did the limited number of informants truly capture all dimensions of theming in experience-
based tourism (RQ2)? Did the limited number of interviews find all relevant main objectives
of theming (RQ3)? An ideal approach could perhaps be to employ 5-10 researchers, provide
them with more time than one year to find all possible informants who could respond to the
given research questions of this thesis. What is an idealistic versus a realistic approach for a
research project? Bernard (2006) urges researchers to ask themselves several “realistic

approach” questions for the pursuit of all research questions.

First, does the topic (or even the data collection method) really interest the researcher? I have a
personal interest with all topics in the introduction of this thesis. Of course, this interest and the
personal interests of the informants could bias the results in that personal favorite subjects
emerge both when constructing the project, the interview guides, and during the interviews and
the analytical process. That is where there is a chance that dimensions and objectives of theming
could “slip”” and be omitted from the data. When the researcher works alone, trust in this process
comes down trust in the researcher and the people who will vouch for his work. For this thesis,
the individual papers have undergone at least two review processes each. My supervisors have
read, reread, and offered feedback to all text for years. Feedback from other researchers has

also been continuously incorporated such as from the compulsory 80% feedback seminar.

Second, are the research questions “amenable to scientific inquiry”? This comes down to how
topics are scientifically studied and if the research questions can be studies by methods of
science. The first three research questions in this thesis have actively been answered in Paper
I-1IT as well as expanded upon in this dissertation. As the papers have been reviewed by several

scholarly journals, the research questions appear to have been found worthy of inquiry.

Third, are there adequate resources available to investigate the topic (that is, time, money, and
people)? I spent a significant portion of his life both to reflect on the appended papers and the
dissertation. Money has not necessarily been a problem. Despite issues with availability of
research subjects, interviewing through Skype or with inexpensive travel has not been
problematic. Finally, while many have been involved in the research process (e.g., supervisors,
other scientists) I relied much on his own skills to analysis. When issues in interpretation arose,

I would go to supervisors or other researchers for help and input.
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Fourth, do the research questions or choice of methods lead to ethical problems? Except for
minor issues addressed in this chapter (on, e.g., follow-up questions or privacy of informants)

there have not been compromising ethical issues with this thesis.

Fifth, is the topic of practical or theoretical interest? This thesis attempts to bridge certain gaps
in research (see 1.2). However, first and foremost, it aims to deepen our knowledge of theming
in experience-based tourism. ‘Relevance’ and ‘usefulness’ is a prime concern for most research
performed both with private and public funding in Norway. This has been challenging; even to
myself. As time passes, the researcher can begin to question the aim of the thesis and its
applicability outside the realm of a few readers. However, I use my knowledge gained from the
work on this thesis for lectures across several higher education institutions. The papers have at
the time of writing already been cited 47 times in other works. These examples can be

interpreted as both practical and theoretical interest in the topics addressed in this thesis.

A challenging issue has been maintaining the privacy of informants for Papers II and III.
Following the guidelines provided by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD), I
affirmed that each informant would remain anonymous after each interview. However, in peer
reviews, reviewers asked for more data on informants, which might have compromised their
privacy. Thus, finding a balance between relevant, sufficient, and satisfactory information and
what could expose their identities proved challenging. However, on both accounts, this was

achieved to the reviewers’ satisfaction.

When proposing this thesis to fellow PhD scholars, the idea was to apply quantitative and
qualitative methods to answer the research problem and research questions. This was critiqued
immediately as a risky endeavor as this meant both choices would have to be defended in a
future disputation. Additionally, this was considered more ambitious and thus more time-
consuming than was deemed necessary. However, a PhD project is both a risk and an ambition
for the individual and includes some naivety. The research problem and the research questions
are connected to the question of methodological choice. Research that requires extensive and
deep analysis is often time consuming and often requires an analytical process of combining
both survey data and qualitative data (Driscoll et al., 2007). Constructivist researchers often use
quantitative and qualitative information from, for example, key informants to increase their
understanding (Onwuegbuzie, Johnson, & Collins, 2009). It is thus my conviction that the
mixed-methods approach strengthens its contributions. The process of repeatedly being

questioned and questioning oneself is a demanding undertaking (Lofthus, 2020). If I were to
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repeat all processes that led to this dissertation, I would probably have chosen to seek more

collaboration and work less in isolation (Summers, 2001).
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4. The empirical studies and research findings

The three appended papers for this thesis and their findings are presented in this chapter.

Table 7 summarizes the papers, their main findings, methodology, and the author’s

contribution.
Paper Title Findings Methodology Author’s contributions
| Theme factors that drive | The most important Quantitative survey Sole author

the tourist customer

experience

drivers for the cruise
theme customer
experience were (i)
name, (ii) employee
interaction, and (iii)

lighting.

I

Exploring theming
dimensions in a tourism

context

Findings reveal 10
intangible central
theming dimensions: (i)
authenticity, (ii)
chronotope, (iii)
cohesion, (iv) digital
technology, (v)
immersion, (vi)
interaction/co-creation,
(vii) multisensory, (viii)
novelty, (ix) relatability,
and (x)

storytelling/narrative.

Qualitative interviews

Sole author

I

Why theming?
Identifying the purposes

of theming in tourism

Findings reveal five
purposes in theming that
are essential for tourism
managers who are
considering theming their
products and services: (i)
ensure differentiation, (ii)
increase sales of a brand
or a product, (iii) create
bonds between the guests
and a theme, brand, or
product, (iv) attract, stop
and make visitors stay,
and (v) enhance the end-

to-end experience.

Qualitative interviews

Sole author

Table 7. Overview of appended papers

97




4.1 Paperl

Theme factors that drive the tourist customer experience

Astrem, J. (2017). International Journal of Culture, Tourism and Hospitality Research, 11 (2).
125-141.

The first article appended in this thesis examines which theme factors or indicators contribute
to a cruise ship’s tourist customer experience. A few fundamental questions are asked in this
paper. What are themed environments? Furthermore, are cruise ships themed environments
from which guests can perceive said themes? Additionally, what contributes to a themed
environment? This paper aims to answer these questions and contribute to developing an
instrument that can measure a themed environment’s success. In turn, achieving this aim can
provide managers of themed environments with a tool to better manage their themed offerings.
Paper I has a guest-centric focus, which for this thesis means it is categorized as a visitor’s

perspective.

This paper builds on existing research and literature to examine which theme factors (also called
components) create an overall theme experience in a cruise ship environment. The components
were hypothesized to contribute to the themed cruise environments, leading to the development
of a conceptual model. Data for testing these hypotheses were collected using questionnaires
during a cruise in March 2010. The structured questionnaire was developed as part of a research
project on cruise travel (Appendix 1). Of the 408 completed questionnaires, 328 were returned

as valid.

In particular, the paper focuses explicitly on five relevant theme components in a cruisescape:
(1) name, defined as the guests’ association with the name of the cruise ship, (i1) employee
interaction, defined as travelers’ evaluation of staff behavior and appearance, (ii1) music,
defined as the guests’ evaluation of musical quality in their surroundings, (iv) lighting, defined
as an ambient condition that visually appeals to the guest experience, and (v) design, defined
as the functional and aesthetic setting. Research notes from 2010 discloses the process behind
how the components were selected. Because of close relationship between theming and
branding (Beardsworth & Bryman, 1999), the brand elements listed by Keller, Apéria, and
Georgson (2008) were considered sources. However, a brand differs from a theme. A brand can
be source for a theme, but themes represent a higher order “brand” because themes can be
sourced from other places than brands and extends the meaning of these sources. While there

were “general” components available for all themed environments, it was the cruise context
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that aided in reducing these to the most relevant. This reduction was done through studying the
pictures and text on the cruise line’s web pages. All components (or theme factors) were
identified through analytical reading of the theming literature available at the time (2010), then
selected based on group discussions with the supervisor and the other six research assistants,
and what was found on the web pages. The theme components are hypothesized to contribute
to the perception of a theme, defined as the consumer’s ability to recognize the theme through
its holistic application throughout the material and social environment. Table 8 summarizes the

five hypotheses and shows whether they were supported (S) or not (NS).
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Hypotheses Res. !
H1. Name is positively related to a guest’s perception of a theme. S

H2. Employee interaction is positively related to a guest’s perception of a theme. S

H3. Music is positively related to a guest’s perception of a theme. NS
H4. Lighting is positively related to a guest’s perception of a theme. S

HS5. Design is positively related to a guest’s perception of a theme. NS

! Support of hypotheses is indicated by S, and no support is indicated by NS.
Table 8. Generated hypotheses and overall results
Linear regression was chosen as the analytical technique to test the model. This technique was
considered a suitable choice because previous studies with components predicting the outcome
in comparable fields had similar theoretical reasons. Three of the five hypotheses were
supported, and “name” was the most crucial factor. The second most crucial factor was

employee interaction, and finally, the third was lighting.

As a result, this has specific theoretical and managerial implications. The theoretical
implications are twofold. First, the results confirm that cruise ships are themed environments
and that some indicators positively contribute to this perception. Second, the argument that
guests can derive a theme from the environment is also substantiated and is a unique finding.
Therefore, naming, employee interaction, and lighting should be considered necessary in
theming a cruisescape. Practically, this means managers need to be aware of these components’
effect on a themed cruisescape, especially when they want to enhance the impact. Although
music and design were found to contribute less to the perception of a theme in this study, this
does not mean they should be disregarded. This shortcoming may be contextual. As

components, they may be dissatisfiers—missed when absent, but less impactful when present.

It is the theoretical implications of this study that contribute the most to this thesis. After
observing the lack of existing empirical research and literature, the paper concludes with calls
for future qualitative research on theming as a field, the dimensions of theming, and theming

both in tourism and in a broader context.

4.2 Paper 11

Exploring theming dimensions in a tourism context

Astrem, J. (2018). European Journal of Tourism Research, 20. 5-27.
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In the second paper, the aim was to explore the concept of theming in a tourism context and its
more abstract dimensions. This exploration was conducted by analyzing how academic scholars
and practitioners within the field of theming understand the concept and its dimensions.
Theming dimensions can be defined as the central abstract and nonphysical attributes of a
themed environment that managers and developers should consider. Paper II, like Paper I, has

a guest-centric focus. Thus, it is categorized as a visitor’s perspective in this thesis.
Theme and theming
The concepts of themes and theming are summarized as follows.

Informants refer to a theme as a set of cohesive ideas and elements that refer to something else
meant to bring together a meaningful experience. Informants refer to theming as a complex
design process or set of processes providing objects or places with a voice, personality, and an

intentional sense of purpose through storytelling and material development.
The findings are summarized and alphabetically presented as follows.

Dimensions of theming
i. Authenticity

Informants refer to authenticity as a subjective evaluation of a themed environment, often
improved by connecting to the original site. Authenticity was the most mentioned dimension,
which reflects how widely it has been debated in tourism research since the 1970s (MacCannell,

1973).

ii. Chronotope

Informants refer to chronotope as a “guest-centric” perception of a time period, such as the
future, present, or most conveniently the past, and this is highly relevant for and related to the

sense of authenticity.

iii. Cohesion

Informants refer to cohesion as a thematic effect that applies to all business aspects, and it is
rarely fully achieved. Cohesion means all elements and aspects of a themed world should
contribute to a consistent sense of theme and reduce the chance of intrusion from the “outside

(unthemed) world.” In this study, this effect is conceptually related to the informants’ definition

of a theme.
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iv. Digital technology

Informants refer to digital technology as a dimension used to enable innovation in the other
dimensions and improve the experience. However, caution is urged as digital technology should
be avoided if it substitutes for the core experience or becomes the theme rather than improving

it.
v. Immersion

Informants refer to immersion as a potential requirement for the suspense of disbelief and a
sense of difference in time and place. It is also essential for world-building, although the

immersion level may be limited by contexts such as a space’s size or weather.

vi. Interaction/Co-creation

Informants refer to interaction as co-creation in themed environments, which allows for more

individualized experiences. Interaction can alleviate boredom in themed environments.

vii. Multisensory

Informants refer to themed experiences as multisensory experiences with both psychological
and existential impacts. The multisensory stimulation completes the theme, which, in turn, is

suggested to lead to memorability.

viii. Novelty

Informants refer to novelty as what attracts people to themed environments for their first visit.
A lack of novelty is a risk in themed experiences, and creating something unique is creating
something new for each experience. Novelty is closely related to nostalgia, which is related to

the dimension of relatability through familiarity.

ix. Relatability

Informants refer to relatability as what connects visitors to the theme. It is suggested that themes
only work if people can recognize them. Using already successful intellectual properties (IPs)
is a typical modern approach. However, the search for familiar themes may lead to commodified

theming.

x. Storytelling
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Informants refer to stories and storytelling as expected, although not required, entities for
themed environments. Stories are a popular source for themes, and the most compelling stories
often spring from the original site. It is suggested that stories are mass-customized, and they
can create constant uniqueness, which connects this with the dimension of novelty. Informants
highlighted storytelling as a dimension many times in the interviews, which may indicate their

relative importance compared with the other dimensions.

In this paper, the dimensions are considered guidelines that tourism managers of themed
environments and attractions should assess so as to find to what extent these immaterial
dimensions of theming apply, what they offer, and how to manage them. Furthermore, the
dimensions can be used to develop an instrument for measuring a themed environment’s

SucCcCeEss.

Furthermore, the interrelation of these dimensions is underlined in this paper. All dimensions
are not universally relevant for all themed environments, although they should be considered

simultaneously.

This study’s findings contribute significantly to this thesis by exploring the main concepts of
themes and theming and elaborating on 10 theming dimensions. However, the existing
empirically based research and literature leave many questions to be answered. Therefore, Paper
IT concludes with calls for further research, especially research on the many purposes or the
“why” of theming in tourism. Research on this topic would explain why tourism managers

consider theming their products and services to turn them into experiences.

