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‘Experience’ on the web: a benchmark between firm samples

Publication summary

The aim of the paper is to understand if there are differences on web sites and then identify
them among firms who communicate customer experience on line and the ones that do not
directly communicate the experiential marketing use on line. To look at the different
communication strategies used on line, two different firm samples have been selected and
compared examining issues like the type of experience communicated on line, information
and participation tools used, accessibility and navigability features, etc. Results show how
the firm sample which communicates the experiential marketing strategy and instruments
on line uses more participation tools, paying attention to both accessibility and navigability
and seems to use the web site as part of its overall experiential marketing and
communication strategy. However, further investment appears necessary to make the
customer communication in this media really effective. The ‘control” sample seems to pay
more attention to the information function of the web site and seems not to use it to

establish a relationship with its customers, based on the experiential marketing strategy.

Keywords: experiential marketing, customer relationships, on line communication strategies

and tools, manufacturing firms.

1. Introduction

Experiential marketing is becoming a more and more interesting approach to
marketing studies and application nowadays, as some firm success cases show (eg.
Acquario di Genova, Europcar, Feltrinelli, Illy, Prada, Siemens). It is based on the
consideration that to built, but overall maintain and support, a reciprocal and effective
relationship with customers which is so important to firm success, it’s important to
involve them in some memorable and unforgettable experiences. These can be proposed
in each of the steps of the acquiring decision process and also after sales, to have
suggestions and/or feedback necessary to better satisfy clients’ needs and desires so build
customer loyalty. This “links’ the customer, in a stable way, to the firm, its brands and its
products/services. Much research has been done over recent years on this subject, with

theoretical and empirical works from authors all over the word (see § 2). In this paper,



however, we focus our attention only on one aspect of the approach which seems not to
have been sufficiently investigated: the communication on line of the experience and
how it affects the way firms create, organize and manage their internet communication.
This because the communication of experience is an important factor to successfully
implement and support an experiential marketing approach, especially using internet,
considering the even more important role this communication media is acquiring in the
search and selection of information by potential and effective customers (see § 3).

So the aim of the paper is to establish the existence of differences in
communication on line among firms, which can be found from an internet user through
some keyword linked to experiential marketing approach and a ‘control’ sample of firms,
extracted from the 500 Fortune firm list of the year 2007, all belonging to manufacturing
sectors. To carry out this survey the sole perspective used in the paper is that of the web
surfer looking for information on the internet, without considering the firm perspective in
building and managing its communication on line issues. Factors considered range from
the type of experience on line to instruments made available by firms on their web space
to stimulate customer participation in firm life and activity and try to build a reciprocal
and stable relationship with them, based on experience and trust. Thanks to this study we
wish to better understand the application of experiential marketing features in on line
communication by different firm samples and then to discover the reasons for the
differences we expect to find in the two selected samples.

To do so, after a brief review of the literature on the experiential marketing issues
and its benefits (see § 2) and on the communication on line features and importance of
present day communication mix (see § 3), we formulate the research hypothesis to be
validated (see 8 4). Then we describe the methodology used in selecting and comparing
the samples (see § 5) and we illustrate the results and discuss them (see § 6). We then
conclude examining some managerial implications, some limitations of the study and

also how this same topic can be further explored (see § 7).

2. The experiential marketing approach: a review of the literature
In recent years the experience concept has become more and more interesting for
researchers in customer studies and creates a specific approach to marketing called
experiential marketing. The multi-dimensional and complex nature of this concept has
required the support of other scientific disciplines (psychology, sociology, anthropology and



ethnology), leading to a proliferation of literature on the subject and to some different
perspectives, depending on socio-cultural and time frame differences.

Some authors have conceived the consumption experience as an activity focussed on
imagination, enjoyment and pleasurable sensations (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982;
Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982) in which the individual expresses his own identity and
personality (Mooradian and Olver, 1994) and distinctive characteristics which consciously or
subconsciously limit and/or reinforce the consumption experience commitment. This
experiential view approach attributes relevance to the composite nature of the consumption
process, to the symbolic, aesthetic and hedonistic consumption variables bringing together the
rational/functional components with the emotional/hedonistic ones. This new approach to the
consumption experience differentiates from the traditional one which views it as a mere act of
destruction (Firat and Dholakia, 1998), based on a purely utilitarian functional and rational
logic. Following this new perspective, the consumption process is connected to complex
cognitive, emotional and affective processes which activate during the interaction between the
individual and the offering system (Firat and Venkatesh, 1993; Firat, Dholakia and
Venkatesh, 1995; Firat and Shultz, 1997). Specifically this interaction must be able to
generate a high level of consumer involvement and to evaluate the interaction experienced
(Addis, 2007). The more the level of interaction increases the more the link created between
the individual and the offering system becomes so intense that the individual becomes
immersed in the consumption experience (Caru and Cova, 2006). This creates some
interesting effects on the customer value perception.

