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ABSTRACT: 

We focus on the ethical questions associated with the digitization of our experiences. We postulate 
that we are in an unprecedented time for “experience programming” considering that the temporal and 
spatial distance between stimuli, customer or consumer action, data footprint and tracking, and 
contingency (touchpoint) mapping, is narrowing. This and the attention economy pose important 
reflections and dilemmas for both customers and brands. What experiences should we design for? 
What are their implications in the long run? We postulate that firms must involve customers when 
assessing  the implications of experience design and management to guide their actions. We present 
some reflections as to how to be consider the ethical implications of experience design and manage-
ment in the context of digitalization.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Over 20 years ago, Pine and Gilmore (1998) suggested that as we moved toward the commod-
itization of goods and services, we would welcome the experience economy. In other words, 
goods and services would start differentiating and competing in terms of the experiences that 
they delivered to their customers. Since this observation was first described, there has been an 
explosion of research and practice on customer experience design and management (e.g., Pine 
& Gilmore, 2013; Becker & Jaakkola, 2020). Importantly, as with many other contexts, the ex-
perience economy has increasingly found itself in the context of the rapid digitization of many 
aspects of our lives. In this article, we argue that we are in an unprecedented time for “experience 
programming”, and as such, we believe that it is key to discuss some of the key ethical consider-
ations associated with the current context of experience design and management. 

Here, in particular, we describe how the customer experience, as understood throughout 
the customer journey, can be seen through the lenses of the theory of predictive coding of 
perception. This theory postulates that our experience of the world is associated with our brain’s 
guesses of the sources of sensory information in ourselves and our environments, based on our 
previous experiences (Friston & Kiebel, 2009; Mendonça, Curado, & Gouveia, 2020). Given 
this, our previous experiences influence our subsequent experiences. Considering that many 
customer experiences now occur in mixed reality, where online and offline elements merge in 
some cases seamlessly, there is tighter control from brands over what people are exposed to 
throughout the customer journey, repeatedly.

We indicate how the touchpoints that are part of the interaction journey that make up our 
experiences are increasingly digital but also increasingly influenced by key ongoing digital 
transformations, such as immersive technologies (virtual and augmented reality), the internet 
of things (IoTs), artificial intelligence (AI)-powered technologies, and Web 3.0 (a decentralised 
internet powered by blockchain technology). As such, the information delivery is not only 
more precisely controlled and mapped to people’s actions, but it is also more immersive, and 
the computing systems that are used to gather this information can also register and record 
behaviour, such that customers are segmented and appropriate touchpoint contingencies are 
mapped in the right moment of the customer journey.

Considering the aforesaid ideas, as well as the fact that many for-profit and not-for-profit 
organisations are competing for customers’ attention, which is a scarce resource (the so-called 
“attention economy”; e.g., Castro & Pham, 2020; Bhargava & Velasquez, 2020), we believe that 
the current context of experience design presents two fundamental challenges. 
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First, many entities are competing for customers’ attention in a manner that is systematic 
and therefore may influence the attention that customers may be able to place on their own 
life’s journey1. Second, considering that our experience journeys are increasingly digitised, that 
is, they involve multiple digital touchpoints and digital transformations (e.g., Hoyer at el., 2020; 
Petit et al., 2019), we are witnessing what we have coined the “experience programming loop” (see 
Figure 1). Through this concept, we suggest that the temporal and spatial distance between 
customer action, data footprint and tracking, and contingency (touchpoint) mapping, is nar-
rowing. In one way or another, this means that our experiences can, at least in part, be digitally 
programmed, potentially, with increasing precision over time. 

Figure 1. The “experience programming loop”, whereby the temporal and spatial distance between 
customer action, data footprint and tracking, contingency mapping, and learning is narrowing, 
given the mainstream digital touchpoints of the customer journey, and the ongoing digital 
transformations, such as those in mixed reality, IoTs, AI-power technologies, and Web 3.0.

Take, for instance, programmatic advertising (e.g., Samuel et al., 2021). Through this type 
of advertising, it is, for instance, possible to use browsing behaviour (customer action) to gath-
er information about customers and segment them (data footprint and tracking), and to map 
specific, targeted ads (contingency mapping). Based on the responses a given target market has 
to the targeted ads, the firm may be able to refine in a short time their strategy. Whilst this type 
of advertising is not perfect (see Shehu, Nabout, & Clement, 2021, for some of the pitfalls of 
programmatic advertising), it is providing a new way to design experiences whereby there is 
increasing control over customer data-based ad delivery throughout the customer journey in 
digital environments.