4.3 Paper III

Why theming? ldentifying the purposes of theming in tourism

Astrom, J. (2019). Journal of Quality Assurance in Hospitality & Tourism, 21 (3). 245-266.

Building on the previous two papers and the lack of empirical research on theming, the aim of
the third paper appended in this thesis was to examine the purposes of theming in a tourism
context. Furthermore, it aimed to challenge these commonly accepted assumptions and identify

new objectives.

This examination was conducted by analyzing how practitioners and academic scholars within

theming understood and defined these purposes.
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Five distinct purposes that can be considered business objectives behind theming in tourism
were revealed. Unlike Papers I and II, Paper III has a manager-centric focus. Thus, Paper III is

categorized as a provider’s perspective in this thesis.

The subdimensions demonstrate that the objectives are interrelated. Hence, the purposes are

summarized and alphabetically presented as follows.
i. Attract, stop, and make visitors stay, or influence and modify their behavior

Informants consider theming as an approach to modify and manipulate behavior and feelings.
A themed space is first meant to attract visitors. However, this is not enough. It is suggested
that a themed environment is also meant to connect guests with the brand identity using space,
which requires making people want to stay in the environment longer. As a result, this means
having complete control of the themed space to ascertain whether the experience aligns with

the space’s intention.
ii. Create bonds between the guests and a theme, brand, or product

Informants consider theming as an approach to create bonds with their guests. This type of
branding is where the bonds are built with the associations or values that the existing brand
space creators want to convey. It is suggested that this results in people feeling they are

consuming the atmosphere of the space.

iii. Enhance the end-to-end experience

Informants consider theming to enhance the end-to-end experience by immersing guests in an
identifiable world made sensical through, for instance, a story. The themed experience begins
before and ends after the physical and sensory experience, such as through a website. This
understanding suggests that the attractiveness and quality output need to be consistent

throughout every aspect of the themed experience.

iv. Ensure differentiation

Informants consider theming as an approach to differentiate and separate experiences from each
other. Theming is part of creating a visitor destination, creating attractiveness, and displaying

“the spirit of the place.”

v. Increase sales of a brand or a product
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Informants consider theming to facilitate experiences out of products, services, or brands, thus
adding value that demands a higher price. Sales are suggested to be dependent on repeat

visitation.
4.4 Summing up

The three appended papers and their central findings are presented in this chapter. Together,
they help bridge the knowledge gaps, and shed light on and respond to the research questions
raised in this thesis. The findings’ contributions to the thesis, the existing research on the
theoretical field of theming, other implications, and the overall contribution of this thesis are

discussed in the next chapter.
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5. Contributions, implications, and further research

This chapter concludes this doctoral thesis and summarizes its contributions. First, the various
research contributions will be introduced and described with the help of an overview model.
Second, how the thesis and its appended papers contribute theoretically and empirically is
discussed. These discussions are organized according to the visitor and provider perspectives
chosen for this thesis. Third, the managerial implications will be debated. Fourth and finally,

future research is suggested.

5.1 Theoretical contributions regarding theming in experience-

based tourism

Few empirical studies explore the concept of theming in experience-based tourism. This thesis
contributes to deepening our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism, what themes
and theming are, what goes into theming, its dimensions, and what the purposes of theming are.
Specifically, the thesis attempts to determine which factors can drive the themed tourism
experience, what the dimensions of theming in experience-based tourism are, and why theming
is used in experience-based tourism. Lastly, the issue of the purposes of theming has rarely been

empirically explored.

Previous research has been relatively superficial in its description, analysis, and treatment of
the complex phenomenon of theming (Lukas, 2016a). First, this thesis enhances and expands
on the existing research because it focuses on the links between themes and theming, theme
factors, theming dimensions, and theming purposes. Second, this thesis intends to illustrate how
they come together and form part of the theming discourse. Therefore, the thesis covers the
current research on theming in experience-based tourism that disregards the question of what
theming in tourism is. This thesis’ overall contribution is an expanded conceptual understanding
of theming in experience-based tourism, providing tourism experience providers with the
benefits of theming. The thesis seeks to explain “the what and the why” of theming in
experience-based tourism by stressing physical and abstract theming components and
dimensions crucial to the purposes behind theming for creating lucrative and memorable visitor

experiences.

Figure 5-1 i1s a developed version of Figure 1-1 (p. 25) and illustrates this thesis’ various
contributions. The three appended papers are placed in a context spectrum of theming in

experience-based tourism. The gray diamond in the middle of the figure represents the
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phenomenon of theming. The first paper’s contributions are placed on the left side of the gray
diamond with the sublabel “theming from a visitor perspective.” The paper is placed on the

diamond’s narrow side because it signifies research on a context-dependent level.

Furthermore, the theme factors are the methods of theming used to produce the themed
experience. The second paper’s contributions are placed closer to the middle of the diamond,
which means its contributions are more comprehensive in applicability and less context
independent. It is also on the side of theming from a visitor’s perspective and signifies themed
environments’ more abstract components. With the sublabel “theming from a provider
perspective,” the third paper’s contributions are on the right side. These are the purposes of
theming in tourism and are thus more general than context-independent ones; hence their

placement.

Figure 5-1. Overview of contributions in appended research papers

A more comprehensive discussion of the empirical and theoretical contributions is found in the
next section. The structure of the discussion is as follows. First, theme factors are discussed.
Second, the discussion then moves onto the theming dimensions. The final discussion ends with

theming purposes.
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The contributions of this thesis regarding theming in experience-based tourism comprise four
main aspects: (i) an extended understanding of theme factors from a visitor perspective, (ii) an
extended understanding of theming dimensions from a visitor perspective, (iii) an extended
understanding of theming purposes from a provider perspective, and (iv) an extended
understanding of theming for experience innovation. The first three following discussions relate
to the research questions: (RQ1), Which theme factors drive the themed tourism experience?,
(RQ2), What are the dimensions of theming in experience-based tourism?, and (RQ3), What
are the main objectives of theming? The fourth and final discussion links the contributions of
this thesis to experience innovation. This is a response to the fourth research (RQ4). In this
thesis, theming in experience-based tourism is how a provider stages and conveys a theme
through applying physical and nonphysical cues to an environment, intended to alter a visitor’s
reality perception and experience, and create memories (Bryman, 2004; Mufioz et al., 2006;
Pine & Gilmore, 2019). The discussions extend the understanding of this thesis’ contributions
regarding the previous and current research in each field, and in this sense deepens our

knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism.

5.1.1 An extended understanding of theme factors from a visitor

perspective

This thesis’ first contribution is theme factors, found on the left side of the research
contributions’ overview in Figure 5-1. The purpose of the discussion in this section is to
integrate Paper I’s findings into the existing literature on theming in experience-based tourism.
First, this section will discuss the three theme factors that were significant for the perception of
a theme. Then, the two factors that were not significant will be briefly discussed. The discussion
will follow the order the factors are given in Figure 5-1, delineating the factors between less
and more tangible. Theme factors contribute to the themed experiencescape, whose intention is

to stage experiences for tourists (Lashley, 2008; O'Dell & Billing, 2006).

Names, as a themed environment factor, offers a more in-depth understanding of the visitors’
perspective. Name as a factor for Paper I originated from Schmitt and Simonson’s table of how
themes can be expressed (1997, p. 149). The other factors from the same table were symbols,
plot, slogans/songs, concept, and “combination” (of several elements). Plots could include
characters, music, or design (Schmitt & Simonson, 1997). Previous research on names
connected to theming and tourism seems to be rare and is often conceptual and explorative

(Light, 2014). To my knowledge, Paper I is the first attempt to empirically establish why those
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who want to provide their visitors with themed experiences should name their places, services,
and products carefully to holistically fit the theme. Furthermore, considering the relation
between branding and theming (Beardsworth & Bryman, 1999), it is perhaps not surprising that
Paper I shows the theoretical significance of names for theming. However, names are arguably
one of the less tangible factors, although perceivable through word of mouth, websites, and

material signs.

This thesis promotes the importance of names for theming, which means naming in theming is
crucial and should receive significant attention. Urry and Larsen (2011) consider theming to be
about “importing places and stimulating imaginative travel elsewhere,” also typified by
international brands, among other things. Furthermore, they consider new place names the “first
kind of theme.” In fact, Paper I supports Light (2014), who highlights the role of names and
naming in creating new place identities as part of coherent themed landscapes that can be
promoted to visitors. Light explains how toponymy (the study of place names, Soanes &
Stevenson, 2009) and tourism have rarely been studied. However, he explains how place names
are connected to the visual (place names as tourist sites), the performative (tourist performances
of place names), and merchandising (place names as souvenirs). All three connections are

inarguably familiar factors of several themed environments.

Although essential to experience-based tourism, Light (2014) also underlines the significance
of place names to heritage tourism, cultural tourism, and rural tourism. Additionally, place
names can be or become attractions in themselves. Paper I substantiates the importance names
have for the themed space. Lew (2017) debates the concept of “placemaking” as a type of global
theming carried out by governments and tourism authorities. Examples of this are the
introduction of colorful and thematic street name signs or themed pedestrian-oriented shopping
streets (Gottdiener, 2001; Lew, 2007; Paradis, 2004). Lew connects naming and theming from
the conceptual to the material. Names must be communicated to have the desired effect.
Moreover, naming in theming in Paper I refers to conceptual consumption, meaning the
consumption of concepts or symbols rather than products (Ariely & Norton, 2009; Levy, 1959).
Paper I complements and extends the works of Olson (1999), Gottdiener (2001), Paradis (2004),
Lew (2007, 2017), and Light (2014) by providing an empirical argument as to why providers

should name their places, services, and products to fit the theme.

Lighting in service environments has not been studied extensively in previous research despite

its acknowledgment as a crucial component of the consumer experience, unlike, for instance,

scent and music (Robson & Kimes, 2007; Zemke & Shoemaker, 2008). Lighting is important
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to a themed environment because it can transform the environment into an illusion, which could
even mean the perceived time of the day (Goss, 1993; Schenker, 2002). In themed
environments, lighting aids in the referential recreation of other times and places (Corbin,
2002). Lighting for a themed environment is an atmospheric factor; its placement, color,
intensity and type takes part in developing beauty, charm, texture, attention, and a “desirable
atmosphere” (Slatten, Mehmetoglu, Svensson, & Sveri, 2009). In Paper I, lighting is a
significant factor for how theming is perceived in a themed environment, and as such, it
confirms its importance for a themed environment. Lighting as a factor in a themed environment
is one of several ambient factors from the original servicescape (Bitner, 1992). Baker, Levy,
and Grewal (1992) found ambient cues, including lighting, to influence pleasure and arousal,
which had a positive relationship with willingness to buy in retail environments. Paper I studies
lighting in a cruise ship environment, which does include retail environments. In other words,
it is reasonable to assume lighting influences both the perception of the theme and the

willingness to buy.

Furthermore, Baker, Grewal, and Parasuraman (1994) find that soft lighting, together with
music, could provide cues on which consumers based their quality inferences. There is little
research on theme factors and, for instance, service or experience quality. However, Paper I and
Baker et al. (1994) indicate that researching this is worth pursuing. Additionally, Han and Ryu
(2009) find that ambient conditions, including lighting, had a significant independent role in
shaping customer loyalty. Paper I thus supports their claim that lighting is essential for creating
a complete guest experience. Ryu and Han (2011) find that lighting could influence
disconfirmation, which is the consumer’s comparison of expectations around a product or
service before and after purchase (met, not met, or exceeded). The effect on disconfirmation
has, in turn, an effect on customer satisfaction and loyalty. Paper I clearly extends our
understanding of what lighting may influence and the perception of a theme, in addition to

loyalty, customer satisfaction, and willingness to buy.

Employee interaction’s importance to a themed environment is established in Paper I and
confirms that employees contribute to a theme’s perception. Employee interaction is thus a
positive predictor for the perception of a theme. Employee interactions as a factor in themed
environments have been given more research attention than, e.g., names. Employee interaction
is important to themed environments because it adds fun and joy to visitors’ experience (Kao,
Huang, & Wu, 2008). Furthermore, employee interaction contributes to theming and can

contribute for instance to loyalty (Ali et al., 2018; Ryu & Han, 2009). Often referred to as part
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of the communicative staging of Bitner’s (1992) servicescape (Arnould, Price, & Tierney,
1998), employees are, in this thesis, considered more part of the tangible side of the factors
considering their less abstract appearance, including direct and indirect interaction with visitors,
scripts, and performances, as well as their attire in the form of, for example, costumes and

uniforms.