Other authors have dedicated their work to the design of customer experiences
adopting the approach used by cultural and artistic firms, in order to make the consumption
experience spectacular. In this way the firm manages to transform the consumer into spectator
or actor (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). With the creation and management of the experience as a
personal and memorable event (Pine and Gilmore, 1998), firms attract and involve the
consumer and this represents, not only the most advanced form of value creation, but above
all the true competitive scene from which firms cannot withdraw (Smith and Wheeler, 2002).
In this context new principles, rules and managerial techniques are defined to identify the
offer, stimulating the senses, imagination and passion. Also new ways through which firms
can excite emotions are created thanks to instruments such as products, environment, sales
channels, packaging, communication, brand, web site and new media (Schmitt, 1999; Smith
and Wheeler, 2002; Berry, Carbone and Haeckel, 2002; Brown, 2003; Haeckel, Carbone and
Berry, 2003; LaSalle and Britton, 2003). According to the Schmitt model (1999), these tools



permit the design and realization of the holistic experience, based on a harmonious
combination of sense, feel, think, act, relate type of experience. So, in this different scenario,
the firm must make investment decisions in order to: a) realize a wide experiential system
which includes differentiated and complementary goods and/or services capable of increasing
the customer needs; b) reorganize all physical and virtual forms and also means of client
interaction (personal and technology), allowing him a choice of elements with which to build
his personal experience, based on his desires, preferences and personality. In doing so the
experiential marketing investments become effective for two different reasons. The first, is
that consumer participation and involvement increases making the client more positive
towards the product, the brand and the firm, influencing his preferences. The second is that
the differences perceived between brands is accentuated. In this case the experimential
marketing approach can have a decisive role in supporting differentiation strategies which
make the offer difficult for competitors to imitate.

In this scenario new technologies, and internet especially, can have an exceptional and
relevant role being interactive and invisible (Norman, 1998) creating personal consumption
experiences. This allows the traditional sector firms to: a) improve their goods and services in
different ways: b) integrate and enrich the information necessary to affect purchase and
consumption choices; c¢) supply new formats of entertainment based communication; d)
facilitate and stimulate the involvement, participation and sharing of experience, ideas,
suggestions, obtaining immediate feedback; e) constantly present new discussion subjects and
new interaction formats to attract their target. Just think of special sites planned and created
by multinational companies, similar to virtual theme parks, where it is possible to watch
videos, exchange information and suggestions, listen to music, participate in competitions,
games and forums, in order to make the visit enjoyable and to collect information about
needs, desires and consumer preferences. These new technologies which make the creation of
multimedia, interactive and personal relationships with the customer possible can be
considered as premises for the growth, development and consolidation of collaborative
relations based on experimental and co-evolving processes. These relationships contribute to
the generation and accumulation of firm value, creating a collaborative stable and faithful
customer base, generating positive outcomes not only in cash flow but above all for potential

value which stable customer relationships can generate (Costabile, 2001).



3. The role of internet as a strategic communication media

Nowadays internet represents more and more a strategic communication tool for firms
which wish to be more visible in their market and manage their communication with
customers in an integrated way (Kent and Taylor, 1998). In fact, the web represents not only
an information tool, but also a very particular strategic media to built and support bilateral
collaborative relationships with customers and amongst them, thanks to some special
characteristics. Among these: a) the continuous access and availability of data and
information in the way and at the time desired by the web surfer; b) the possibility of
immediately transferring this information and data; c) the interactivity of this media, the only
one that allows the creation and maintenance of reciprocal relationships between people all
over the world, which can also support the ‘word of mouth’ mechanism, so important to firm
success (e.g. chat, forum); d) the communication individuality which the web allows unlike
other media, which permits the selection of desired information but also people to get in touch
with. This allows, on the one hand, the combination of special advantages of other mass-
media, like for example television, with the ‘personalization’ of relationships with some
selected people. On the other hand, gives the possibility to design and obtain the desired
product from the firm which, in this way, can better satisfy the expressed needs of its
customers. Some examples of the benefits above are represented by Dell and Mattel for
Barbie: they allow their web site visitors to choose each component of the computer or the
doll they desire and deliver it all over the world, making the experience on line unforgettable
and memorable because the customer directly participates in product design which the firm
will then realize just for him; e) the integration of communications and transactions, made
possible thanks to ever more advanced technologies and tools and to ever safer software for
money transfer (Bauer, Grether and Leach, 2002). These internet characteristics allow the
activation of new ‘dialogue forms’ between firms and customers, giving the firms new
opportunities to answer different web surfer requests more rapidly and precisely and, in this
way, create stable relations based on trust (Bauer, Grether and Leach, 2002; Castell, 2006;
Kent, Taylor and White, 2003; Walther, Gay and Hancock, 2005), which is the final goal of
the consumer experience firms propose and renew over time.