It is important to clarify that we do not imply that customers do not have agency (i.e., the 
ability to act independently and produce specific effects), they do (e.g., Bandura, 2018). How-
ever, the increasingly tightly planned digital contexts that many customers (though, by no 
means the totality of the population, see Velasco & Obrist, 2020) are exposed to and the mul-
tiple experience programming loops delivered by a variety of entities, can influence the way in 
which their experiences form and develop, as well as what they attend to in their everyday lives.

Whilst previous research has focused on some of the key ethical challenges associated with 
digital marketing and digital transformations (e.g., Friedenberg, 2020; Hanlon, 2020), the pres-
ent article focuses specifically on the ethical questions that arise from the digitization of our 
experiences. In order to do this, we divide our manuscript into several sections. First, we begin 
by defining and describing customer experience management and why we should care about 
ethics. Second, we move on to discuss how current digital transformations are impacting our 
conception of, and means to, managing customer experiences. In the section that follows, we 
spell out some of the key ethical challenges posed by “traditional” digital touchpoints and 
novel digital transformations. Last but not least, we present some key takeaways, we discuss how 
we may address some of the ethical challenges associated with the new context of customer 
experience management, and some standing issues that future research may address.

1  Is our attention for sale?: Why the ‘attention 
economy’ demands active resistance  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
djdfcD4XsBw&t=26s
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2. WHAT IS CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE MANAGEMENT AND DESIGN 
AND WHY SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT ETHICS

In the past decade, the interest in, and importance of, customer experience management has 
proliferated. It is considered one of the top research challenges in marketing (Homburg et al., 
2017; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; “Research priorities 2016-2018”, 2022), and it has become one of 
the highest priorities for marketers (Accenture, 2015; Dias et al., 2016). Some of the main reasons 
driving the interest in the customer experience relate to the increasing complexity of experienc-
es, the explosion in the number and pervasiveness of touchpoints, and the increasing influence 
of peer customers. These factors have made it increasingly difficult for firms to manage the 
customer experience (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Despite the prominence of customer experience 
for academics and practitioners, there is no agreement on its definition. Nevertheless, Becker 
and Jaakkola (2020) recently conducted a systematic review of the customer experience literature 
and suggested a unified definition building on the most prominent research traditions (i.e., 
customer experience as responses to managerial stimuli vs. as responses to consumption pro-
cesses). Becker and Jaakkola (2020) proposed that customer experience should be defined as 
non-deliberate, spontaneous responses and reactions to the stimuli related to firms’ offerings 
along the customer journey. These customer experience stimuli can lie in (e.g., their website), 
and outside touchpoints (e.g., news coverage), controlled by any firm.

Examining the customer experience throughout the customer journey lens makes it pos-
sible to analyse and manage the customer experience (Jaakkola et al., 2022; Palmer, 2010) and 
uncover why it is imperative to think about ethics. Customer experience management can be 
defined as “cultural mindsets toward customer experiences, strategic directions for designing customer 
experiences, and firm capabilities for continually renewing customer experiences, with the goals of 
achieving and sustaining long-term customer loyalty” (Homburg et al., 2017, p. 377). Based on this 
definition, the touchpoints across the customer journey are at the core of firms’ strategic deci-
sion-making to design and manage experiences that ultimately capture customers’ loyalty. While 
firms cannot create the customer experience per se, they can monitor, design, and dynamically 
manage different stimuli that affect the experience (Jaakkola et al., 2022). As the latter authors 
suggest, customer experience management focuses on understanding the broader customer 
experience throughout the customer journey, designing, monitoring, and influencing the array 
of touchpoints and growing a corporate culture (see Figure 2, for a summary of major touch-
points). Furthermore, the customer experience involves the subjective experiences that the 
different touchpoints in the customer journey trigger to generate brand-related experiences 
(Hoyer et al., 2020), which can encompass multiple dimensions, such as sensorial, emotional, 
cognitive, behavioural, and relational (Gentile et al., 2007; Hoyer et al., 2020).

Figure 2. The changing landscape of touchpoints. Adapted and extended from Gupta & Davin (2019).