Previous research has shed light on many aspects of employee interaction in various themed
settings. Grove, Fisk, and Dorsch (1998) consider service personnel as part of four “key
theatrical components” (they call them “actors™) in a “service drama.” Paper I encompasses this
understanding because Grove et al. (1998) find that actors influence people’s response to
service more than the audience, service setting, and overall performance. Beardsworth and
Bryman (2001) expand on the idea of the process of Disneyization by introducing Hochschild’s
concept of emotional or performative labor (2003, first published in 1983) in connection with
theming. Respondents in Paper I were asked if employees met them with eye contact when
spoken to, if employees were cheerful and smiled, and if they dressed presentably. The
measurements’ indicators follow the theoretical foundation of theming and employee
interaction: emotional or performative labor and aesthetic attire. Employees can serve practical
functions in many ways by directing people in a desired direction or instructing them on
security, such as a mandatory safety drill on a cruise ship. These often scripted and standardized
performances omit the many other services employees often perform—emotional,
performative, or aesthetic labor (Bryman, 2004; Witz, Warhurst, & Nickson, 2003). Edensor
(2001) confirms that employees can be considered actors in tourism. The different kinds of
performances are discussed in this article, such as the staged theatrical drama actors, workers
whose outfits and expressions are harmonized with their themed environments, and cultural
intermediaries who display “native” local dancing and music. These assumptions partly support
the theoretical understanding of employee interaction in Paper I. Stuart and Tax (2004) reiterate
the theatrical perspective put forth by Pine and Gilmore (2011), and Pikkemaat and Schuckert
(2007) discuss the staging of experiences and authenticity as critical success factors for theme
parks. Both studies underline the rationale for studying employee interaction in Paper I. In their
research, Pikkemaat and Schuckert (2007) find that poor and missing service contributes to
failed theme park concepts. Some limitations to the construct as employed in Paper 1 exist.
Employee interaction in a themed environment could have included more and other
measurement indicators such as staff’s friendliness, staff’s helpfulness, staff’s availability, and

staff’s knowledgeableness (Slatten et al., 2009). Kao et al. (2008) refer to interaction as
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“participation” and measure employee interaction with “I interacted with the expositors”. The
employee interaction construct in Paper I captures only eye contact during communication, the
cheerfulness of the employees, their smiles, and their attire as perceived by the visitors. Some
of these indicators could rather have been included for other construct such as “consistency of
theme” or “attractiveness of scripts (actor)” (Kao et al., 2008). Future research may therefore
include additional indicators to discover further the significance5 of interaction in theming.
These could include more service quality indicators (SERVQUAL), or perhaps a more
appropriately adapted theme quality scale (THEMEQUAL, see Astari et al., 2020). Tsang, Lee,
Wong, and Chong (2012) observed how the universal lack of the SERVQUAL model made it
inadequate for measuring all settings, and therefore recommend adding more measuring items
or dimensions for adoptability to, for instance, a theme park setting. The THEMEQUAL model
adds “courtesy” as a dimension for the themed environment, which includes politeness, respect,
consideration, friendliness, and attitude of personnel. In turn, these attributes enable visitors to
have a pleasant experience (Astari et al., 2020). However, at the time of the data collection for
Paper I, the THEMEQUAL scale had not been developed yet. At that time, the choice of
indicators for employee interaction (then named just “employees”) was justified by the degree
to which employees functioned as image of the service. Therefore, employees were meant to
be evaluated as part of the full themed environment, how they worked, their service training,
and what was observable. Kao et al. (2008) has one indicator that points towards the same
understanding as part of the “Consistency of theme” construct, namely “Workers’ clothing is
consistent with theme.” However, measuring theme consistency was not what part of the
research project although in retrospect variations of the same indicator could have been
developed to measure more aspects of the employee interaction construct. It is also worth noting
that Paper II and this thesis suggest that using employees for scripted storytelling, themed oral
communication and employee behavior, and costumes such as uniforms and other types of attire

may contribute to environmental cohesion in theming (see 5.1.2 and 5.3).

Additionally, poor human resource management, no team spirit, a high fluctuation and a bad
service attitude were no-go factors for parks with negative innovation cycles (Pikkemaat &
Schuckert, 2007). Kwortnik (2008) is one of the few papers that addresses the “shipscape” and
extends Bitner’s servicescape for cruise ships. Paper I owes much to this study and adds weight
to its impact as, to my knowledge, few studies empirically and theoretically address the

shipscape in connection with theming.
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Above, employee interaction as a more tangible theme factor from Paper I was discussed and
compared with previous and current research. Below, the theme factors that were found not to

be significant for the perception of a theme will be briefly discussed.

Music is often mentioned as an expected component or factor for themed environments (e.g.,
Beames & Brown, 2017), either as the central theme (e.g., for a music event, festival, or fair)
or as something that is meant to be part of the background (in other words, background music).
Music connected to theming and tourism has received very little attention in previous research.
However, music has been found to affect both advertised message- and nonmessage-based
processing by low- and high-involvement consumers (Maclnnis & Park, 1991); to influence
pleasure, arousal, and surprise in listeners (Kellaris & Kent, 1993), which have a mediating
effect on attitude toward servicescape and sales personnel (Dubé & Morin, 2001); to positively
affect patronage and felt pleasure in commercial retail settings (Garlin & Owen, 2006); and to
influence how food and beverages taste, what people choose to eat, and the perceived
pleasantness of food in people’s mouths (Zampini & Spence, 2010). Music thus has a place in
themed environments, although, as Paper I shows, its contribution may have a lesser effect on
the theme’s perception. Instead, as Lee et al. (2015) propose, music is part of the ambient
condition that “allows consumers to experience the theme through their sensory perceptions.”
Music is crucial to theming in a cruisescape setting because visitors' associations to various
types of music and adds touristic authenticity (Cashman, 2014). For example, Greek-themed
bands playing on a cruise in Greece will enhance the overall Greek theme, or classical music
would reinforce associations with the “upper social class” (Cashman, 2014). A limitation could
be that the music played may in the minds of the visitors just not have been associated with the

overall theme.

Design, undeniably constituting a large part of most themed environments, has by far been
researched the most out of all the theme factors, perhaps because of the term’s ambiguity. For
instance, Beames and Brown (2017) claim that décor is an essential component of coherent
theming. However, the position that, for instance, architecture holds in the theming literature
has been long confirmed (Davis, 1996; Francaviglia, 1995; Kozinets et al., 2002; Lukas, 2016a).
Design can influence emotions, behavior, customer satisfaction, and customer loyalty. It is
contradictory and a distinct limitation that design was not found essential for the themed
cruisescape. Although both the aesthetic and functional (or practical) are recognized as crucial
key attributes for themed environments in Paper I (see also Kao et al., 2008; Milman, 2009),

the measurement indicators for these dimensions may have been suboptimal. The indicators
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were based on Han and Ryu (2009), Mittal and Lassar (1996), and Zeithaml, Bitner, and
Gremler (2009). However, these indicators originate from a more classic servicescape
measurement and therefore are not explicitly developed to measure themed environments. A
different approach to assess which indicators were important to a themed cruisescape
environment could have been using a survey that first identified which were contextually and
environmentally recognizable (e.g., using all décor, artifacts, spatial layout, and ambient
conditions as outlined by Han & Ryu, 2009), and then measure these as “consistent with the
theme” (Kao et al., 2008, p. 168), and then based on those that were consistent created a better

construct for measuring “design” for a themed environment.

Whereas there may be other ways to measure “theme experience”, there were few to no
established measures on themed environments available in 2010. Measuring “perception of [a]
theme” was based on Pine and Gilmore’s assumption (2002; 1999) that visitors’ could elicit
both explicit and implicit themes from environmental clues in and off themselves. This
assumption had not been tested empirically before. Therefore, assuming a direct connection
between environmental design indicators at the time seemed too presumptuous. Consequently,
the dependent variable perception of theme was independently developed exactly because there
were no established measures for how themes could be perceived by visitors. Paper I therefore
establishes that visitors can “cognitively extract a theme from their environment”. A limitation
may also be that naming the independent variable could arguably have been different. “Theme
coherence”, a theming dimension that emerges from Paper II, may in retrospect have been a
better fit. However, it is vital to consider the chronological sequence of the appended papers.
Thus, both music and design as theme factors should be the subject of future research on

theming, inside and outside of experience-based tourism.

This section discussed the theme factors that were significant for the perception of a theme. The
following section will discuss theming dimensions from a visitor’s perspective. The theming
dimensions can be found in the second row from the left in the overview diamond model (Figure

5-1).

5.1.2 An extended understanding of theming dimensions from a visitor

perspective

This thesis’ second contribution is the theming dimensions as described in Paper II. The
dimensions will be presented in alphabetical order as found in the second row from the left in

the research contributions’ overview diamond model (Figure 5-1). The theming dimensions are
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the indirect, abstract, or immaterial theming components that operate alongside the more
material theme factors. Oftentimes it is challenging to separate the two because they operate at
different levels that could overlap. For instance, the multisensory dimension both points to
something concrete (e.g., tactile and material artifacts) and something abstract (e.g., how a scent
can contribute to memorability). It is therefore vital to repeat certain differences to clarify what
is meant by theming dimensions. The dimensions could be viewed as tools, practices, effects
(of theming), processes, or sensations. Whereas both theme factors and theming dimensions
can be considered components of a themed environment, theme factors are about constructing
a concrete physical space and theming dimensions about constructing a conceptual space in the
visitors’ minds. Tarssanen and Kylidnen (2006) make a similar distinction where the bottom of
their Experience Pyramid model displays six interrelated features or elements crucial to the
visitor where one of these elements is “multisensory perception”. This element intersects with
the physical level of a visitors’ experience, or “sense perception”. In other words, the
multisensory aspect (similar to a theming dimension) explains how most senses should be
engaged and the sensory stimuli (similar to theme factors) harmonized to create a desired
impression and strengthen a theme. The visitor perspective is the focus here because “what the
visitor reads”, how they feel, and how they respond to stimuli (Paper II) relates to the

experiential and emotional value to visitors.

Although several dimensions have been suggested in the literature (see Table 4), collectively,
the theming dimensions in experience-based tourism as presented in Paper II in several ways
complement and extend Tarssanen and Kyldnen (2006), Cutler and Carmichael (2010),
Moscardo (2010), and Breiby (2015).

Authenticity, related to the other dimensions found in Paper II, such as immersion (Erb & Ong,
2016; Waysdorf & Reijnders, 2018), chronotope (Harkin, 1995), and interaction/co-creation
(Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, Morey, Griffin, & Riley, 2017), emerged in Paper II as one of the
prime dimensions of theming in tourism. In tourism, the discourse on what motivates tourists
to travel often refers to what MacCannell (1973) labels a quest for authentic social spaces
experiences. Furthermore, these social places—the staged authenticity—are a middle ground
between the social world’s front and back regions (Goffman, 1959). These ideas and terms
illustrate how authenticity is discussed in Paper II. The discussion demonstrates how blurred
the dimension can seem. Contemporary tourism is too complicated to be fully explained as a
search for authenticity (Urry, 1991). As Paper II shows, it is still relevant to certain tourism

types (Wang, 1999). Paper II cautiously peers into the complexity of the authenticity
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perspective itself and how it may apply to theming (e.g., Urry & Larsen, 2011, pp. 10-13, 125-
135). The informants were well aware of the stern criticism that, for instance, theme parks had
received over the years. Yoshimoto (1994) describes Tokyo Disneyland as a sign of American
cultural imperialism meant to introduce visitors to an ‘“authentic” American flavor. While
Yoshimoto’s perspective retains a tongue-in-cheek view of authenticity, it is open to the even
older debate on whether themed environments are authentic or not and to what degree this
renders them worthy places to visit. Findings reveal that while authenticity was a critical
dimension, the “aura” of authenticity applied to themed environments is less that of Walter
Benjamin (1968, "the original" versus the reproduction) and more that of Lu and Fine (1995):

in the eye of the beholder (Lego et al., 2002).

The results show that neighborhoods could be “themed by default,” which points to a type of
authenticity that may apply to themed environments: Authenticity is granted by time
(Belhassen, Caton, & Stewart, 2008; Eco, 1986; Szmigin et al., 2017). It is argued that over
time, all spaces (or destinations) will attain authenticity. Instead, it is the reproduction of a
themed concept where the authentic uniqueness is in peril of being lost. Findings reveal that
this can be remedied by connecting the theme to a site. When the Disney parks opened in Tokyo
(1983), Paris (1992), Hong Kong (2005), and Shanghai (2016), the Imagineers (Disney
designers) made great efforts to both retain the distinct Disney themes as well as to adapt the
parks to their local countries and markets. Gilmore and Pine (2009) argue theming to be a
practice of “referential authenticity,” enabling visitors to experience a specific place inserted in
a different place. Using the examples mentioned by informants, this can mean experiencing
recreations of the city of Venice outside of Italy, or the cuisine, flavors, symbols, and design of
Japan outside of Japan. The themed space does not refer to a place in real life, which places the
themed space somewhere on the spectrum between imagination and re(ty. This spectrum will
be addressed further in discussing the dimension that specifically addresses the features of time

and space: chronotope.

The concept of (a) chronotope (time—space) stems from Bakhtin (1981, p. 84), who borrowed
the term space—time from Einstein’s theory of relativity. The realm of theming chronotope can

be defined as “spatiotemporal fictive experiencescape beyond the dull everyday life”
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(Stromberg, 2016). The temporality dimension,
another related term, ties chronotopes to authenticity in
the tourist experience through the historicity of places,
buildings, artifacts, institutions, and art (Harkin, 1995).
Additionally, the difference in time and place ties
chronotopes to immersion. Paper II reveals the two
dimensions of the chronotope concept, illustrated in

29 ¢

Figure 5-2. Horizontally, the “past,” “present,” and

“future” are part of the time dimension. Vertically,

“fantasy” and “reality” are part of the space dimension. figure 5-2. The theme realms of space and time
Most, if not all themes, can be placed somewhere within this concept. Much like Clifford’s
(1988) suggestion of using chronotopes to analyze art and culture, chronotope in theming can

be used to position the themed environment’s configuration to meet the designer’s intention.

The local connection that enhances authenticity, as suggested in Paper II, may take different
forms depending on its position in the chronotope. While a themed environment is placed
timewise in the present or to a known past and has a connection to an actual physical place, this
does not mean themes placed in fantasy or the future detach the environment from its authentic
nature. Mythical elements such as King Arthur’s legend are connected to England, and science
and technology museums can play on the future as a theme, connecting them to still-in-
development technological and scientific exhibits. As one informant explains, even the past can
appear occluded and conveniently be fabricated with fantastical elements to enter the realm of
fantasy. To build on this explanation, the present, in a sense, is the only “safe” place to draw
themes from as it is the only place that we can truly represent. However, even then, one might
run into issues. One, how can one ascertain that the present is represented accurately, and two,
what is the point of recreating what already exists? For instance, why are there recreations of
European cities in China—if not to allude to the themed place’s fantasy aspect? Hence, all
themed spaces are, even when recreating what is chronotopically centered in contemporary
reality, fictive, and, in some part, fantasy. Therefore, this is addressed in connection with
authenticity in Paper II. Whether one places any themed environment on the chronotopical
spectrum, authenticity or inauthenticity breaks down and mainly becomes attractive to a

segment whose specific appeal is the “authentic.”