To fully evaluate the role of internet in the firm communication mix it also seems
important to point out the role of the web in today’s media scenario. In fact, it must be
remembered that the use of this new media has been rapidly growing over the last year (+
78%) compared to what happens for all other media, newspapers and magazines less read and

television which is growing less rapidly compared to the increase in 2007 (Livraghi, 2008a).



Livraghi (2008b) in his last survey affirms that the number of people who, more or less
frequently, use internet in Italy ranges between 15 and 19 million. In June 2008 Italians using
internet occasionally were 18.9 million (17.9 million from home or work computers), with an
average connection estimated at 5 times a week, but the use of internet is becoming a stable
habit and fewer people use it occasionally (Livraghi, 2008b). The ISTAT institute in 2008 did
a survey on information and communication technologies which clarified that Italian families
between 2006 and 2007 left the slower connections and chose the more rapid ones: the short
range passed from 18.7% to 14.7% of the interviewed sample and the use of the wide one
clearly increased (+ 8.2%). This data shows internet connection use has increased decidedly
for Italian families and people choose the more rapid and effective systems readily available
nowadays (the total data passed from 33.1% in 2006 to 37.3% in 2007) (Istat, 2008). A trend
compatible with that of the number of connections and also with motivations and use of the
internet by web surfers today. In fact, the same survey (Istat, 2008) points out that most
people use internet to send and receive e-mail (77.3%), but 64.8% of the sample connect to
find information about products and services and to learn something of personal interest
(54.7%). The number of people who use internet to play, download toys, images and music is
rapidly growing (it passed from the 32.3% in 2006 to the 39.9% into 2007), like the use of
radio and television on line, which increased from 14.8% to 21.4% in just 12 months. Read
together this data suggests people use internet not only as an integrative information tool
among others, like newspaper and television, but more and more as the only media to refer to
when looking for information, experience, shopping, etc. or to contact a firm. This is true
overall when the web site visit results in a memorable and unforgettable experience, when
firms manage to retain the web surfer on their web space to establish or maintain a reciprocal
relationship. But this is only possible if the web site contains a great deal of information and
overall participation tools which allow the web surfer to have a special experience
immediately on line, without any delay. Remembering and exchanging with the firm and with
other customers, the customer activates the ‘word of mouth’ mechanism and gives the firm
the feedback it needs to better respond to the clients’ needs and desires. In fact, internet with
its special characteristics appears to be the best media to create and maintain a good and
strong relationship with potential and effective customers because of the interactivity,
personalization and multimedia function it allows, where the firm also realizes an
unforgettable experience on line to be remembered and immediately exchanged.

For the above reasons we have conducted a survey which compares the characteristics

of two different firm samples trying to understand if these companies are sufficiently aware of



the great opportunity internet offers, not only for communicating the experience lived on or
off line, but also for creating and maintaining stable and reciprocal relationships with

potential and effective customers based on trust.

4. Hypothesis

The consumption experience today has become a dominant theme in which firms are
investing heavily. The benefits derived from effective investments in consumption experience
in new differentiation offering system areas (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2003) and
subsequent competitive advantages are numerous (see 8 2). The cases of companies like
Acquario di Genova, Europcar, Feltrinelli, Prada and Siemens, who have developed strong
emotional, hedonistic and aesthetic potential of their goods and services, in order to provide
the consumer with a rich and valued experience, are significant. Through customer experience
the company introduces a change in the way of interaction with his target, design and
realization of the offering system, focussing on the emotional involvement, collaboration and
participation of the consumer. To achieve this, firms can use all available tools ranging from
the most traditional to the most advanced. However it’s true that firms, even though aware of
the advantages of new technologies and internet, achieve their goals progressively. So today
not all firms use the most advanced instruments available and the direct experience on line is
not so easy to find. In fact, a contemporary survey showed as most on line selected firms,
thanks to a keyword research on the web (see 8§ 5), communicate on line the experience to
follow through, when the customer wants, off line. For the ‘control” sample, given the
methodology used to do the selection which excluded the firms found through keywords
related to the experiential marketing approach, one can hypothesis that few or no firms
communicate the experience on line, completed on or off line.