The changing landscape of touchpoints
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In order to manage the customer experience, firms need to evaluate and understand the 
customer journey and the stimuli embedded in each touchpoint. Firms have a myriad of tools 
available to do this. Most of these tools focus on visualisation, prototyping, and measurement 
tools to generate insights into the customer experience (De Keyser et al., 2015). Visualisation 
techniques aim at examining customers’ interaction process with the firm. Some of the most 
widely used visualisation tools include customer journey mapping, service blueprinting, and 
customer experience mapping. Prototyping tools are used for testing products and improving 
them before being launched based on customers’ experience with them. Measurement tools are 
used to evaluate the current situation at the different touchpoints. Some common measurement 
tools include sentiment analysis, customer effort score, and net promoter score. Moreover, oth-
er techniques, such as biometrics, eye tracking, and neuroscientific tools, have gained much 
traction in both academic research and practice in the last two decades (De Keyser et al., 2015; 
Verhulst et al., 2019).

The insights derived from examining the customer journey can guide the design of firms’ 
intended experiences. These experiences are based on the factors that firms want to emphasise, 
which can become differentiating factors and hence provide competitive advantages (Gentile 
et al., 2007; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) that improve firm performance (Grønholdt et al., 
2015). Companies can design and manage firm-controlled stimuli to directly impact the cus-
tomer experience (Brakus et al., 2009; Grace & O’Cass, 2004). On the other hand, elements 
outside the company control can be monitored (Becker & Jaakkola, 2020). In addition, as per 
the non-firm-controlled elements, as Jaakkola et al. (2022) suggested, firms can identify oppor-
tunities to extend their influence on the customer journey by partnering with other firms in 
the network (Tax et al., 2013), as well as with customer communities. Indeed, previous studies 
have shown that the total customer experience is co-created by multiple stakeholders (de Goey 
et al., 2017; Lim & Kim, 2018).

In recent years, technology has allowed companies to extend their influence on the custom-
er journey through data. The development of new technologies has allowed companies to collect 
more and new types of data (Bradlow et al., 2017). This proliferation of data has given rise to 
customer surveillance practices. These practices encompass the acquisition, storage, or usage of 
personal data (Plangger & Watson, 2015). For instance, the massive use of social media gives 
unprecedented amounts of user-generated data, which gives company insights into customer 
experiences, not only of products and services but (personal) life in general (Hodgkinson et al., 
2022). Companies can extract multiple types of behavioural data from people’s everyday online 
and physical life, such as scrolling behaviour and geolocation (Holmlund et al., 2020). Moreover, 
companies can now extract personal health data (e.g., heart rate, menstruation cycle data) from 
customers via smartwatches. In today’s digital world, individuals generate vast amounts of data 
that firms can acquire and exploit through big data analytics (Bradlow et al., 2017), for example, 
to obtain market intelligence, which has become a core marketing practice (Moe & Ratchford, 
2018). All this data can help firms obtain competitive advantages by designing and managing 
the customer experience (Holmlund et al., 2020). However, firms’ ownership and use of all this 
data pose risks and challenges, including privacy concerns (Martin & Murphy, 2017), customer 
data abuse (McNamee, 2019; Walter, 2019), and unwanted personalisation of products and 
services offerings (Hayes et al., 2021).

While customer experience management can help firms develop better customer experi-
ences in line with customers’ needs, it can also give companies a great deal of influence over 
how customers experience multiple products and services. The explosion in the number of 
touchpoints, together with recent technological developments, gives companies large amounts 
and types of data, which represents an important ethical challenge for companies, policymakers, 
and society. Customers have already experienced more than one notable case of customer 
experience management abuse. For example, in 2013, Goldenshores Technologies, LLC (the 
developer of one of the most popular flashlight apps for Android phones at the time) deceiv-
ingly shared users’ precise geolocation data and unique device ID with third parties, including 
advertising networks (Federal Trade Commission, 2013). More recently, in 2018, the Cambridge 
Analytica scandal made headlines. Facebook (called Meta Platforms, Inc. since 2021) allowed 
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the consulting firm, Cambridge Analytica, to access Facebook data to create psychological 
profiles of American voters to determine their voting inclinations. These insights were later 
used to try to influence citizens’ voting behaviours (Confessore, 2018). This case evidences 
both the violation of customers’ privacy and the abuse of their data. While these two cases 
made news, they are not the only ones. Mathur and colleagues (2019) analysed approximately 
eleven thousand shopping websites and identified 1,818 instances of design choices that 
benefited the company by coercing, steering, or deceiving customers into making unintend-
ed decisions that could negatively affect them, a practice called dark patterns. As Keiningham 
et al. (2020) argued, newer technologies that may tap into customers’ subconscious will 
likely make manipulation easier. Furthermore, customer experience management tactics that 
consciously leverage people’s emotions to manipulate their experiences require ethical assess-
ment (Sykora et al., 2022). 