Constructing reality involves using elements that belong together and their consistent logical

connections, which will be discussed in the next paragraph on cohesion.
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Cohesion in Paper Il refers to thematic elements’ logic and how a theme should control how
these fit together (Gilmore & Pine, 2002). In previous research, the term is often used similarly
to coherence, referring to order, clarity, and unity and is a predictor for liking particular
environments (Kaplan, 1987; Nasar, 1987). Thus, the terms cover two assumptions: one, the
length of the physical distance between thematic factors matters, and two, there should be a
logical consistency between all elements. Paper II extends this understanding, as cohesion is
considered an essential dimension for creating the “thematic effect.” Bitner (1992) suggests that
the more complex services and environments are, the harder it is to achieve complete coherence.
However, as services and themed environments undoubtedly expand both in terms of magnitude
and geography, avoiding complexity becomes laborious because of, e.g., changes or growth in
the workforce, cultural differences, shifts in segments and markets, reorganization, et cetera.
Paper II suggests that despite this, thematic cohesion still applies to all aspects of business. In
fact, informants did not unilaterally agree on this. Returning to the back, front, and staged
regional view of the world (Goffman, 1959; MacCannell, 1973), this can be interpreted as
cohesive theming is meant to intersect across all regions of the world even including employees.
This view is somewhat radical but not entirely unprecedented. Numerous workplaces have
chosen to theme their “backstage” areas to provide their employees with the same experience
they offer their customers. This blending and staging of the professional world’s front and back
regions could be considered an attempt at comprehensive thematic cohesion. Cohesion also
rests on theming being intentional rather than haphazard, as an informant in Paper II suggests.
Dicks (2007) posits that theming aims at eliminating the “dead space,” meaning natural
environments free from what is readable, symbols, and the extraordinary (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett, 1998). She also claims cohesion to be a trend in theming.

Furthermore, Paper II suggests that storytelling may be a precondition for cohesion in theming.
While that may be true, stories add yet another dimension to themed environments, and they
need to be explicitly and sufficiently communicated either through the environment (e.g.,
signage, audio guides), with the use of guides and personnel, or a combination of both.
Storytelling as a theming dimension will be elaborated upon at the end of this section. Miiller
and Scheurer (2004, as cited in Pikkemaat, Peters, Boksberger & Secco, 2009), Tassiopoulos
(2005, p. 399), and Weaver (2011) claim that theming provides coherence. Paper II supports
these claims because theming is meant to “bring together an experience” through “cohesive
ideas and elements.” People appreciate a higher level of coherence (that is, physically matching,

organized and similar elements) (Alpak, Ozkan, Mumcu, & Ozbilen, 2016). This appreciation
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is also the reason why coherent theming is part of the measurement in Paper I. In the next

paragraph, the dimension of digital technology will be discussed.

Paper II considers digital technology to be a toolkit, enabler, and amplifier for the other
dimensions in theming. Paper II complements Dicks (2007), who claims theming is a
technological effect meant to make environments coherent, and also Prahalad and Ramaswamy
(2003), who propose digital technology to be a dimension of experience innovation for
developing experience environments. This claim effectively connects digital technology to
cohesion. When digital technology emerged as a dimension in theming it was a precarious
approximation at best. Although digital computers have been around since the 1940s, it is
unclear what digital technology means and when it became widely available and diffused,
although it seems to be around the late 1970s to the early 1990s (David, 2000). Digitization has
led to declines in the cost of computation and information storage, and especially the internet
has led to significant advances in communication and distribution no longer limited by space
and time (Lau, 2003). Previous studies show that theme parks are at the forefront of applying
technology to their themed rides and attractions (Cornelis, 2011, p. 50), having experimented
with digital technology possibly since around the middle of the 20" century (Zika, 2018). The
analysis and findings of Paper II support that digital technology improves the customer
experience through personalization and engagement beyond the themed environment
(Fehringer, 2016). Although almost anything can be and may become a theme (Pine & Gilmore,
2019), Paper II’s findings reiterate how digital technology rarely should be the theme itself, as
this runs the risk of encountering what is often nicknamed the chronotopical “Tomorrowland
Problem.” Since 1955, the themed land Tomorrowland in Disneyland—themed to a vision of
the future—has needed continuous updates because the future tends to catch up, often in the
way one might imagine. This case exemplifies Paper II’s arguments because, in 1997,
Tomorrowland was rethemed to “the future that never was,” creating an alternate retro-reality
of a past future vision and finally ending the novelty dilemma (Guffey, 2014; Tesler-Mabg,
2016). This example displays the chronotopical realms illustrated in Figure 5-2, where the
present caught up to the future, and the provider instead had to create a fantasy future rather

than a future fantasy. The next theming dimension to be discussed is immersion.

As a theming dimension, immersion is twofold. First, it relates to the environment, which is
meant to be immersive, or as Paper Il states, a fully encapsulated setting. Second, it is a “state
of total immersion,” which is a feeling of spatiotemporal belonging, being fully absorbed,

involved in, surrendered to, or consumed by an activity where you forget yourself and your
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surroundings (Blumenthal & Jensen, 2019; Hansen & Mossberg, 2013; Mainemelis, 2001). The
first speaks to the process that leads to the mental state—the staging process of a completely
immersive environment. For example, themed attractions such as dark rides have developed
over more than 100 years from “illusion rides” to the comprehensive “immersion rides” of today
(Zika, 2018). The second speaks of the sensation that takes place within the individual visitor.
Paper II addresses and extends the research on both dimensional components. Blumenthal and
Jensen (2019) explain how immersion can be an essential dimension for experience concepts
such as flow, peak, and extraordinary experiences. Paper II finds that a sense of difference in
time and place relies on immersion, both the built world and the inner, experienced world. As
Paper II supports, immersion is the state where the unthemed world outside dissolves to leave
only the themed world’s impression. Caru and Cova (2006) find that consumers of an
experience need to be guided by staff members and rituals to reach an immersion sensation in
addition to theming and designing the environment. Thus, these requirements fit well with how
tourist experiences occur in commonly themed experiencescapes, require a host and a guest,
and create positive memories (Jensen & Prebensen, 2015; Lashley, 2008; Mossberg, 2007,
O'Dell & Billing, 2006; Uriely, 2005).

Moreover, Caru and Cova (2007) add securing and enclavization of the space as necessary
components, building onto a far more comprehensive structural concept of immersive
experiences. The discourse on immersion in theming thus starts to look similar to the necessary
conditions of a quasi-experiment, subjecting visitors to a pseudo-isolated controlled and fully
immersed environment—the theming—with no other stimuli other than what supports the
theme (Bollen, 1989; Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). The “theming as an experiment” is
evident in Paper II. Nevertheless, no matter how physically immersive the themed worlds are,
the famed suspension of disbelief still relies on an active mental choice to achieve immersion.

The following paragraph discusses interaction/co-creation.

In Paper II, interaction/co-creation are described as dimensions that allow for more
individualization of experiences (Martins et al., 2017) and contribute to uniqueness in a themed
environment. Interaction is co-creation in themed environments, where the findings of Paper 11
suggest coupling themed environments with immersion and thus moving them from passive to
actively participatory escapist experiences (Pine & Gilmore, 2011). These conclusions
complement and extend the works of Harvey, Loomis, Bell, and Marino (1998), Gottdiener
(2001), Pikkemaat and Schuckert (2007), and Campos, Mendes, do Valle, and Scott (2016),

who find interaction and co-creation to increase time spent at exhibits, feelings of belonging to
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a community (interaction between customers, guides, and other travelers), attention,
meaningfulness, and memorability. Furthermore, interaction/co-creation in theming is shared
as a crucial dimension in experience innovation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Previous
research often refers to interaction/co-creation as something that happens between people such
as visitors and service personnel, enabling more memorable and authentic experiences with an
increased feeling of belonging with like-minded others (Campos, Mendes, Valle, & Scott, 2018;
Szmigin et al., 2017). However, interaction/co-creation in Paper II primarily revolve around the
environment, which Campos et al. (2018) call “experience influencers.” In addition to
promoting interaction, Harvey et al. (1998) recommend multisensory environments, leading to

the next dimension discussed in this section.

In Paper II, the themed experience is multisensory, where multisensory stimuli have
psychological and existential impacts such as memorability and completing the theme. This
finding supports Tarssanen and Kyldnen’s (2006) work which advocates that harmonious
sensory content is key to a themed impression. However, while the idea of congruence in a
multisensory environment is widely accepted, previous research explains how this is

complicated further.

First, it is challenging to measure because all senses operate simultaneously, and laboratory

measurement results are not necessarily applicable to the real world.

Second, even though sensory cues may seem consistent to the management of, for instance, a
store, they may overload or deter customers, or even change customer behavior in unwanted
ways (for instance, lead to less spending) (Lund, 2015; Spence, Puccinelli, Grewal, &
Roggeveen, 2014). Despite this, themed multisensory environments have been suggested to
increase engagement (Harvey et al., 1998) and, coupled with technology and interaction,
increase enthusiasm in children (Challis, Kang, Rimmer, & Hildred, 2017). To an extent, Paper
I studies visual sensory input and finds support for, e.g., lighting but not design. Paper II
complements Martins et al. (2017), who argue that the more engaged the senses, the better the
immersion and memorability. Furthermore, they argue that experiences can be better

customized in combination with digital technology such as virtual reality (VR).

Novelty as a theming dimension, especially considered alongside the previously discussed
relatability dimension, is treated in Paper II as an opposite to nostalgia. This continuum of
novelty, or newness on one side, and nostalgia, the familiar, or the commonplace on the other

side, are thus key motives for different segments of visitors of themed environments. Previous
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research suggests novelty as a key “pull” motive (Crompton, 1979; Mak, 2014). Paradoxically,
seeking both what is novel and what is familiar at the same time can be present in tourists when,
for instance, choosing foods (Chang, Kivela, & Mak, 2010). This paradox supports one of the
arguments of Paper II, which is the importance of handling a balance between the two. Paper II
points to the massive investments in the theme park industry and their impact on the visitation
rate. However, simultaneously, this adds the chance of turning the existing customer base away,
mainly if something is too new or replaces what visitors may have already experienced and
expected to see again. Novelty is a dimension that quickly becomes old, so Paper Il is cautious

about embracing it.

Paper II, however, also suggests that seeking familiarity can lead to commodified theming, and
thus some novelty is almost always suggested. For instance, novelty and uniqueness are among
the top reasons or motivations for people attending events (Nicholson & Pearce, 2001).
Travelers who seek novel experiences place greater importance on pleasure vacations, feeling
the trip is more deserved, seeking more advice, finding the trip to be more exotic, staying away
from home longer, spending more money, and perceiving the trip as expensive (Bello & Etzel,
1985). It is, therefore, an important dimension to consider for theming in tourism. However,
can the themed offering be made new while still retaining the core experience that makes people
return in the first place? Can elements of it be updated, replaced, or reconfigured to make it

“new”? The next dimension that will be discussed is relatability.

Relatability is a dubious dimension because there seems to be an underlying apprehension that
visitors prefer familiar themes. Paper II supports this because it suggests recognizable themes
connect better with people. There are good arguments for this. Shaw and Williams (2004) state
that themed landscapes increasingly use popular culture themes to draw tourists because they
are fans of novels, music, literature, and films associated with different sites. Sometimes, this
is suggested to exist more than on a superficial level. Drawing from a marketing perspective,
Olson (2004) argues themed environments based on already familiar brands work better
because they are reassuring and comfortable. Paper II also supports this argument because
familiar brands provide particular preconceived visions that, even though the environmental

simulacra are new and unreal, they will still cause the place to look familiar (Olson, 2004).

Furthermore, the same understanding is reflected by Levy, Lambeth, Solomon, and Gandy
(2018), who claim that using relatable and intuitive themed environments (in computer games)
helps players play with less instruction and with decreased learning time. In other words,
familiar and relatable environments may also help interaction/co-creation in themed
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environments. As addressed in Paper II, comparable to using brands for developing themed
environments is the use of already established and successful IPs (e.g., Harry Potter, Star Wars,

Nickelodeon, Ghibli).

While this can be a less high-risk choice of development in theming, it is also arguably less
innovative. When using relatable, familiar, and recognizable themes, one risks not inventing
newer and more innovative themes. The informants in Paper II voiced this concern in the
interviews and enunciated that they would also like to see more original themes in the future.
While relatability is likely a safe and powerful dimension of theming, it can be detrimental to
originality and uniqueness. Ebster and Guist’s (2005) findings reveal that restaurant visitors
preferred culturally “authentic” restaurants to themed restaurants. However, this was clearer
with those visitors that were more familiar with the displayed culture. Paper II supports and
extends these findings because keeping the target demographic in mind will reduce the chance
of turning away potential visitors that are unfamiliar with the chosen themes or view them
negatively (Levy et al., 2018). Another important dimension that can be juxtaposed to
relatability is the previously discussed novelty. In the next paragraph, the dimension of

storytelling will be discussed.