Hypothesis 1. Firms in the ‘experience’ sample communicate on line above all the

experience carried out off line.

To communicate the experience on line, but also to make the web site visit interesting
and unforgettable, software provides a lot of tools which can be divided into information and
participation instruments. The first ones are used to give information to web surfers about the
firm, the events it organizes, its activities, etc., but they don’t allow any kind of exchange of
data or information. The second ones are instruments which allow the exchange of
information and opinions between the firm and web surfers visiting its web site (eg. blog, web

2.0 platform), but also between customers who meet each other on the firm web site (eg.



forum, chat). The “‘experience’ sample is expected to have a large number of both information
and participation tools compared with the ‘control’ sample, because of its explicit will to
communicate the experience on line and, in particular, to prefer the participation instruments
to the information ones. This is connected to the fact that firms who want to communicate the
experience have a great opportunity to do so on line, thanks to the large number of
participation tools which allows the exchange of data, information, experiences and feedback,
possible only on the web and so exploit all the benefits internet, with its interactivity and
multimedia, allow. This expectation is not so straight forward as it could at first seem. This is
because in the choice each firm makes in the number and type of participation and
information tools, the role of the relationship between costs and benefits is also important. In
fact even if it’s true that costs related to new technologies decrease constantly over time it’s
also true that benefits related to these new technologies (alone or in combination) are not well
known. Above all this is true regarding the real effectiveness they have in reaching the
customer, changing his relationship with the firm and effectively involving him in the
proposed experience. So even if the ‘experience’ sample is expected to have more
participation tools than information ones, for the reasons above, we don’t expect to have a
great number of them in each of the analysed web sites because of the unfamiliar relationship
between the benefits and cost of these instruments.
In contrast the ‘control’” sample, selected looking at the Fortune 500 best firms of
2007, is expected to use a large number of information tools because big companies normally
consider the web site a necessary investment to supply information to customers, but they do
not explicitly communicate any experience on line and so the number of participation tools is
expected to be lower than the one in the ‘experience’ sample.
Hypothesis 2. In firm web sites of the “‘experience’ sample, information tools are less used

than participation ones in comparison with the “control’ sample.

The interaction and participation of individuals is especially significant in the digital
world which has widened firms’ options, because various technical characteristics can
influence perceived and consumption behaviour. These spaces, if well designed and
developed can facilitate the complete immersion of the consumer in the navigation
experience, creating surprising situations of a high level of emotional and hedonistic
involvement, able to influence his perceptions. Environments so created put together with a
series of on line services allow new forms of experimentation which help to define the entire

offering system and innovation processes. This permits a greater empowerment to the



individual whose capacities and abilities need to be taken into account by the management
when deciding on the experience proposed. Based on these considerations it is possible to
hypothesize that in the case of the ‘experience’ sample, services directly available on line are
more numerous compared with those in the ‘control’” sample. In fact, we expect the latter to
use the web only for information and not interaction.
Hypothesis 3. In firms of the ‘experience’ sample there is a greater number of services on
line compared with the ‘control’ sample.

The web site is certainly the most widespread complex virtual communication context.
The heterogeneity and dynamism of recent forms underlines a clear evolutionary tendency for
the site from a “static window’ in digital form (Pastore e Vernuccio, 2006), representing the
firm and its offering system, to an important interaction space with the customer using the
one-to-one relation logic (Peppers e Rogers, 2001). However as the site must be easily usable
by any client it is necessary that it be easily accessible and navigable. In other words,
accessibility means making the site more easily usable by anybody without taking into
consideration their ability or lack of ability. In fact, when a site has been correctly designed,
developed and edited, all users have the same chance of acquiring the information present and
accessing all available functions. Navigability permits easy navigation within the site and the
acquisition of information in a short space of time (research engines, site maps, rationality of
the hyper-textual structure, etc.). Accessibility and navigability of the site are very important
so the user can experience the moment of web surfing in an enjoyable, emotional and
pleasurable way and above all find the required information quickly, without having to carry
out further research leaving the site to satisfy his knowledge and enjoyment needs. For this
reason, firm web sites in the ‘experience’ sample are expected to have these two
characteristics. However, also in the ‘control” sample, considering the role of the firms
included and the methodology used for the selection of the sample, these characteristics are
expected to be present.

Hypothesis 4. In firm web site of the ‘experience’ sample accessibility and navigability

features are just as important as for the ‘control’ sample.

To test the above hypothesis we selected the two analysed samples to be benchmarked

in different ways and then conducted our survey following the methodology illustrated below.
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5. Methodology

To understand if firms which explicitly communicate the experience on line build and
manage their web site communication features differently from other firms which don’t
communicate it clearly on line, we define two different samples.