Even if one is sceptical of the concept of experience programming, it appears to us unde-
niable that the increasing involvement of digital technologies in the context of customer ex-
perience design and management poses important reflections. For example, if attention is a 
scarce resource, what is the responsibility of firms when it comes to driving people’s attention 
away from their personal journeys to a brand’s experience journey? What are the long-term 
effects of targeted experience management and design? Hence, it is necessary to critically ex-
amine what the digitisation of the customer journey means for the customer experience. This 
becomes even more important in the context of the new, ongoing, digital transformations 
whereby experiences appear to be more immersive and transformative.

3. THE NEW CONTEXT FOR CX MANAGEMENT AND DESIGN:
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATIONS

New digital technologies, including (but not limited to) Augmented Reality (AR)/ Virtual  
reality (VR), Internet of Things (IoTs) technology, Artificial Intelligence (AI), Web 3.0, are radi-
cally transforming customer experiences (e.g., Hoyer at el., 2019; Tan & Salo, 2021). For example, 
Amazon developed a store equipped with sensors and cameras, allowing customers to simply 
take products from the shelves and leave without stopping at a cash register point, removing 
the negative experience of the checkout line (Wingfield, 2018). H&M recently announced that,  
to improve shopping experience, the stores would feature smart mirrors in fitting rooms and 
sales floors, to provide virtual-try-on and personalised styling recommendations (H&M Group, 
2022). These new technologies not only transform the physical in-store experience but can also 
create entirely new online shopping experiences. For example, Gucci recently joined the metaverse 
with a town of its own. Inside the virtual city, visitors can purchase digital Gucci items for their 
avatars (Vault Gucci group, 2022). These digital transformations affect not only the shopping 
experience, but also all the other stages of the customer journey (from pre-transaction to post-trans-
action), along with the creation of new touchpoints (Hoyer et al., 2020). 

But how exactly do these technologies influence the development of customer experiences? 
We present the context of how digital transformations are influencing customer experiences, 
as well as implications for the different stages of the customer journey (Hoyer et al., 2020; 
Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

Pre-purchase. “The first stage—pre-purchase—encompasses all aspects of the customer’s interaction 
with the brand, category, and environment before a purchase transaction” (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016, p. 
76). New digital technologies play an important role here in the decision-making process. IoTs 
are used to combine physical products with digital services and connect them to the Internet (Ng 
& Wakenshaw, 2017). In the pre-transaction phase, they can provide additional information (price, 
origin, promotion) about products, thanks to RFID (radio-frequency identification) tags, barcodes, 
or identification via AI-guided technologies. In this stage, AI-assistance services can also be used 
to advise customers through virtual agents, robots, or chatbots (Xiao & Benbasat, 2007). AI refers 
to “computational agents that act intelligently” (Poole & Mackworth, 2010, p. 3). They are designed 
to simulate human conversations and can thus answer some user queries. By analysing customers’ 
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prior purchases (e.g. via biometric data, such as facial and eye sginatures), they can provide per-
sonalised services and product recommendations (Ameen et al., 2021). 

During the pre-purchase stage, AR, VR and other sensory-enhancing technologies allow 
users to interact with objects virtually and better imagine the experience with the product 
(Petit, Javornik, & Velasco, 2022a; Petit, Velasco, & Spence, 2019b; Petit et al., 2022b). These 
technologies are considered as highly immersive (Scholz & Smith, 2016), interactive (Yim, 
Shu-Chuan, & Sauer, 2017), and capable of providing multi-sensory stimulations (Flavián et 
al., 2021; Petit et al., 2019). AR/VR experiences improve customer’s knowledge about products 
(Yim et al., 2017). They also help them be more explorative and creative, by providing visual-
isation of potential contexts of consumption (Heller et al., 2019; Jessen et al., 2020; Zarantonel-
lo & Schmitt, 2022). The stimulation of different senses, thanks to these new technologies, also 
appears to spark the customers’ imagination (Flavián et al., 2021).