Storytelling in theming and tourism has been frequently debated and studied. Paper II addresses,
complements, and extends previous studies on storytelling in theming on five levels. One, it is
addressed as a part of the composition of the themed reality (Huxtable, 1997). Two, stories can
involve visitors as actors in themed environments (McGoun, Dunkak, Bettner, & Allen, 2003;
Mossberg et al., 2014). Three, stories connect themed environments with other dimensions such
as authenticity, immersion, and cohesion (Mossberg, 2008; Mossberg et al., 2014; Tarssanen &
Kylénen, 2006). Four, stories can provide themed environments with uniqueness and thus
counteract commodification (Mossberg, 2008; Mossberg et al., 2014). Five, storytelling has
implications for both the consumption and the marketing of a themed experience as people tend
to think narratively, and stories make it easier to retell an experience from a themed

environment (Moscardo, 2010; Mossberg et al., 2014; Woodside, Sood, & Miller, 2008).

Paper II also recognizes how stories are commonly a source for themes and that the more
compelling stories generally originate from the site in which the themed environment is built.
However, there is no consensus on whether all themed environments have stories. While, if
challenged, visitors to a themed environment may derive a story from the surroundings for
consistency, Paper Il concludes similarly to Mossberg (2008) that not all themed environments
are built on a story. Stories can be the theme’s source or be added later as a component
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contributing to cohesion. Like themes, there is a balance between how implicitly or explicitly

a story should be articulated to the visitor, for instance, using the environment or guides.

Moreover, can storytelling by itself make an environment themed? If a natural environment is
used to tell a story, the environment acts as the stage even if it is not overtly constructed
(Mathisen, 2014). This reasoning implies that storytelling might make a natural environment
themed, if only briefly. Whether the story being told is true or not may be less critical
(Mossberg, 2008).

In the previous section, a comprehensive understanding of theming dimensions from Paper II
was provided. In the following section, a discussion will give an extended understanding of the

purposes of theming from Paper III.

5.1.3 An extended understanding of theming purposes from a provider

perspective

This thesis’ third contribution is the theming purposes found on the left side of the research
contributions’ overview diamond model (Figure 5-1). Paper III explains theming purposes as
business objectives or the intent behind themed spaces and experiences beyond functionalistic
purposes. As such, Paper III delves into the very heart of this thesis’ aim of deepening our
knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism because it responds to the research question

(RQ3): What are the main objectives of theming?

Paper III’s findings suggest that a themed environment should attract, stop, and make visitors
stay or influence and modify their behavior. In several ways, this find complements and extends
the works of Cornelis (2010, 2014), Jin, Lee, and Lee (2015), Yildirim (2011), Nelson (2016),
Pearce and Wu (2016), and Zhang, Li, and Su (2017) because this understanding involves
manipulating how visitors feel and behave, controlling the themed space itself, and connecting
guests with the brand identity using the themed environment. Increasing the time visitors spend
in the environment is theorized to increase their likelihood of spending more money. However,
Paper III also argues themed environments provide visitors a space in which they can act out
desirable behaviors that may seem more natural in a themed environment rather than outside of
it. Attracting visitors is vital, and in theming, iconic structures often act as visually compelling
focal points—weenies (sometimes spelled “wienies’), Walt Disney’s term for “visual magnets”

or even “emotional magnets”—which keeps people moving toward specific destination points
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(Walt Disney Imagineering, 1991). One informant refers to these as an essential theming

element:

(...) the first being in mind is probably the big, big architectures, like the Cinderella
Castle. Think weenies and part of these.

While weenies do not necessarily have to be large structures or landmarks, they are elements in
themed spaces created to attract physically, orient, modify the behavior of visitors, and even
create emotional bonds (Balanzategui & Ndalianis, 2018; Botterill, 1997; Hannigan, 2005;
Mannheim, 2002; Sircus, 2007; Themed Entertainment Association, 2007). Thus, weenies can

also be events, stores, or any focal element tied to the same intentions mentioned earlier.

Of the findings of Paper III, the theming purpose of ensuring differentiation extends and
complements the works of Crawford (1992), Beardsworth and Bryman (1999), Gilmore and
Pine (2002), McGoun et al. (2003), Allen, O'Toole, Harris, and McDonnell (2011), Tussyadiah
(2014), Hung (2015), Falcato (2016); Hung et al. (2016) and Oliveira (2018). It is important to
note that this is different from the postmodern Disneyization feature of dedifferentiation of
consumption (Beardsworth & Bryman, 1999; Bryman, 1999, 2004) which is not the breakdown
of the clear distinction between theme parks and the real world, but rather a blending together
of themed attractions, and retail and dining venues. Differentiation through theming adds a layer
of uniqueness whose intention is to reduce the commodification of a place and make it harder
to copy. However, simultaneously involving the added complexity of dedifferentiation could
be viewed as a differentiation strategy: unique combinations of places intended for serving
different functions tied together with either a meta-theme or different subthemes will elevate
the uniqueness. In the world of events, themes differentiate events from one another, and
uniqueness is one of the motivations for attending them (Allen et al., 2011; Nicholson & Pearce,
2001). Paper III deepens these understandings by explaining (i) how experiences can be
differentiated through theming, (ii) how places can become visitor destinations through
theming, (ii1) how theming displays “the spirit of the place,” and (iv) how theming creates an
attractive place. However, differentiation through theming is not without caveats. With time,
even unique themes can be imitated. Thus, differentiation through theming must also play on
other instruments such as history, storytelling, geographic location, cultural connections, and
other elements to create the irresistible impression visitors seek. The challenge of reproduced
theming is addressed in Paper III with the examples of chains of themed concepts such as

Starbucks, McDonald’s, Six Flags and Dungeons. The perceived uniqueness and subsequent
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exceptionality of these examples and others will be contested because of how well themed

places can differentiate themselves in the future if more steps are not taken to do so.

Another purpose of theming from Paper Il is to create bonds between the guests and a theme,
brand, or product. As informants recognize in Paper II, theming and branding can share many
similarities when the thematic elements are internally generated. The expressions are
coterminous (Bryman, 2004), a type of self-referential theming Beardsworth and Bryman
(1999) have named reflexive theming. Creating bonds between the guests and a theme, brand,
or product as explicated in Paper III from various perspectives thus complements or extends
the works of Francaviglia (1981), Crawford (1992), Altman and Low (2012), and Jin et al.
(2015). Francaviglia (1981, pp. 141-156) argues that some themed environments elicit the
shared “anamnestic (memory assisting) response,” which forms an important bond for visitors.
In Paper I1I, it is suggested that products sold in themed brand stores may become and act
merely as memorabilia merchandise rather than what the visitor initially seeks to purchase,

according to Pine and Gilmore’s (2019) experience economy features.

Furthermore, the bonds are the benefit created between the visitors, the theme, the brand, the
product (or, by extension, the provider), and the themed place. People bond with and form
attachments to symbolic or tangible places of various scales, sizes, and scopes (e.g., cities,
rooms, and even objects) that have been given meaning through personal, group, and cultural
processes. Creating unique themed environments may support developing deeper connections
and emotional bonds between guests and a brand or products. However, Paper III thus suggests
that “consuming” the atmosphere might become more critical and add more associations to the

existing brand or product.

Enhancing the end-to-end experience is yet another purpose of theming in tourism. In various
ways, this find from Paper III extends and complements the works of Milman (2008), Yildirim
(2011), Chytry (2012), Botha (2016), Lacanienta et al. (2018), and Ellis, Jiang, et al. (2019). As
Paper I1I states, theming can connect all aspects of the end-to-end tourism experience, extended
from the very first contact between the provider and the visitor. Theming, as woven into the
fabric of the experience economy (Pine & Gilmore, 2011), does not only mean all parts of the
customer journey are connected; it means a characteristic and main connective theme link them.
The theme integrates and makes the output seamless, and it also makes the whole experience
more attractive. Improving and optimizing the end-to-end experience in a themed environment
can be done by tracking and using existing data on how visitors behave (Yildirim, 2011). The
experience starts before the direct physical experience and is made into a sensible themed world
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using a story (storytelling). Theming not only makes the experience identifiable A to Z, but it
also gives the provider a chance to transfer the associated emotions of the theme to the real
world through the environment (Chytry, 2012). Similar to Paper III, Botha (2016), Lacanienta
et al. (2018), and Ellis, Jiang, et al. (2019) find that themes and theming are vital to various

experiences, and Paper III argues theming should cover every aspect of any themed experience.

Finally, Paper III’s findings propose that themed environments should increase brands or
product sales. In a sense, this goes against Pine and Gilmore’s (2019) experience economy view
that products and services act as props in staging the experience because they are the experience
being sold rather than products and services. However, themed environments may undoubtedly
be constructed to promote selling brands, products, and services. Accordingly, this would
explain themed flagship brand stores, concept stores, food, beverage, and destination festivals,
so-called “brandships,” and other themed environments that “touristify” (del Romero Renau,
2018; Urry & Larsen, 2011) brands or products. Furthermore, this understanding therefore
complements and expands Beardsworth and Bryman (1999), Kozinets et al. (2002), Bryman
(2004), Scott and Bennett (2015), and Wassler et al. (2015).

Consequently, this also connects branding with theming, which is similar to the purpose of
“creating bonds between the guests and a theme, brand, or product.” Similarly, theming is also
connected to premium pricing because themed environments come with a profit incentive
(Gottdiener, 2001). In extension, Paper III, therefore, argues that tourists are likely willing to
pay a premium price for products and services sold through the medium of themed
environments (see, e.g., Xiao et al., 2013). The themed environment, Paper III suggests, adds
value that, in turn, can demand a higher price point, although sales are suggested to be

dependent on repeat patronage.

This section concludes the discussion of the purposes of theming in tourism. In the next section,
a discussion leading to a comprehensive understanding of how this thesis contributes to the

theory of experience innovation is provided.

5.1.4 Theming from both visitor and provider perspectives—toward

experience innovation

As mentioned previously, the contributions of this thesis are not predominantly centered on
broad and general innovation. However, the focus and separate findings fit arguably well within

the experience innovation discourse (Jernsand et al., 2015). In addition to how this thesis aims
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to deepen our knowledge of theming in experience-based tourism, it also adds to the knowledge
on how novel insights from both visitor and provider perspectives facilitate experience
innovation. There are lesson to be learned across the appended studies that can show their
importance for experience innovation. This thesis has examined theming in experience-based
tourism from visitor and provider perspectives, arguing theming to be a critical practice,
particularly for tourism (section 2.3). Central to experience innovation are experience
environments, a physically staged environment intended to facilitate memorable experiences
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003). In this thesis, theming as a principle in experience-based
tourism has a fundamental role in facilitating memorable experiences for tourists and is defined
as a provider’s staging and conveying of a theme through the consistent, coherent, and
comprehensive application of physical and nonphysical cues to an environment to completely
alter a visitor’s experience and perception of reality, time, and space, and create memories
(Bryman, 2004; Muifioz et al., 2006; Pine & Gilmore, 2019). For this thesis, experience
innovation has been defined as a spiral process of recurrently prototyping (building a physical
or virtual representation of themes and brands), evaluating, and testing an item or activity in an
experiencescape to develop new or improved experiences and create competitive advantages
(Jernsand et al., 2015; Zatori, 2016). Experiencescape are commonly themed (O'Dell & Billing,
2006). Hence, it is my assessment that if a provider using different theme factors creates a
prototype physical representation of a theme (item or activity) as an integrated part of a themed
experiencescape environment, to create new experiences, theming can be argued to be a kind

of experience innovation. This kind of experience innovation can be called theming innovation.

The theme factors studied as part of this thesis — employee interaction, lighting, names, design,
and music — can arguably all be used as items in themselves or be integrated into activities for
themed experiencescapes. Examples of these are employees that take part in communicating a
story to visitors, or even involve visitors as part of that same storytelling, or when interior and
décor in a building are designed and placed together to emphasize a specific theme. Even music
can be composed to underscore a themed setting and a story being told in that experiencescape.
When several theme factors are put together and used to improve the visitor experience,
especially if it actively involves the visitor in creating her own experience, this can contribute

to stronger and more memorable experiences.

Theming dimensions studied in Paper II — authenticity, chronotope, cohesion, digital
technology, immersion, interaction/co-creation, multisensory, novelty, relatability, and

storytelling — can be used as more abstract components for building the same themed
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experiencescapes exemplified above. The basis of value in experience innovation is co-created
experiences. As Paper II suggests, interaction/co-creation is a crucial dimension for theming.
For theming, interaction is how meaningful experiences are co-created. In themed
environments, co-creation is the collaborative process that creates value between the
environment and the visitor (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003). In Paper II, the interaction
between visitors and the themed environment is argued to allow for more individualized and

personal experiences.

The provider can be interpreted to be present in this co-creative process as the theme factor
“employee interaction,” where visitors interact with and evaluate the staff in a themed
environment (Paper I). Stromberg (2015) argues that theming is a management tool for directing
personnel according to the theme. However, there are numerous ways in which employees can
interact with visitors to enhance an experience in a themed environment. It can stretch from
one-way communication such as meeting guests with eye contact, offer a verbal greeting, and
smile to wearing a themed and appropriate costume or uniform, do performative work such as
acting, dancing, singing or playing an instrument, to even telling stories and give scripted
themed answers to questions. Finally, including guests in co-creating their own experiences
such as ask them to “fill in the gaps” of a story or give them acting tasks using props and the
environment is the ultimate storytelling technique. To what extent this could increase a sense
of authenticity would be speculation. However, it would provide visitors with a closer
relationship to their environment if it did include interaction with their surroundings. Themed
costumes and dialogue could further the feel of authenticity of a certain chronotope (such as a
costumed guide reading an ancient Roman temple carving and explaining how Roman Latin
would sound like). Keeping experiencescapes cohesive and consistent is likely to increase their

likeability (Kaplan, 1987; Nasar, 1987).