The ‘experience’ one was selected considering the typical way a web surfer searches
for information. He normally types some keywords in the search line of an internet engine he
has already selected. We imitate this way of searching for information, looking at the four
most important search engines in Italy: Yahoo.com, Google.com, Virgilio.it and Msn.com.
and typing the following words: marketing esperienziale, experiential marketing, shopping
experience, concept store, esperienza, experience. We consider 5 pages of results (50 records)
for each keyword in each internet engine analysing 1,200 web sites. A SEMS survey (2007)
states that Italian internet users rarely go beyond the second page, so 5 pages can be
considered a good sample to analyse. It is important to point out that not all of the 1,200
records we have found are included in the analysis, we exclude all records that don’t open, are
still in a building phase or do not concern the subject studied (experiential marketing). We
create an excel form to load all findings, using the first column to indicate the name of the
firm corresponding to the found web site and other columns (one for each of the 4 search
engines considered) to count how many times a firm web site appears. We then sum all times
a firm web site appears in all search engines and sort them into a decreasing order to extract
the ones that appear at least twice. In this selection we only consider manufacturing firms and
the resulting sample was of 17 firms, with a frequency ranging from 5 to 2. It’s interesting to
notice that just one firm appears in all of the four search engines analysed, 2 in 3 of them, 8 in
2 and 6 just in one, but always more than once. This first step of the survey was conducted
between the 1% of May and the 15" of June 2008.

To select the “control” sample we consider the manufacturing firms in the 500 Fortune
firm list of the year 2007. We eliminate the ones that appear in the research done to select the
‘experience’ sample (even if they appear once), then we select the first 17 firms as they come.

After selecting the two samples to benchmark, we visit each firm web site and analyse
them thanks to a form we have already prepared divided into various sections (Aquilani and
Lovari, 2008). The first one considered the communication on line of the experience on or off
line and the type of experience eventually proposed looking only at the one explicitly cited in
the web site. The second one concerned information tools like ‘event announcement’,
‘history’ of the firm, “institutional video’, ‘FAQ’, ‘link’ to other web sites, ‘web TV’ to see on

line, ‘podcast’, ‘e-magazine’, etc, and participation tools, in particular ‘social networking’,
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‘forum’, “chat’, ‘downloadable material’, “‘web 2.0 platform’. The third one took into account
the presence on the analysed web sites of on line services such as ‘service list’, ‘intranet’, ‘on
line payments’ and ‘reserved area’ to check if they are used in the two sample firm internet
sites. The fourth and last one was dedicated to accessibility and navigability tools available on
the analysed web sites as ‘information on privacy’, ‘different browsers’, ‘disabled people’
dedicated space, to look at the accessibility issue and presence of ‘menu’, ‘back to homepage’
in each page, ‘search’ function, availability of the ‘map’ of the web site and ‘help’ section to
evaluate navigability ease.

All data collected was progressively loaded in two different excel sheets to maintain
the two samples separate, but making them comparable thanks to the use of the same loading
grid and labels. We then use the same software to process the information.

All results obtained thanks to the above methodology are used to test the hypothesis
we formulate (see § 4) and are presented and discussed in the following section.

6. Results
In this section we illustrate the results of the survey and discuss them to validate the

hypothesis formulated above.

6.1. Experience communication on line, information and participation tools
The first hypothesis concerns the experience communicated on line. As shown in table
1, the “experience’ sample communicates on line the experience carried out off line 11 times
and in 6 cases permits the experience directly on line. The most explicitly communicated
experience is the ‘entertainment’ one, for 6 firms carried out off line and for 4 firms carried
out directly on line. Surprisingly 2 firms, found through the experiential marketing keywords
used for the research, didn’t communicate any type of experience on their web site. Just one

firm communicated on line three different types of experiences directly on the firm web site.
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Table 1. Type of experience communicated on line — ‘experience’ sample
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From the table above it is clear that most firms of the ‘experience’ sample
communicate on line the experience carried out off line (11 times against 6 times) like events
to attend, products to try visiting a shop, etc. A different situation from the one emerging from
the ‘control’ sample (see table 2) for which it is clear that 14 firms don’t communicate on line
the experience carried out on or off line at all and just three provide music which can be heard

visiting their web site.