New digital technologies also seem to play an important role during the pre-purchase stage, 
by helping customers to project in the consumption experience. However, there are also some 
critical aspects related to the use of these technologies in this phase, in particular with regard to 
the protection of private data. Customers may have personal concerns about data collection 
through connected objects or AI services (e.g., localization, tracking, and profiling) – (Ziegeldorf 
et al. 2014). By using virtual try-ons (e.g., for make-up or sunglasses), customers can also have 
some concerns regarding the sharing of their biometric data, like facial and eye signatures 
(Cowan, et al., 2021).

Purchase. “The second stage – purchase – covers all customer interactions with the brand and its  
environment during the purchase event itself.” (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016, p. 76). At this stage, new 
digital technologies play an important role in simplifying and securing the transaction. For ex-
ample, IOTs, as in the Amazon store, make it possible to automate payment and save time for 
customers. Such technologies can serve to automatically scan the items in their basket, and deb-
it their personal account directly. Virtual cash registers can also be used to order and initialise the 
payment (Hoyer et al. 2020). In the transaction phase, AI-based services can also provide person-
alised experiences, by individualised offers and promotions (Hoyer et al., 2020). However, such 
automatization of the purchase stage can be perceived as a loss of privacy and control and missing 
human interaction, which can negatively affect the customer experience (Ameen et al., 2021).
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By providing virtual tests of the products, AR and VR devices can reduce choice confusion, 
as well as increase choice confidence during the purchase stage (Garaus & Wagner, 2016). They 
can also make the purchase act more enjoyable and playful for customers thanks to multi- 
sensory stimulations (Heller et al., 2019; Flavián et al., 2021; Zarantonello & Schmitt, 2022). 
Combining different sensory modalities has been shown to positively affect customer value 
judgements and willingness to pay (Heller et al., 2019). However, such enriching experiences 
can also be sometimes disappointing for customers. For example, AR filters often provide en-
hanced images of customers and/or of a related experiential context, which does not correspond 
to the reality of the consumption experience, creating a sort of dissonance between reality and 
virtuality. They can affect the well-being of customers when they receive their products (Batat, 
2021; Javornik et al., 2022).

Post-purchase. The post-purchase stage “…encompasses customer interactions with the brand and 
its environment following the actual purchase” (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016, p. 76). At this stage, new 
digital technologies play an important role in enriching the costumer experience and after-sale 
services. For example, IoTs and AI-based services can be used at home, to optimise customers’ 
uses and needs (e.g. to reduce energy consumption, alert users when products are expired or 
missing from the refrigerator; Hoyer et al., 2020). AR and VR are considered, at this stage, as 
relevant tools to reinforce loyalty and brand attachment. As customers keep on using the devic-
es even after their purchases, they are more likely to maintain the relationship with the brand 
(Farah et al., 2019). However, at this stage, AR and VR can result in greater cognitive dissonance 
(Romano et al., 2021). As noted, products purchased through the idealised self, created through 
filters, do not always match their real self-image. To limit cognitive dissonance, customers can 
limit the consumption of products to virtual environments where they can control their image; 
or even resorting to cosmetic surgery to fit their virtual self (Belk et al., 2022; Dwivedi et al., 
2022; Petit et al., 2022b).

Metaverse and Web 3.0. Whilst the “Metaverse” is considered as an evolution of the Internet, 
whereby immersive technologies add a new layer of realism to the experience, Web 3.0 is con-
sidered as the actual implementation of the initial promise of the Internet, that is, the decen-
tralization of information, in this case based on blockchain technology (Belk et al., 2022). By 
providing new integrations of the physical and virtual worlds (Dwivedi et al., 2022), the metaverse 
is likely to affect all the stages of the customer journey. The metaverse and Web 3.0 are creating 
new types of digital property, and new ways of owning this property through cryptocurrencies 
and non-fungible tokens (NFTs; Belk, et al., 2022). In the field of art, for example, NFTs simplify 
the pre-purchase stage, by eliminating the need for galleries and experts to validate authenticity. 
They secure and facilitate the purchasing phase by eliminating the need for banks and insurance 
companies, and by guaranteeing authenticity by a blockchain (Belk et al., 2022; Gleim & Stevens, 
2021). The post-purchase is also transformed, as customers can only admire the work of art 
through digital interfaces. The metaverse also has consequences on customer-self. Avatars can 
provide a full-body illusion to customers (Gonzalez-Franco & Lanier, 2017). Customers can 
create an avatar very far from themselves, or in an enhanced version, which can affect their 
online behavioural traits (Messinger et al., 2019). They can collect information, buy products 
and consume them through these avatars. Thus, these avatars can be considered as potential new 
buyer personas dissociated from the customers, with completely new motives and needs.