The prototype physical representation of a theme may first be produced through digital
technology. Digital technology can act as an experience innovation dimension for developing
experiencescapes (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003). However, at some point experiencescapes
should be physical environments. Digital technology could, however, enhance these physical
environments for instance by making them more cohesive and immersive. For instance, modern
projection technology can change the physical appearance of a room, an entire building, a
building block, or even a mountainside, and create new illusions of different textures,

movements, and shapes. Virtual reality technology can be combined with real, physical

129



environments to create highly immersive and multisensory experiences that involves engaging

storytelling in which the visitor appears to have an impact on how the story unfolds.

Theming purposes range from attracting, stopping, and making visitors stay in a themed
experiencescape, create bonds between visitors and the themed experiencescape, enhance the
end-to-end experience, ensure differentiation, and increase sales. Additionally, theming is
meant to make experiencescapes profitable. Theming is also considered to be a certain kind of
innovative marketing and business tool for exceptionally competitive environments, such as

theme parks, restaurants, and tourism (Gottdiener, 2001; Wassler et al., 2015).

In other words, theming is an innovative marketing and business management technique that
tourism providers can use to create memorable, interactive, personal, competitive, and
profitable experience environments (Botha, 2016; Edensor, 2001; Firat & Ulusoy, 2009;
Manthiou et al., 2016; Pine & Gilmore, 2019; Richards, 2010). If theming can be part of an
innovation process, then the outcome is the themed experience environment. Consequently, the
building blocks for the themed experience environment are the products, services, and
numerous theme factors acting as sensory marketing stimuli (e.g., brand names, design, music,
lighting, employee interaction, et cetera; Paper I) measured against the theming dimensions
(Paper II). As a result, theming may be central to experience innovation, however, with a
slightly different focus. Pine and Gilmore (2014) highlight several value-creating opportunities
that drive innovation in the experience economy. Three of these opportunities can be said to
connect well to the findings of Paper II. First, they promote enhancing services, which relates
to the theming purpose of enhancing the end-to-end experience. Second, they urge charging for
experiences, which relates to the theming purposes of creating bonds and increasing sales. Third
and finally, they endorse fusing digital technology with reality, which, according to Paper II,

enables innovation in theming dimensions.

Finally, combining both perspectives of visitors and providers to ensure a high level of visitor
value is vital to experience and theming innovation. Walt Disney was known for sending his
imagineers out into the theme parks to observe guests, stand in line with them, and dine next to
them to listen to what they said — all for the imagineers to get to know what the guests really
thought and wanted (The Disney Institute & Kinni, 2011). He knew already in the 1950s and
1960s that visitors define what is meaningful and memorable experiences. All any tourism
business working in the business of themed experiencescapes can do is design and create
various themed experiencescape to facilitate experiences for visitors, as the experience really
takes place inside the person. Therefore, a theming innovation process is an interactive process
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in which visitors deliver providers with information about what is valuable to them, and
providers prototype, evaluate, and test concepts with the means available to them to develop
new or improved experiences, and do this better than their competitors. The need for this co-
creative interactive process is constant as visitors’ tastes and interests change, and there is
always a need for new and more creative attraction, or even an entire experiencescape. Today,
digital technology can provide guests with highly impactful experiences. Another positive
outcome is that data is collected for providers to get an insight into what their visitors are not
explicitly telling them. Examples of this data could be physical movement patterns, who they
interact with while visiting the experiencescape, what parts of the environment they interact
with and with what frequency, what purchases they do, and so on. Combined with what they
tell providers explicitly, for instance on more abstract components such as “is that authentic?”
and “did something not feel cohesive?” providers can identify parts of the themed
experiencescape to improve, update, or even change completely. The perfect themed experience
will likely not exist. However, if designed right they can become hugely successful. If providers
aim to design themed experiencescapes to fully alter a visitor’s experience and perception of
reality, time, and space, and create memories, they need to listen to what visitors tell them
implicitly and explicitly. Furthermore, this co-creative perspective has to be mirrored and

developed in the design process and continuously be kept up-to-date.

While the contributions of this thesis are not centered on a broader and general understanding
of innovation, both the thesis’ main academic fields and separate findings fit arguably well
within the experience innovation discourse. Theming can thus be necessary for further
innovation and development (such as co-creation) in experience-based tourism. Table 9 is a
development of Table 1 (2.3), which briefly summarizes this section’s discussion in particular

related to employee interaction and co-creation.
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Experience Innovation and Theming

Experience Innovation Theming in experience innovation
Focus of Innovation Experiencescapes Themed experiencescapes
Basis of Value Co-creation experiences Interaction to co-create experiences
View of Value Creation Value is co-created Visitors’ interaction with themed

Experiencescapes for individuals to co-construct environments allows for increased
experiences on contextual demand individualized and co-created
Individual-centric co-creation of value experiences

Employee interaction

View of Technology Facilitator of experiences Digital technology enables innovation
Experience integration in theming dimensions
Digital technology can improve the
experience
Digital technology can aid in ‘“re-

theming” existing environments

Focus of Supply Chains Experience network supports co-construction of Experience network supports co-
personalized experiences construction of personalized themed
experiencescapes

Table 9. Experience innovation and theming, adapted from Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2003)

Theming innovation is a particular type of innovation technique within experience-based
tourism management and attraction development that aims to co-create experiences with the
use of theme factors to create theming dimensions that frame and support the theme factor
development. In turn, the theme factors and theming dimensions support the company’s
theming purposes. Together, theme factors, theming dimensions, and theming purposes center
on co-creating visitor experiences. The theming innovation technique is illustrated as a repeat
process in Figure 5-3. The figure shows how providers can combine theme factors in a theming
innovation process, and through the sensations, tools, processes, practices, or effects of the
theming dimensions can contribute to achieving the different theming purposes. Because visitor
experiences over time will need reinvention, this is shown as a continued process of renewal to

counteract the visitor experiences becoming outdated.
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Figure 5-3. An extended understanding of theming innovation in experience-based tourism based on the findings from the three
studies

The section above concludes the extended understanding of theming for experience innovation.
In the next section, a summary of the research contributions along with final comments will be

provided.

5.2 Summary and final comments on contributions

This thesis aims to deepen our knowledge of themes and theming in experience-based tourism
and how knowledge from insights from both visitor and provider perspectives may facilitate
experience innovation. Furthermore, it explores what goes into theming, theming dimensions,
and the purposes of theming. The studies appended in this thesis have examined theming from

both visitor and provider perspectives.

The point of exploring theming from both perspectives is to get as complete a picture of the
phenomenon as possible. From the visitor’s perspective, theme factors related to the perception
of a theme were examined and discussed. In this thesis, the theme factors were presented as
follows. First, this examination showed that certain theme factors, namely (i) name, (ii)
employee interaction, and (ii1) lighting, were direct drivers of the tourist customer experience.
However, other factors hypothesized to contribute to the themed environment, such as (iv)
design and (v) music, likely impact tourists differently depending on context and usage. Second,
10 dimensions of theming were identified as significant for theming in a tourism context. Unlike
theme factors, these dimensions were presented alphabetically: (i) authenticity, (ii) chronotope,

(iii)) cohesion, (iv) digital technology, (v) immersion, (vi) interaction/co-creation, (Vvii)
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multisensory, (viii) novelty, (ix) relatability, and (x) storytelling. Moreover, this thesis argues
the importance of careful orchestration of theme factors and theming dimensions for theming

in experience-based tourism.

From the provider’s perspective, the purposes of theming in tourism were examined. Presented
alphabetically, these were: (i) ensure differentiation, (ii) create bonds between the guests and a
theme, brand, or a product, (iii) increase sales of a brand or product, (iv) enhance the end-to-
end-experience, and (v) attract, stop, and make visitors stay (influence and modify their
behavior). First, each purpose’s deeper meanings beyond what is addressed in the paper are
explored and discussed. Second, the interrelation of the purposes and connection to the theme

factors and theming dimensions is addressed throughout the discussion where applicable.

The previous section offered a discussion on how the contributions of this thesis can contribute
to experience innovation with an emphasis on co-creation, interaction, and digital technology.
It also provided a framework for how theming innovation can be studied and understood using

the findings from the three appended studies.

This thesis has not studied the relations between the theme factors, the theming dimensions,
and their theming purposes. The overall contribution is the theoretical discussion of these
relations, an expanded understanding based on newly available knowledge on each aspect of
the studied phenomena, how they relate to experience innovation, and the significance of all of

them.

To summarize, this thesis has extended the existing research on theming in experience-based
tourism in a field lacking empirical studies on this phenomenon. Furthermore, it contributes to
the more extensive discussion on what theming in tourism is, its main concepts and dimensions,
and why it is used in tourism. Finally, it contributes to the knowledge on how theming is a
specific kind of innovation technique within experience-based tourism management and

attraction development.

5.3 Managerial implications

This thesis’ main managerial implication is to carefully consider and plan all aspects of what,
how, and why the tourist offering should be themed. Experience and theming innovation is at
the heart of this process. Themes and theming are among the most critical aspects of designing
an experience (Botha, 2016), particularly if businesses seek to facilitate innovative, high-

quality, premium-priced experiences (Pine & Gilmore, 2014). In general, managers should

134



theme their offerings according to a well-planned theme that gives directions for the choice of
physical elements and symbolic expressions. Furthermore, this concept and its elements should
be aligned across the various theming dimensions. Finally, managers should decide which
purposes the themed offering are meant to serve. Figure 5-3 illustrates this continuous process
using the results of the appended papers. However, staging an experience is not sufficient for
value creation. For that, environmental interaction is necessary for the visitor to co-create
personalized experiences (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). To co-create personalized
experiences for their visitors, providers should monitor how tourists see and use different theme
factors, listen to their implicit and explicit feedback also on the various theming dimensions,
and observe whether they achieve the several theming purposes proposed for the themed
context. When any of the theme factors or the theming dimensions are insufficient to the
visitors, or the purposes are unfulfilled, providers need to redevelop the experiencescape to

provide the value visitors are searching for.

Although this thesis does not study any

direct interactions between theme factors,

theming dimensions, and purposes, the

papers’ arrangement can be understood as

exploring the stimuli, effects, and

outcomes. For managers, theme factors

and theming dimensions are the stimuli

meant to cause a behavioral response or

psychological effect. Managers can use

theme factors as material stimuli to

physically stage the environment.

Theming dimensions are more indirect and

immaterial stimuli that rely on the same Figure 5-4. Wheel of tourist analysis (adapted from Peter &
factors. However, the response that theme Olson. 2010)

factors and theming dimensions are intended to stimulate relate to a visitor’s perception of a
theme. A desirable effect would be to increase theme perception, which is the visitor’s ability
to recognize a theme through its holistic application in a social and material environment.
Managers of themed environments should try to build and reinforce the theme perception.
Furthermore, a concept that could capture a fuller wider understanding of how visitors perceive,

interpret and behave in themed environments — the theme experience — could be developed to
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give providers a more adaptable tool to better measure the impact of their themed

experiencescapes.

For managers of themed environments, the “wheel of tourist analysis” (Figure 5-4, adapted
from Peter & Olson, 2010) is a model that could aid in planning and managing themed
environments, and especially the analysis of visitors in themed environments. The model
incorporates three essential elements: (i) tourist affect (positive or negative evaluations or
feelings about stimuli and events) and cognition (knowledge or thinking), (i1) overt behavior
(observable physical actions), and (ii1) themed environments (influential external physical and
social stimuli). A themed environment is a crucial concept in this thesis, primarily referring to
the physical stimuli composed of theme factors or theming components. Theme perception is
comparable to the consumer affect and cognition component of the model. In turn, the
environment and its perception are meant to lead to specific outcomes (or theming purposes),
such as differentiation and increased sales. These outcomes can be compared with the consumer
behavior part of the model. Theming dimensions take a middle position between being both
“environmental” and “affect and cognition” in that they are more a derived component of an

environment as well as something visitors evaluate or feel about the environmental stimuli.

Something that becomes clear throughout the discussion is the interplay between the physical
themed environment and the dimensionalities of theming on a mental level. The factors,
dimensions, and purposes of theming can be viewed as external and internal processes, and the
subsequent discussions will highlight this often-blurred division. This revelation is an allusion
to the wheel of tourist analysis being a reciprocal system. The reciprocal system refers to how
any of the elements can affect or cause change at any given time, which means affect and
cognition, behavior, and environments can change one another (Peter & Olson, 2010). This
systemic conception is analogous to the experience innovation perspective, in which the tourists

interact with the environment and co-create their own experiences.

However, it is also helpful to remember, as Figure 5-1 shows, both the visitors’ and the
providers’ perspectives when analyzing, planning, and managing themed environments.

Moreover, there are more specific managerial implications from the insights of this thesis.

Managers of themed environments need to be aware of the various tangible and intangible
theme factors that drive the tourist customer experience. Olson (1999) states that “brand name
counts for everything in theming” and advises those who want to theme buildings, product

packaging, or environments to use single ideas or icons as their concept, or “even a single
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word.” Pine and Gilmore (2011) emphasize proper names and naming as a first and crucial step
in theming and staging an experience to communicate what visitors should expect when visiting
a themed place. Lukas (2013) echoes Pine and Gilmore. Furthermore, he considers names as
important signifiers for small and large components of a design product, instilling people with
a sense of emotion, especially when using product and brand associations. A brand name is
often an already established concept and could lend its positive associations to anything from a
fleet of cruise ships to the cocktails in the guests’ hands. Names could combine a brand and
other positive words or concepts (e.g., the cruise ships Disney Wish, Carnival Splendor, and
Norwegian Epic). Given the importance of names for themed places, as Pine and Gilmore
(2011) suggest, it should be considered the first and most central step in a theming process.
Names becoming brand family names have further implications. These names can likely affect
brand preference and, therefore, sales if the perceived image is similar to those of the
consumers’ own ‘“actual, ideal, social, ideal-social and situational-ideal-social images”
(Ataman & Ulengin, 2003). Paper I underlines how crucial names are for highly coherent

theming, even down to the “name of the dish” (Beames & Brown, 2017).