Table 2. Type of experience communicated on line — ‘control’ sample

2l E| 3
gl & ¢

Type of experience
Off 14 14
On 3 3
Total 14 3 17

Looking at these results it seems clear that the ‘experience’ sample needs to make
further investment in the experience communication on line to exploit all the possible benefits
the web allows (see § 3). But it is also true that the *control’ sample too seems unaware of
web potential to help build relationships with customers, because only 3 firms use just one of
the tools internet provides to make navigation more fascinating and to keep the web surfer on
the firm web site longer. This results in a waste of time and resources if we think that
customers are increasingly looking at internet as a primary information tool (see § 3) and
retaining a customer on the firm web site can be the first step to building a relationship with
him (Caru and Cova, 2006) and also to acquire more information about the surfer’s specific

desires and aspirations, in order to better satisfy him ahead of competitors.

13



From the above considerations it seems that Hypothesis 1 can be fully validated,
because the experience communicated on line by the selected sample is mostly that
experienced off line. Then firms in the ‘control” sample show little use of experience
communication on the web. Further more, the “control’ sample, doesn’t seem to use the web
to attract a larger number of internet users or make visiting their web site more interesting and
spend time on it, using the experiential marketing strategy, nor even use this media at the top

of its potential to forge customer relationships and loyalty.

Looking more closely at tools used to communicate on line, table 3 shows the number
of information and participation tools found in the ‘experience’ sample and table 4 shows the
same results for the ‘control’ sample. It seems clear that fewer firms grouped in the
‘experience’ sample use a large number of information tools compared to the ones of the
‘control’ sample. But an inverse situation emerges looking at the number of participation tools

used by firms in both samples.

Table 3. Number of information and participation tools — ‘experience’ sample

Number of information tools
Number of
participation tools | 0 112 3 4 6 7 8 9 Total
0 1 1
1 1 1|1 2 5
2 1 2 1 4
3 1 1 2
4 1 2 1 4
5 1 1
Total 1 2 |1 1 1 2 4 4 1 17

Table 4. Number of information and participation tools — ‘control’ sample

Number of information tools
Number of participation tools 2 4 6 7 8 9 Total
0 1 1 2 2 1 7
1 1 1 3 1 6
2 1 1 1 3
3 1 1
Total 1 1 2 4 6 3 17

These results are not surprising if we consider that firms grouped in the ‘experience’
sample communicate the experience on line. To do so, they need a large number of
participation tools to make the experience enjoyable on line or to tempt the web surfer to
enjoy the proposed experience off line, visiting a shop or participating in an event. The firms

14



in the “control’ sample are big companies which are not so interested in communicating the
experience on line and prefer to invest in providing information to customers and web surfers
more generally, using other marketing strategies and tools.

Better focussing the analysis we can look at tables 5 and 6 which illustrate the
different tools respectively used by the ‘experience’ sample and the ‘control’ one. Looking at
them it clearly appears that firms in the ‘experience’ sample have more technologically
advanced information tools in their web site (e.g. web tv, e-magazine, podcast) compared
with the ones found in the ‘control” sample, even if in the latter the information tool average
shown by each firm is 7.2, so higher than the one found for the ‘experience’ sample (5.2).
Table 6 also shows that in the “control’ sample ‘contacts’ is the most used information tool
(all firms have them), an indication of the will firms have to help surfers contact them, if
necessary. We can also add that, for this sample, generally all tools regarding information
about the company (e.g. firm information and data, history, agenda, etc.) are widely used.
Less attention seems to be dedicated to the information tools analysed by the ‘experience’
sample that considers putting an ‘event announcement’ panel on the home page quite
important, like the web TV when it is enjoyable on line, even if the institutional video appears
7 times (5 in the ‘control” sample) and the section FAQ is available in 6 web sites (1 firm has
it in the ‘control’ sample).

Table 5. Type of information tools — Table 6. Type of information tools —
‘experience’ sample ‘control’ sample
Firm Number
Information tools number Information tools of firms
Event announcements 14 Contacts (telephone numbers, etc.) 17
Press communications 12 Press communications 16
Contacts 12 Event announcements 15
History 10 Firm information and data 15
Agenda 9 History 14
Firm information and data 9 Agenda 13
Institutional video 7 Newsletter 8
FAQ 6 Rss feed 7
Link 5 Institutional video 5
Web TV 3 Link 5
E-magazine 1 Press release 2
Podcast 1 Intranet 1
FAQ 1

From the data above it seems that in the ‘experience’ sample less attention is paid to

the information tools investigated in this survey, except for the most technologically advanced
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ones, compared with the ‘control’ sample. An inverse situation seems true for the
participation tools we look at in this study. In fact, looking at tables 7 and 8 it is immediately
clear that participation tools are widely used by firms in the ‘experience’ sample (11 of them
have a download section, just one has a unique participation tool; 11 have the web 2.0
platform, 4 times as the sole participation tool; 4 make chat available to their visitors), instead
of what appears for the “‘control” sample (1 web site has free download material, 2 have a web
2.0 platform and just one allows the use of chat to web surfers on its web site). On average
firms in the ‘experience’ sample have 2 participation tools in each of their web sites, and
firms in the ‘control’ sample have just one, with 7 firms which have none. Only the *social
networking’ participation tool is quite familiar in the ‘control” sample compared with the

‘experience’ one (respectively in 8 and 6 firm web sites).