The aforesaid important digital transformations raise questions about the future of the 
customer journey. Can all products potentially be digitalized and sold as NFTs in the metaverse? 
Do they all generate the same sense of ownership? (Belk et al., 2022). Questions also arise about 
how customers’ spending behaviour changes with new currencies, such as cryptocurrencies. 
Are customers more spendthrift or more impulsive in using these currencies? Can representing 
themselves through an avatar potentially change their preference and choice? (cf. Drummond 
et al., 2020). To what extent do the decisions made in the metaverse affect their behaviour in 
the physical world and their well-being? (Belk et al., 2022; Petit et al., 2022b). There are also 
important concerns relating to human rights, legal and ethical issues, particularly with regard 
to security and mental health (Dwivedi et al., 2022) that are important to discuss in more detail.
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4. ETHICS AND CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
MANAGEMENT AND DESIGN

Whereas there are multiple ethical angles from which to see the implications of digital trans-
formations in the context of customer experience design and management, here we focus on 
what it concerns to our experiences. Experiences, according to the Oxford English Dictionary 
are “an event or occurrence which leaves an impression on someone”. As such, it is possible to 
argue that, through experience design and management, one aims to design and manage im-
pressions throughout specific events (in the customer journey) on specific target markets 
(someone). In this sense, the customer journey, as conceptualized by Lemon & Verhoef (2016), 
can be seen through the lenses of the theory of predictive coding of perception. This theory 
postulates that perception refers to our brain’s guess of the sources of sensory information in 
ourselves and our environments, based on our previous experience (e.g., Millidge et al., 2022). 
As such, we do not perceive the world around us as it is but as a combination of how it is and 
how we have experienced it, that is, as we are.

The customer experience is, in a way, formed by the repeated exposure to a given customer 
journey such that our previous experiences influence the subsequent experience. Going through 
the pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase stages of a brand’s journey will determine the way 
in which we experience and interact with said brand the next time we go through that journey. 
If the predictive coding theory of perception is right, what this means is that any previous jour-
ney that we go through, becomes the lens through which we process subsequent journeys. What 
is more, any touchpoints that are part of this journey, as well as their sensory characteristics, 
become that “previous experience”, that later guides the way in which we perceive and experience 
the touchpoints and their sensory characteristics, associated with subsequent journeys. 

Think, for instance, of the first time you experience the YouTube video of a new product. 
Perhaps the firm designed this video to capture your attention during the pre-purchase stage 
of the customer journey. The first time you experience it, you might learn about its colours, 
characters, music, and so on. Later on, when you are exposed to other touchpoints of the brand 
that resemble the contents of this video, you will have already experience that helps you inter-
pret said contents. 

One point to consider here is that, whilst not so long ago we experienced the aforesaid 
repeated journeys in a rather analogue manner, many of us are currently experiencing them 
in mixed reality with unprecedented digital layers. These digital layers, such as mainstream 
digital marketing touchpoints (e.g., inbound and outbound marketing, social media) and the 
ongoing digital transformations, set our customer journeys in mixed reality where offline and 
online elements merge. This context creates what we earlier presented as the “experience pro-
gramming loop”, where the temporal and spatial distance between customer action, data footprint 
and tracking, contingency mapping, and learning is narrowing, and where the touchpoints are 
more immersive and realistic. 

In order to understand this loop, let us look at how the traditional product and touchpoint 
experience development cycle (see Figure 3). Here, we built on the cycle proposal by Ariely 
and Berns (2010) but locate this process in the context of experience design. This development 
cycle typically starts with a concept, which may or may not be evaluated (through either tra-
ditional research methods or neuroscience-based ones, such as functional magnetic resonance 
imagine or fMRI). The concept is then designed and tested again to assess its efficacy in creat-
ing a given experience outcome. Once the firm is confident about this result, the experience is 
delivered and sometimes tested again to narrow the gap between intended and actual experience 
outcome.
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Figure 3. Product and touchpoint experience development cycle. Reprinted from the author manuscript associated with 
Ariely & Berns (2010). Note that, while in this case functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) is used as a way to 
testing concepts, products, brands, and experiences, other consumer neuroscience, digital, and non-digital traditional 
methods can also be used.

