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We present a model that depicts the overlapping nature of personal, social, and hedonic experiences that occur in the museumspace.

Although personal experience is often conceptualized as the intrapersonal experiences between the cultural objects and the visitors, its

effects and implications are often interpersonal and hedonic in nature.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A visit to museum is beyond receiving services from the staff 

or knowledge from browsing and reflecting on the experiences of 
interacting with the exhibits.  Instead, service encounters at the mu-
seum should be conceptualized as a theatrical experience, in which 
museum visitors pay to spend time enjoying a series of memorable 
events that the museum stages and to be engaged in an inherently 
personal way (Pine and Gilmore 2011).  So the question becomes, 
“What kinds of experiences do visitors look for and what do they 
find memorable?”  As with any cultural outing, visiting a museum 
involves the juxtaposing of personal experience with the exhibits 
(Goulding 2000; Joy and Sherry 2003), and social experience that 
often shared with friends or family members (Debenedetti 2003).  
Therefore, it becomes imperative to investigate how such seemingly 
ambivalent experiences are enjoyed simultaneously and reflected 
upon after the visit.  In this paper, we propose to examine personal, 
social and hedonic experiences of museum consumption, in particu-
lar, the experiences should also be studied in the social context of 
the companions.  The goal of the present study is to emphasize the 
overlapping nature of museum experiential consumption as well as 
the theoretical implications.  

Although museum visits can be considered as a typical service 
encounter, but the focus of this investigation, the social aspect of mu-
seum experience which includes the interactions between adults and 
children, has been different from what has been previously studied, 
and therefore lends itself to multi-method data collection, including 
six-month observation and visual image capturing of a community 
museum in the United States, 18 group exit interviews, seven ZMET 
interviews, and 32 narratives about personal and pupil field trips to 
the museum.

We present a model that depicts the overlapping nature of 
personal, social, and hedonic experiences that occur in the muse-
umspace, and, by extension, museumspace institutions.  Although 
personal experience is often conceptualized as the intrapersonal 
experiences between the cultural objects and the visitors, its effects 
and implications are often interpersonal and social in nature.  The 
very act of acquiring “new knowledge” from exposing oneself to the 
stimuli offered by museum exhibits can be considered as structur-
ing practices of the society.  Prior research has tended to frame such 
experiences as “embodied.”  However, such framing can mask im-
portant collective and hedonic aspects of museum going.  Social ex-
periences include pursuing for quality time, socializing to proper eti-
quette, and stocking up on cultural capital, have consequences in the 
strength of social relationships and one’s ranking in social standing.  
Visitors may navigate energetically or leisurely in the museumspace 
to engage themselves and their companions to pursue different types 
of experiences.  In today’s experience economy, the museumspace 
encompasses all four experience-realms, educational, entertainment, 
escapist, and esthetic (Pine and Gilmore 2011), which we suggest 
that they are largely emerge from the intersecting of both personal 

and social experiences.  Capturing aesthetic details of exhibits de-
scribes the intersection of the aesthetic based hedonic, personal, and 
social experience, in which visitors attempt to capture memorable 
events with images.  Meeting artists/curators describes the intersec-
tion of emotional based hedonic and social experience, in which visi-
tors overlap visual- and text-based experience with often emotion-
ally charged social interactions with the artists/curators.  Playing at 
staged edutainment describes the interaction of imaginative based 
hedonic and social experience, in which young visitors play to ex-
plore, learn, and be entertained with the interactive exhibits.

This research places consumer experiences at the center of con-
sumption phenomena and provides a typology of various types of 
experiences that are generated in the museumspace.  Our research is 
consonant with Joy’s (2003) contention that museum consumption 
is an embodied personal experience that includes both aesthetic and 
imaginative experience.  However, our work departs from Joy’s both 
in focus and contribution by showing how museum-based hedonic 
experiences overlap with both personal and social experiences, and 
in fact social experiences are not only the results but may be the 
driver for the enjoyment of museum-going (Debenedetti 2003).

Although our primary goal was the development of an emic un-
derstanding of visitors’ experiences of a community museum, through 
a systematic unpacking of informants’ accounts, we also discovered 
evidence of intersecting experiential consumption.  In particular, our 
informants’ tendencies towards engaging in different types of person-
al and social experiences were shaped by their level of cultural capital 
and types and the strength of social relations they are embedded in.  
Those experiences that relate to personal reflections and stocking up 
of cultural capital were evident among those with higher level of em-
bodied cultural capital.  In contrast, social interaction-based hedonic 
experiences are evident among those with school-age children in tow.  
In order to understand more fully the notion of experiential consump-
tion and its relationships with customer satisfaction and involvement, 
it is necessary to identify factors that increase the likelihood of gener-
ating memorable events for the visitors. 
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