Table 7. Type of participation tools — Table 8. Type of participation tools —
‘experience’ sample ‘control’ sample

Number Number

Participation tools of firms Participation tools of firms
Downloadable material 11 Social networking 8
Web 2.0 platform 11 Forum 2
Social networking 6 Web 2.0 platform 2
Chat 4 Chat 1
Forum 2 Forum with firm managers 1
Manager contact 1 Downloadable material 1
Publication of questions and answers 1 Blog 1

The above data seems to suggest that firms grouped in the ‘experience’ sample have a
more open approach with a greater degree of openness to their customers and more in general
to web surfers entering their web site, trying to capture their attention and encouraging them
in get in touch with the firm and/or other web surfers they meet on the company web space.
So hypothesis 2, which suggests that participation tools are preferred by firms in the
‘experience’ sample, instead of information tools chosen by firms in the “control’ sample, can
be easily validated. This same consideration can also be read, for the ‘experience’ sample, as
a consequence of the will to communicate the experience on line, but also to tempt web
surfers to remain on the web site as long as possible to have an experience directly on line,
making full immersion in the proposed experience possible (Cart and Cova, 2006). In fact,
this can really help the firm to rapidly and fully satisfy them ahead of competitors, but can
also help gain support from web surfers, its brand and its product image. This can also help to
build a positive opinion of the company, creating a differentiated perception of the firm
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offering system from that of its competitors. In this way, the company creates a stable
relationship with clients and enhances customer loyalty which is so important for firm success
and performance.

Looking further at tables 3 and 7 it’s important to point out than even if the
participation tool number is, as expected, higher in the ‘experience’ sample than in the
‘control’ sample, these instruments don’t seem to be widely used by firms. In fact, in only 4
web sites of the ‘experience’ sample we found the presence of 4 participation tools and in just
one, the use of 5 of them. This seems to show, quite clearly, a still reduced confidence in the
effectiveness of these instruments, not enough research has been done to justify serious

investment in these tools to communicate the experience on line.

6.2 On line services, accessibility and navigability

After examining the various instruments available on firm sites of the two samples
compared, it seems necessary to focus the analysis on services on line. Data in table 9 shows
the range of services available to the consumer on line and leads to various considerations.
Also given the great relevance of on line service for customer care, only 7 firms of the
‘experience’ sample seem to have directly invested in the design and development of all 3
investigated services. 2 different web site firms offer 2 services, 5 firms offer only one. The
remaining 3 have no services available and so cannot have immediate feedback from web
surfers or establish relationships with them to improve their offering system. But the most
important thing is the diverse type of services available to the web surfer. As shown in table
10 a greater relevance is attributed to the ‘service list’ because it facilitates the exploration
offered. Also ‘intranet’ is present in a certain number of web sites as ‘on line payment’, a
function that if well designed and managed can be a valid alternative to face-to-face payment,
guaranteeing transaction security carried out on line. ‘Reserved area’ has less relevance and

appears in only 1 case.

Table 9. Number of on line services — Table 10. Type of on line services —
‘experience’ sample ‘experience’ sample
Number of on line Number of
services Total Type of on line services firms
0 3 Service list 12
1 5 Intranet 10
2 2 On line payments 7
3 7 Reserved area 1
Total 17

17



Carefully examining the relative data of the ‘control’ sample it becomes immediately
evident that most firms, in fact 11, have developed no on line services. Only 5 firms, as
shown in table 11, have provided their site with 1 on line service and only 1 firm offers all on
line services analysed. Looking at the type of services available, as in the case of the
‘experience’ sample, ‘service list” and ‘intranet’ seem to be the most offered services. In
summary, these results show the validity of the third hypothesis. As, the ‘control’ sample
provide fewer on line services because firms in that category consider and use the web site as

an information instrument and not as an interactive one.

Table 11.Number of on line services — Table 12. Type of on line services —
‘control’ sample ‘control’ sample
Number of on line services | Total Type of on line services | Number of firms
0 11 Service list 4
1 5 Intranet 3
3 1 On line payments 1
Totale complessivo 17

Moving on to the analysis of site accessibility and navigability, shown in the following
tables, it is possible to see how in the ‘experience’ sample (see table 13) and in the ‘control’
sample (see table 15) both characteristics have been considered relevant. This in order to
make the navigation experience simple, personal and pleasurable to the consumer/web surfer.

