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An obstacle to the research on authenticity in marketing offering is the lack of a cohesive framework. This article contributes to the

literature from a qualitative perspective by synthesizing fourteen different conceptualizations of authenticity. We propose a simplified,

four dimensional framework to describe the authenticity of marketing offerings.
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Extended Abstract
This research reviews and synthesizes the existing conceptualizations of authenticity. Authenticity is becoming a popular topic 

in contemporary literature and business practices. It has been applied to tourism experience (e.g., Wang 1999), music (e.g., Peterson 
2005), leadership behavior (e.g., Bass and Steidlmeier 1999), culture (e.g., Linnekin 1991), education (e.g., Breen 1985), social study 
(e.g., Erickson 1995) and in marketing domains such as service delivery (e.g., Chalmers 2008), consumer rituals (e.g., Wallendorf and 
Amould 1991), consumer possessions (e.g., Grayson and Shulman 2000) and advertising (e.g., Stern 1994). However, the different 
conceptualizations of authenticity create great confusion for both academic researchers and marketing practitioners. 

Confusion still exists when the scope of investigation in narrowed down to the domain of describing authenticity in marketing 
offering. In some articles, while authenticity has been named differently, their meanings are very similar if not identical. For instance, 
an offering which has the characteristic of unbroken commitments to tradition and place of origin, Beverland et al. (2008) calls it pure 
authenticity, while Grayson and Martinec (2004) refer to it as indexical authenticity. More commonly, authenticity (or its component) 
are named the same but referring to totally different aspects of it. For example, it means being genuine and natural when describing a 
commodity or person (e.g., Trilling 1972); trustworthiness when describing messages like advertisements (e.g., Chalmers 2008); being 
historically grounded and/or rooted in traditional modes of production (e.g., Peterson 2005); or similarity between two objects when 
describing products or individuals (e.g., Grayson and Martinec 2004). Therefore, it is vital to clear up this confusion to allow progress 
to be made in this stream of research.

This research provides a qualitative review on the existing literature on authenticity in marketing and identifies fourteen existing 
concepts, namely, indexical, iconic (Grayson and Radan Martinec 2004), natural, original, exceptional, referential, influential (Gilmore 
and Pine II 2007), existential, absolute, symbolic (Leigh, Peters and Shelton 2006), synthetic (Cloud, John, Time 2008), pure, approximate 
and moral (Beverland, Lindgreen, and Vink 2008).

The qualitative review includes two stages. In the first stage, the authors compare and contrast the fourteen conceptualizations of 
authenticity through logical induction. For each dimension, we review the definitions and examples from the article. Then, a panel of 
expert judges in linguistic and in communication reviews each of the conceptualizations and categorize them into four groups based on 
each of their definition and explanation. Afterward, the authors review and pick a conceptualization that best represents the group. We 
avoid creating new names that would lead to more confusion. 

The four groups are: 1) indexical authenticity, which contains originality (which further includes true self or true origin, not a copy 
or imitation), and absolute connection with some time, venue, or person. It incorporates pure authenticity and absolute authenticity. The 
definition of exceptional authenticity is also partially incorporated; 2) iconic authenticity, on the other hand, requires no connection, but 
instead emphasizes on being similar to the object one resembles. It incorporates referential, approximate, symbolic, moral, and synthetic 
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authenticity; 3) existential authenticity, which describes one’s sensation in the whole purchasing experience vis-à-vis the offering alone, 
incorporates the concept of influential authenticity; 4) natural authenticity, which focuses on the natural state of an object, represents a 
unique dimension of authenticity.

In the second stage, we run four focus groups in a large university in Hong Kong. The four groups comprise a good mix of student 
and non-student informants. The purpose is to examine the conceptualization’s similarities and differences from a consumer’s perspective 
and to explore how the four dimensions may link to different consumption behaviors. Informants shares their past consumptions and 
views on various market offerings. Attentions were drawn to their perception of various conceptualization of authenticity describing 
marketing offerings, along with other marketing concepts, such as ethicality, loyalty, satisfaction, and quality. 

Some interesting insights are found. Consumers may use indexical authenticity in judging the quality of a marketing offering and 
the ethically of a purchase (e.g., counterfeits), but their satisfaction evaluation may be associated more with the iconic and existential 
dimensions. Natural authenticity is highlighted when the marketing offering is edible (e.g., ice-cream) or when it can be applied to the 
skin (e.g., skin care product). Furthermore, consumers focus on different dimensions of authenticity when describing different types 
of products and services. In general, the informants find that it is simple and easy to use the four proposed dimensions to describe the 
authenticity of their past consumptions.

This research contributes to the existing literature by reviewing fourteen existing conceptualizations of authenticity and synthesizing 
them into a simple and systemized four-dimensional framework. For academicians, our theoretically based framework eliminates 
overlapping categories in the existing conceptualizations and avoids confusion when one looks up the concept of authenticity. Perception 
of authenticity seems to be product category-specific. The framework should facilitate discussion from different stream of research 
on authenticity. Specifically, future research should explore which dimensions of authenticity are more important in different product 
categories. For practitioners, our framework gives them a simplified big picture as to the major dimension of authenticity that customers 
care about when they evaluate the authenticity of a marketing offering. From a strategic perspective, the four dimensions should be 
studied when offerings are positioned to be authentic.
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Experiential Consumption: A Look at the Performing Arts
Gail Leizerovici, Richard Ivey School of Business, University of Western Ontario, Canada

Today’s marketplace can be described as one which provides and sells experiences. Our economy has seen a natural progression 
from one which started with a focus on commodities during the early part of the 20th century, moving to a goods and services focus, 
with a final orientation on experiences (Pine and Gilmore, 1998). The question of what comprises positive experiences is difficult for 
consumers to articulate (Arnould and Price, 1993). Experiences are vague, and consumers do not necessarily know what to expect nor how 
to evaluate them. In the performing arts context, a more complicated question of how such experiences are received and assessed arises. 
Specifically, this context does not provide a tangible good for a consumer to take home at the end of a performance (except for the show 
program, for example). Arguably, the only “take-away” for the money rendered is the individual’s memory of that experience. 