Hultén (2011) considers a “theme” a part of the sensory expressions, which, together with
sounds and other sensory inputs, may reinforce a positive feeling, generate a certain value to
the individual, and create a brand image. Dubé and Morin (2001), whose research setting was
stores in malls, found that background music mediated “attitude towards servicescape” and
sales personnel. Their research suggests that atmospherics (which are the designed spatial
aesthetics, Kotler, 1973) and other physical aspects of a servicescape could improve attitudes
toward services such as mega-hotels where providing personalized services to thousands of
guests proves challenging. While the perception of a theme was less reliant on music as a theme
factor in Paper I, music is shown to affect many other aspects of a tourist’s experience in an
environment. Crafting a complete servicescape with the atmospherics unique to the various
contexts, such as the shipscape, should be executed carefully. Music as an ambient factor can
influence several attractive outcomes (e.g., shopping and consumption behavior, attitude
toward service personnel, positive emotions) and should be sensibly considered for all themed
environments. It is crucial for providers to know how music influences behaviors, for instance,
such as how visitors move through a themed experiencescape, or if the music played adds or

retracts from the sense of authenticity and cohesion on, e.g., a cruise ship.

Lighting and lighting design may, like music, vary significantly in, e.g., brightness, color,

placement, and movement. Light can have an artificial or natural origin. A cruise ship has the
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advantage of being an almost entirely sealed environment in which most mechanisms and
processes can be fully controlled. Except for the ship’s movement and the “intrusion” of natural
light, lighting is a factor that can be utilized to the fullest. Lighting and colors can be used to
simulate different times of the day, different settings (e.g., a forest or urban environment), and
different ambiances (e.g., romantic, lively, scary). Hence, lighting has the power and versatility
to add substantially to a themed environment. Lee et al. (2015) also state that their research
results on ambient conditions, including overall illumination in theme restaurants, should serve

as guidelines for an environment in which consumers can experience the theme.

In their research on theme park service quality, Tsang et al. (2012) find that staff performance
was below what the visitors expected. Consequently, they recommend more staff training to
improve courtesy, helpfulness, understandability, language skills, and even appearance.
Beames and Brown (2017) reiterate the performative or emotional labor perspective from the
Disneyization perspective and highlight several issues for employees in themed settings: lack
of employee empowerment, part-time and casual employment contracts, and low pay rates.
Consequently, much of the managerial advice provided in the literature is sound and
fundamental. A first guideline is that employees should receive proper and complete training in
showing sensitivity to those around them, both guests and their coworkers. Courtesy,
knowledge about their venue’s offerings and services, and service harmonized with the
workplace standards should also be expected. A second guideline is that the workplace should
also systematically hire, keep, and develop the right people (Wilson, Zeithaml, Bitner, &
Gremler, 2016). However, a third guideline is not addressed in detail here. While themed
workplaces must ensure guests’ expectations are met at the service level, they also must make
sure employees dress, act, and speak consistently with the theme. Workplaces can provide
costumes, uniforms, and other attire that fit the theme. Scripting specific themed answers and

behaviors can, to some extent, standardize how employees act and speak.

Nevertheless, some unforeseen guest interaction may still incur; thus, empowering, motivating,
and training employees can support them in less expected situations. Wassler et al. (2015)
mention an example from a chess-themed hotel in China where guests were easily bored
because the employees did not know how to play chess. Ali et al. (2018) advise theme park
managers to continue to train, reward, and motivate their employees because interaction with
staff is the most potent predictor of customers’ delight and satisfaction. Interaction with staff is

part of the way guests co-create value in their experiences.
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Employee interaction as a factor in themed environments can manifest in many forms. On a
cruise ship, tourists will often spend more time and have more frequent encounters with the
same crew members compared with similar land encounters because of the nature of the travel
mode. However, crewmembers on a cruise ship may swiftly switch between many roles during
a single work shift, from tending to cleanliness, restocking, and tidiness of a stateroom to
fulfilling guests’ numerous needs and wants, while managing different languages and still

maintaining the standards and expectations of the cruise line.

Wakefield and Blodgett (2016), in their servicescape research review, suggest that the longer
consumers stay in a place, the more likely the servicescape is to influence key outcomes (e.g.,
a week on a cruise versus two hours at a sports arena). For hospitality and tourism research, in
particular, they highlight among other previously cited studies (1) how servicescapes
atmospherics may affect positive and negative emotions in restaurant settings (Jang &
Namkung, 2009), (2) that specific tourist segments seek out restaurant atmosphere more so than
food, prices, and other dining elements (Yuksel & Yuksel, 2003), and (3) that restaurant
interiors could explain some increase in willingness to pay for meals in restaurants (Andersson
& Mossberg, 2004). Ali et al. (2018) find that theme parks’ physical setting influences customer
satisfaction and customer loyalty. They advise theme park managers to maintain good physical
settings. Kaminakis, Karantinou, Koritos, and Gounaris (2019) suggest carefully designing
facilities to stimulate pleasure and arousal for both customers and employees because

servicescapes affect interactions between groups.

Managers of themed environments need to know and wisely construct and update their
environments according to which theming dimensions matter to their visitors. To what extent
the environment expresses an authentic image depends on what authenticity means to one’s
visitors. In fact, previous research on authenticity reveals how the dimension can guide
segmentation, design, and marketing (Ebster & Guist, 2005; Muiioz & Wood, 2009; Muiioz et
al., 2006; Wood & Mufioz, 2007a). Furthermore, this thesis also argues for creating immersive
themed environments. Creating immersive environments means staging a safe, enclaved, and
encapsulated world that may need staff to guide people for interpretation to reach a sense of
immersion (Caru & Cova, 2006, 2007). This staging means the theming dimension of
immersion applies to both the outer world (the physical environment) and the inner world (the

psychological process within each consumer) (Blumenthal & Jensen, 2019).

Furthermore, cohesion in a themed environment depends on the fit of the various theme
elements and factors, orderliness, complexity of the service, and the environment (Bitner, 1992;
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Gilmore & Pine, 2002; Kaplan, 1987; Nasar, 1987). Thus, this thesis supports Pine and Gilmore
(2011), who suggest harmonizing the themed environment by adding positive impression-

forming cues and eliminating negative cues that detract from the theme.

Using relatable and familiar themes is a common and safer strategy for developing new themed
offerings depending on certain conditions. For instance, the success may depend on whether
the themes used are accurately and authentically portrayed and utilized, or to what extent they
build on a preexisting and already successful intellectual property or company alliance
(Kozinets et al., 2002; Milman, 2008). For example, an escape room provider could draw on an
existing fan base if the rooms were oriented around popular IPs, or a high level of authenticity
could provide the memorability to draw more future visitors. However, introducing newness
also has its merits. Using familiar themes that visitors already recognize, awareness of the main
themes, subthemes, and the use of transitional themes as explained in Paper II of this thesis can
help introduce novelty. As a central theme could be considered the projected brand image of an
identity (Galician, 2013; Schmitt & Simonson, 1997), changing the central theme may be a
risky undertaking. However, adapting, updating, changing, retheming, or even abandoning
certain subthemes or transitional themes (Davis, 1996; Kozinets et al., 2002; Schmitt &
Simonson, 1997) can be a less hazardous task both in cost and perceived strategic risk. Thus,
offering novel themed experiences does not mean changing the entire themed offering, but
rather parts of it some of the time. Novelty is a crucial motivator for attracting visitors. This
thesis also proposes mapping what is essential to the designer and the visitor to create,
investigate, and interpret the intended themed chronotope. Borrowing a term from Kérrholm,
Barata Salguiera, Soumagne, Rio Fernandes, and Chamusca (2017), this method could be called
the “chronotopic approach for theming,” and be a measure of time and space as a positioning
tool, imaginably as an instrument for measuring the authenticity or accuracy of the theme

(Wang & Kroon, 2017).

Storytelling as a theming dimension should be used to coordinate the theme across the entire
end-to-end experience. Everything can then be themed and designed to tell the story and create
a complete experiential package (Huxtable, 1997; McGoun et al., 2003). Stories bind the theme
elements together and thus help visitors enjoy, interpret, and understand the themed
environments better, and even be involved as actors (Mathisen, 2014; Mossberg, 2008;
Tarssanen & Kyldnen, 2006). Stories can also be used to make the themed offering even more

unique (Mossberg & Eide, 2017).
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Most other theming dimensions can be enhanced through the clever use of digital technology,
with some contextual considerations. Sometimes a low-tech themed environment can arguably
give a more convincing impression than one that is technically advanced. Chronotopically, we
have never lived in a more technologically progressed society than now, so if digital technology
is a prominent feature of the themed environment, it should either be cleverly incorporated to
look like something it is not (for example, a pool of water), or if visible, either appear

contemporary or futuristic.

In this thesis, interaction/co-creation have mainly been treated as something that occurs
between visitors and the physical environment. However, interaction/co-creation also happen
between visitors and employees, and even between visitors. At the cusp of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, it is plausible that automation, robotization, digitization, and mechanization will
displace people working in the service industries (Hjalager, 2015; Wells, Whittington, &
Talwar, 2017). While operational expenditures such as labor can often be the largest expense,
this thesis argues for caution considering removing service personnel in themed environments.
Roles and job descriptions may change, but other people’s positive influence should not be
underestimated (Jensen, 1996). Besides, interaction/co-creation help make visitors’ experiences
more personal and, therefore, more memorable. For the sake of profitability, these effects

should not be ignored.

Thus, one should employ all senses or consider all of them when creating a themed
environment. This consideration is a complex task as each sense has a myriad of different
approaches. For instance, touch means everything from temperature, material choice (wood,
metal, plastic, liquid), tactile feedback, firmness, surface crudeness, haptic perception, et cetera.
Moreover, the orchestration of a whole multisensory experience requires a keen eye for details
and knowing that playing on different sensory impressions impacts which segments the themed

offering will attract.

Thirdly, managers of themed environments can use the environments as their focus of
innovation. Innovation types are challenging to differentiate, and as Eide and Mossberg (2013)
and Hjalager (2010) observe, changes in one category may lead to changes in another category,
which inevitably breaks down what separates them in the first place. However, this thesis
contributes to innovation as a process rather than to innovation as a specific research area. This
thesis adopted the experience economic perspective where theming, a provider’s staging, and
applying a theme to a visitor environment are processes where the innovation occurs in the shift
of an offering from a service or a product into an experience (Gilmore & Pine, 2002). This shift
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moves the attention away from a product and process focus in traditional innovation and toward
experience environments (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003). The co-creation of experiences acts
as the basis of value in experience innovation. This understanding of value means managers of
themed environments can focus on co-creation when facilitating experiences (for instance,
between both provider and visitors) and keeping interaction as the co-creative element within
the experience (e.g., between visitors, the environment, and the employees) in the
experiencescape. Digital technology has been highlighted as a theming dimension that both
facilitates and improves experiences and enables experience innovation in other theming
dimensions. In other words, managers should apply and use digital technology wisely to
contribute to innovation within their experiential offerings. Finally, customized experiences
through interaction and storytelling are the focus of supply chains in experience innovation.
This supply chain focus implies managers should use experience networks (consisting of, e.g.,
other companies, institutions, and customer communities, Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003) to

“co-construct” unique personal themed experiences for different visitor segments.

5.4 Further research

Generally speaking, research on theming as a phenomenon is still in its infancy (Lacanienta et
al., 2018). Finishing this thesis on tourism experiences amidst the outbreak of the coronavirus
COVID-19 (SARS-Cov-2) pandemic changes certain circumstances, if at least temporarily.
How tourist experiences include socializing, interaction with the environment, other guests,
workers, transportation, and sensory-based experiences can be impacted for years to come.
Where experiences are experienced, whether as experience products that to a more considerable
extent are distributed to and enjoyed at home (e.g., online streaming services offering television
programs and movies) as opposed to out-of-home experiences requiring guests’ physical
attendance (e.g., a movie theater) (Barenholdt & Sundbo, 2007), may also shift in balance. This
transformation provides opportunities for new research on the world of theming in experience-

based tourism in at least five areas.

First, while the literature related to theming is undoubtedly expanding, as this thesis and
appended papers show, there is still a need for peer-reviewed qualitative and quantitative
research specifically on theming, themes, and themed environments, both outside and inside of
tourism. Constructs with measures such as the “attitude towards the theme” (Kozinets, 2008)
and “consistency of theme” (Kao et al., 2008) may be part of developing the “key customer
experience outcome measures” specifically for themed environments, as Papers II and III

suggest.
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Second, while the context in Paper I is a cruise ship, theme factors as drivers of the experience
in many different themed environments, both inside and outside of tourism, could be explored
in future studies. Table 2 shows that empirical contexts such as theme parks and theme hotels
recur frequently in studies that relate to theming. While these are prominent and usual places to
study theming in experience-based tourism, it leaves room for exploring other tourist offerings
that may be themed, such as escape rooms, airports, museums, and guided tours. This may
provide valuable information regarding whether or not theming is a context-dependent concept.
As Paper II suggests, learning which theme factors and theming dimensions are specific and
critical to each tourist offering may help managers monitor, improve, and keep their theme

relevant.

Third, the factors that do not impact the perception of a theme directly may influence other
outcomes or dimensions that relate to themed environments, such as the theming dimensions
from Paper II, the purposes from Paper III, or, e.g., intent to revisit, visitation numbers,
satisfaction, willingness to pay, and so on. Furthermore, music in a restaurant may influence
how people perceive the surroundings, service, or food. Beames and Brown (2017) consider
music and décor as part of the experience elements for theming, which they suggest should have
a high degree of coherency with all other elements. Their suggestion could be part of future

research on theming.