As it is possible to see, this traditional process is not only sometimes slow, in the sense that it 
requires different testing stages, with participants brought into, say, the research facilities of the 
firm, but it can also be costly (e.g., Alvino et al., 2020). For example, a company may decide to 
create a specific experience in the point of purchase, say, a promotions event, where samples of 
the product are given while a music band plays congruent music. In order to assess the effec-
tiveness of this experience when it comes to facilitating purchase intention, may be evaluated 
at the concept, design, or post implementation stages. Throughout this iterative process, the 
firm may decide to fine tune the strategy.

Now, think of this same process in the context of mixed reality, where products, services, 
touchpoints, and related experiences are offline too but increasingly digital. The process pre-
sented in Figure 3 not only becomes faster, but it now also involves much more data associated 
with the different events associated with a given experience journey. Importantly, touchpoint 
delivery and control, by considering the ongoing digital transformations, can be highly immer-
sive and hyperreal (Slater et al., 2020; Slater, 2021; Velasco et al., 2021). Now think of the same 
promotions event mentioned above, but this time, it happens in a digital point of purchase. The 
ongoing interaction with said experience, which may come in the form of a live streaming or a 
pre-recorded communication, can be tracked, sometimes in real time, to adjust the experience. 

However, it is worth mentioning that research and design on experiences needs not to 
follow the traditional approach or the one that capitalizes on the digital elements of the cus-
tomer journey. Indeed, firms may actually capitalize on both, and thus, increase the predictive 
power of, and influence on, customer experiences. For example, a firm may follow the offline 
path to characterize, through consumer neuroscience, possible responses to specific digital 
touchpoints, such that this provides insight into the design of digital interactions. At the same 
time, the firm may refine and adapt in real time that touchpoint by considering the real-time 
interactions with it in the mixed reality customer journey.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

If our experiences are our brain’s best guesses of the sources of sensory information in ourselves 
and our environments, based on our previous experiences, our customer experiences are our 
brain’s best guesses of the offers of value in the marketplace, based on our previous experienc-
es with said offers. As digital technologies and transformations become more ubiquitous in 
our customer journey’s, firms will have more control over the experiences that we go through, 
such that they influence our subsequent experiences with their offers of value. Whilst, again, 
this does not rule out the agency that we have when it comes to our presence and choices in 
the marketplace, we postulate that it, at least increases the likelihood of a firm attaining a 
given experience in their target market. This creates a context of tight competition for people’s 
attention, and given that attention is a scarce resource, this can, at the personal level, deviate 
people from attending to their own life’s journey. What is more, this can, at the social level, 
guide our collective experiences toward in specific directions.

Experience design and management is not good or bad per se. It is just a body of knowledge, 
tools, and procedures that can be used for either good or bad. Both the attention economy and 
the “experience programming loop” raise questions about ethical implications of how we use the 
current means for experience design and management. 

We believe that firms, but any other entities dealing with experience design and management 
should, at the very least, consider the implications of their actions for their target markets as a 
group, the individuals that are part of them, and society at large. These considerations should 
be thought of, not only in terms of short- but also long-term implications. 

We also believe that, given the orientation of many firms toward experience at present, they 
should implement an ethics committee that includes their customers, and perhaps other actors 
(e.g., philosophers), such that any experiences designed follow considerations beyond short-
term goals and consider the wellbeing of the different stakeholders (e.g., Kuokkanen & Catrett, 
2022).

To conclude, we think that the aforesaid ethics committee may deliberate on the compo-
nents of the definition of experience. If an experience is an impression formed by a specific 
event or occurrent, they should consider explicitly: The background (why) of the impression, 
what impression they want to design, in what event (when), how (with what specific means), 
for who (what the target market is and its characteristics), and by whom it is designed (Velasco 
& Obrist, 2020). Whilst considering these questions, the firm and the customers may shape the 
direction that they give to experience design and management initiatives.
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