The choice of certain instruments for accessibility and navigability are able to transfer
facts not only to services offered but, above all, to the relationship which develops during
navigation. Not surprisingly great relevance is attributed to ‘privacy information” which in
41% (7) of cases in the “experience’ sample (see table 14) and 94% (16) of ‘control’ sample is
the only instrument used. This can be considered of major interest to the user/consumer which
encourages the image of trust and protection of the firm.

The ‘privacy information’ is not normally present in combination with other
instruments, such as “‘other browser’” and “disabled people’ facilitating tools. In fact, in only 1
firm web site of the ‘control” sample we can find all three instruments investigated (‘privacy
information’, ‘other browser’ and access for the disabled).

Table 13. Accessibility and navigability of the web sites — ‘experience’ sample

Number of navigability tools
Number of accessibility tools 2 5 Total
0 3 1 4
1 4 8 12
3 1 1
Total 7 10 17
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Table 14. Type of accessibility tools — ‘experience’ sample

Accessibility tools Number of firms

Privacy information 8

Different browsers 6
Disabled people 1

Table 15. Accessibility and navigability of the web sites — ‘control’ sample

Number of navigability tools
Number of accessibility tools 4 5 Total
1 3 13 16
3 1 1
Total 3 14 17

Also for navigability there are not substantial differences between the two samples
analysed. In particular, it seems evident that 58% (10) of the ‘experience’ sample (see table
13) and in fact 82% (14) of the ‘control’ sample (see table 15) give all 5 types of instruments
investigated. ‘Menu’, ‘link’ to other web sites and ‘back to home’ functions seem well
represented compared with ‘help’ function which is less used in both samples. In the light of

these considerations the fourth hypothesis is fully validated.

7. Conclusions

In conclusion it is possible to draw a first image of the use of internet communication
experience, but also on how firms belonging to the two samples analyse, create and manage
their web sites for communication and the building of customer trust. Most of the
‘experience’ sample firms, notwithstanding their activity sector, even though using the web
site as an information tool, don’t make the experience directly available on line and refer back
to an off line experience. In fact, these firms, although they have fully functioning and
advanced technology tools and instruments, are not so interested in realizing a complete on
line experience, different from an off line one. The analysed web sites appear to be, rather, a
way to be present within a media which is growing exponentially and impossible to ignore.
However, a number of firms seem unready to invest at least as much as would be necessary to
be really effective. Competences and resources required to fully exploit the interactive and
multimedia opportunities, possible thanks to the use of virtual and meta-sensorial instruments,
are still too expensive and the benefits are not so easily recognized and evaluated. The use of
participative instruments able to insure a high level of interactivity and of services supporting
web surfing, which hold the interest of the navigator, are also well suited for firms in the

‘control” sample. In fact, these tools maintain trust in the brand, firm and its product and
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services. This mass means of communication with its special and inimitable characteristics
offers opportunities which were difficult to image only a few years ago. However, many firms
still don’t take advantage of them and also don’t fully include this media in their marketing
and communication strategies. Regarding this prudent behaviour it is important to consider
resources necessary not only at the moment of creation but also for updating and maintaining
the web site to be improved using the most avant-garde technologies.

These results are obviously the fruit of specific methodology choices which are also the
reason for some research limitations. The first, is that concerning the choice of firms in the
‘experience’ sample, which has been selected thanks to some keywords related to
experimential marketing which could be considered too limiting. The same limitation can be
found in search engine choices, done considering previous studies, before the publication of
this paper and which therefore could be considered outdated. In addition, this analysis was
conducted by two researchers over three months during which time the 50 results in each
search engine for the selected keywords have not been re-examined since. This is a common
problem for web site research given the ease of inserting, cancelling information, indexing
and positioning each web site, making this media difficult to monitor precisely.

The conclusions drawn and also the limits defined encourage future exploration of this
topic. It would be particularly interesting to analyse a wider ‘experience’ sample which
included all manufacturing companies (even those which appear only once, see 8§ 5), and also
all the distribution and services companies found during the survey, but not included in the
sample being too numerous for the time available. The same sample could be improved in
quality using a greater number of keywords connected to the experiential marketing approach.
Also the “‘control’ sample could be selected using a different methodology. Besides in the
preparation of the form for the survey one could include other information and participation
tools, on line services and techniques to improve accessibility and navigability to be

examined, which would lead to a more in depth study.
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