Fourth, this thesis suggests considering lesser-known and less well-explored aspects from the
theming research literature. For instance, Pine and Gilmore’s experience realms (2019) have
received some attention in the research and literature (e.g., Breiby et al., 2017; Kim, Ritchie, &
McCormick, 2010; Mehmetoglu & Engen, 2011; Oh et al., 2016; Park, Oh, & Park, 2010).
However, how their lesser-known theme-scheme typology classifies and categorizes theme (or
motif) strategy approaches as either all-encompassing, self-explanatory, undercover, or
undisclosed (Gilmore & Pine, 2002), has to my knowledge not received similar research
attention. Therefore, this thesis suggests researching the usefulness or applicability of this

framework in future theming research.

Fifth, the link between theming and branding has received some but not overwhelming attention
despite its prevalence (see, for instance, Bryman, 2003; Erb & Ong, 2016; Galician, 2013;
Kozinets, 2008; Kozinets et al., 2002). This link has, to some extent, been explored in Paper
III. However, a review, categorization, discussion, and analysis of the existing literature to
identify possible research gaps for academics and guidelines for practitioners is due. Hence, |
recommend further studies into the link between theming and branding.
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Furthermore, Gottdiener (2001) anecdotally claims the cost of theming adds 100 percent to a
meal’s cost compared with a non-themed restaurant when it comes to the connection between
price and theming. To my knowledge, research on this comparison has never been performed
on a larger scale. This thesis and Paper II suggest that researching this as an increased price
point is likely to be a desirable effect of a themed environment. This kind of research could be
performed by comparing the prices of similar items sold in both themed and nonthemed venues

or using other suitable methods.

Finally, in this thesis theming innovation is proposed as a new domain within innovation. This
domain deserves more attention. It is my suggestion that theming as an innovation process could
be studied through for example case studies. This thesis is a first step towards studying theming
innovation. To empirically outline how theming as an innovation process happens, the

frameworks of this thesis could be applied and utilized as analytical tools.
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Appendix 1

Questionnaire used for the survey of cruise tourists
(In Norwegian and shortened for the purpose of the thesis)

Empirical base for Paper I
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| samarbeid med Hggskolen i Lillehammer foretar Color Line i disse dager en spgrreundersgkelse blant reisende
pa cruisebaten Color Magic. Et av hovedmalene med undersgkelsen er blant annet a kartlegge hvilke forhold ved
cruisebaten Color Magic som har betydning for reisendes tilfredshet. Din deltakelse er et viktig bidrag til
videreutviklingen av Color Lines cruisekonsept.

Svarene som gis i undersgkelsen vil bli anonymisert, og det vil ikke vaere mulig & gjenkjenne hva den enkelte har
svart.

Det tar ca. 10 minutter & besvare spgrreskjemaet.

Vi vil na be deg ta stilling til noen generelle pastander om Color Lines cruisebater og om cruisebaten Color Magic

Pa en skala fra 1 til 7, hvor enig er du i fglgende

pastander: Helt Helt
(sett ring rundt det alternativet som passer best) uenig enig
35. Color Lines cruisebater har et godt omdgmme 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
36. Color Lines cruisebater har et bedre omdgmme enn sine 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
konkurrenter

37. Color Magic har en stemningsfull atmosfeere 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
38. Color Magic har et praktisk design 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
39. Color Magic gir reisende en fglelse av velveaere 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
40. Color Magic har overkommelige billettpriser 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
41. Jeg liker Color Magic 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Vi vil na be deg vurdere i hvilken grad de nedenstaende pastandene gir en god beskrivelse av Color Magic

Pa en skala fra 1 til 7, hvor enig er du i fglgende
pastander knyttet til Color Magic:

42.

ha

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

Ansatte er i stand til & svare pa de spgrsmal jeg matte
Spennende underholdningstilbud

Opplevelsen har veert laererik

Interigret er tiltalende

Jeg kommer i god kontakt med andre reisende
Jeg liker musikken som spilles pa Color Magic
Lyssettingen er med pa & skape atmosfeeren
Luftkvaliteten er generelt god ombord

Ansatte har gyekontakt i sine samtaler med meg
Det er bra kvalitet pa maten

Det er verdt pengene a reise med Color Magic
Denne cruisebaten passer til mine behov

Ansatte viser interesse for at jeg skal ha det best mulig

pa reisen

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

Det er bra variasjon i underholdningstilbudet

Det er god kvalitet pa produktene i butikkene

Ansatte er blide i mgtet med meg

Rengjaringen av lugarene er tilfredsstillende

Jeg kommer i god kontakt med personalet

Maltidene smaker godt

Det jeg opplever pa Color Magic, utgjer et helhetlig tema
Interigret har et luksurigst preg

Ansatte smiler i samtalene med meg

Rytmen i musikken som spilles er etter min smak

Det er bredt produktutvalg i butikkene

171

Helt' He]t
uenig enig
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7




66. Fellesarealene er rene 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

67. Ansatte far meg til 4 fele meg velkommen 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
68. Lyssettingen er appellerende 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
69. Det er forstaelig skilting ombord 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
70. Det er variasjon i ulike typer spisesteder 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
71. Ansatte tar seg tilstrekkelig med tid til & svare pa mine 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
spgrsmal

72. Luftkvaliteten i lugaren er god 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
73. Ansatte er presentabelt antrukket 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
74. Jeg er villig til & betale mer for & reise med Color Magic 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
enn for lignende cruisebater

75. A reise med Color Magic gir en fglelse av okt livskvalitet 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
76. Underholdningen pa Color Magic var bedre enn 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
forventet

77. Ansatte har en vennskapelig tone i samtaler med meg 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
78. Det er et overkommelig prisniva pa de forskjellige 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
spisestedene

79. Det jeg ser pa Color Magic, utgjer et helhetlig tema 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
80. Denne cruiseturen har gkt mitt kunnskapsniva 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Vi vil na be deg ta stilling til noen flere pastander knyttet til dine erfaringer med & reise med Color Magic

Pa en skala fra 1 til 7, hvor enig er du i fglgende

pastander knyttet til Color Magic: Helt Helt
uenig enig
81. Jeg er tilfreds med min beslutning om & reise med 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

denne cruisebaten

82. Jeg vil omtale Color Magic positivt 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
83. Jeg er villig til & betale mer for & reise med Color Magic 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
84. A reise med Color Magic far meg til & glemme "tid og 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
sted”

85. Jeg benytter aktivitets-/underholdningstilbudene pa 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Color Magic

86. Jeg forbinder navnet Color Magic med glede 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
87. Dette cruiset er en kontrast til min hverdag 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
88. Min opplevelse av denne cruisebaten overgikk mine 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
forventninger

89. Jeg opplever dette cruiset som en eventyrlig reise 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

172




90

91

92

93

94

95

96

. Jeg vil anbefale mine venner a reise med Color Magic 1 2 3
. Det er verdt a bruke tid pa a reise med Color Magic 1 2 3
. Underholdningen pa Color Magic oppleves som nytt 1 2 3
. Jeg ble "revet med” av underholdningen 1 2 3
. Color Magic har et helhetlig tema 1 2 3
. A reise med Color Magic er gay 1 2 3
. Color Magic lever opp til navnet sitt 1 2 3

TUSEN TAKK FOR AT DU DELTOK | UNDERS@KELSEN!
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Appendix 2

Interview guide for interviews with experts

Empirical base for Papers 11 & 111
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Interview guide for interviews with key informants

Objective: Get as many statements and explanations as possible of what the concept of

theming is and can be, both generally and in a tourism context. Ask them to give examples,

elaborate statements, etc.

1. Introduction

Consent form — agree?
Please start by introducing yourself and your profession.

Can you talk a little about the work that you do?

2. Theming in tourism

When I say “a theme,” what thoughts come to your mind?
How will you define the term theming in your field?
Why is theming important? (What is the purpose of theming?)
What kind of theming do you like? Do you have any good examples, bad
examples?
In which context have you used the concept? How have you been working with
it?
What is a themed experience?
How is theming relevant within tourism, why?
Do you think theming can be relevant within other domains outside tourism?
How do you think other people (people like yourself) will define the concept of
theming in your context?
How will you describe a themed experience? Please give examples.
When is theming important, in what situations? E.g., the entrance of an area,
dining.
o Do you think there are areas where theming is less important?
Do themed spaces have to be locally connected?
What kind of theming elements do you think a tourist will highlight after

visiting a themed destination, and why?
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3. Theming dimensions
e What kind of specific theming dimensions do you think will influence the
tourists’ satisfaction with themed experiences?
e What kind of theming dimensions do you see emerging in your field, and why?
Please give examples.

e What kind of dimensions do you miss from previous research?

4. Summary

e s there anything else you would like to add or elaborate, as you consider
essential in this context?

¢ Do you have a recommendation for those who want to theme an experience?
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7. Dissertation articles
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Abstract

Theming is used to differentiate places and how they are experienced and is thereby a growing
phenomenon within tourism and society at large. Although there is an increasing body of research
that examines themed environments, there is a lack of empirical studies that explore the concept of
theming and its dimensions in a tourism context. This study aims to contribute to the exploration of
the concept of theming and its dimensions. Based on this aim, a qualitative study was undertaken.
Half-structured interviews with 10 strategically selected key informants in various theming related
fields were conducted over the course of one year. The findings reveal 10 dimensions that were
significant for theming: (i) authenticity, (ii) chronotope, (iii) cohesion, (iv) digital technology, (v)
immersion, (vi) interaction/co-creation, (vii) multisensory, (viii) novelty, (ix) relatability, and (x)
storytelling/narrative. The contributions of this study are both theoretical and practical for tourism.

© 2018 Varna University of Management. All rights reserved
Keywords: Theming, Theming dimensions, Empirical study

Citation: Astrem, J. (2018) Exploring theming dimensions in a tourism context. European Journal
of Tourism Research 20, pp. 5-27

Introduction the concept of theming and its dimensions by
The aim of this study is to add to the examining the scholarly understanding of the
understanding of theming by exploring the concept among practitioners in  themed
concept and its dimensions. Theming enables environments.

service providers to elevate their offerings from

ordinary services to extraordinary experiences, Gilmore and Pine (2002) describe a theme as
stimulate and direct consumption, provide an the dominant idea or organising principle.
escape from reality, create brand tangibility, When this staging process is exercised by

and increase the attractiveness and pull-factor applying a theme, unifying structure and
of a place (Young and Riley, 2002, Brown and organisation, it is called theming (Scheurer,
Patterson, 2000, Kozinets et al., 2002, Schlehe 2004, McLellan, 2000, Stromberg, 2015).
and Hochbruck, 2014, Gilmore and Pine, 2009, Organizations use theming to orchestrate an
Kozinets, 2008). Few empirical studies explore integrated experience, not only through
the concept of theming. The aim is to explore physical means but also through the more
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epitomized theme parks. Furthermore, theming in tourism has been extended to
and made tourist destinations out of malls, pubs, restaurants, retails shops,
gardens centers, museums, cruise ships, hotels, and even neighborhoods,
towns, and cities (Amin & Thrift, 2002; Astrem, 2017; Chang, 2000; Ishak,
Crang, & Ab Karim, 2017; Sherry et al., 2004; Wassler, Li, & Hung, 2015; Zins,
1998). Theming as an art and practice has attracted numerous critics and
academic researchers over recent decades (Brown, 2016). The critique has
primarily revolved around the authenticity of themed spaces. However, the
research on theming and authenticity evolved together with this criticism (e.g.,
Lego, Wood, McFee, & Solomon, 2002; Lego Muioz & Wood, 2009; Milman,
2013; Muiioz, Wood, & Solomon, 2006). Recently, authenticity has been under-
stood as a far more flexible, negotiable, and context-dependent concept (Sinha,
Roy Chaudhuri, Fowler, & Mazumdar, 2018). This paper lends credence to
theming as a scientific and professional field, and themed spaces as destinations
genuinely worthy of thoughtful study. Second, the multidisciplinary nature of
theming means it also includes various other fields, such as cultural studies,
sociology, consumer and behavioral psychology, and branding and marketing
(e.g., Cheng, Du, & Ma, 2014; Cheng, Fang, & Chen, 2015; Dicks, 2007; Jin, Lee,
& Lee, 2015; Kemperman, Borgers, Oppewal, & Timmermans, 2000; Martin, Jin,
& Trang, 2017; Paterson, 2005; Sherry et al.,, 2004). Third, many other profes-
sional areas such as programming, landscaping, interior design, and staff train-
ing can all be affected by the creation, development, and implementation of
a themed space. However, these fields also influence the process and dynamics of
theming. This influence and the interplay with these relations and processes go
to the core of what theming is. How themes can be developed, updated and used
in tourism product development has received some attention (Davis, 1996;
Ham, 1992; Jernsand, Kraff, & Mossberg, 2015; Kozinets et al., 2002; Milman,
2010). Understanding this use of themes means that theming deserves more
attention in education and research in the future. What theming means for
products, services, and experiences need to be thoroughly explored and inter-
preted. An increasing number of studies involve research on themed environ-
ments (e.g., Erb & Ong, 2016; Gao, Scott, & Ding, 2016; Ma, Scott, Gao, & Ding,
2016; Torres, Milman, & Park, 2017; Yan, 2017; Zhang, Li, & Su, 2017).
However, previous research seems to be based on established assumptions
behind the explanations for why businesses theme their market offerings. The
purpose of this study is to add to the underutilized understanding of the purpose
of theming in a tourism context. The focus of this particular study is on the
purposes of theming in tourism because tourism more than any other service
industry can potentially elicit strong emotional and experiential reactions by
consumers (Otto & Ritchie, 1996). Tourism as an industry has both a historical
bond with theming as well as a fundamental link to consumer experiences
(Botterill, 1997; Weinstein, 1992; Young & Riley, 2002). Thus, the objective of
the study is to identify and add to the knowledge base of different purposes of
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