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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores Millennials’ perception of luxury within travel experiences. Through qualitative 

research, we identified common trends in the perception of luxury among Western European Millennials, 

and analyzed how these trends contributed to creating luxury within their travel experience. By analyzing 

Millennials’ perceptions of luxury within travel, we were able to gain an understanding that luxury for 

Millennials is context-based, subjective and transient. For Millennials, luxury in travel experiences can 

be context-based as the physical environment and interactions contribute to unique moments which the 

Millennial experiences as being new, out-of-the-ordinary or local (authentic). Luxury as subjective within 

travel experiences is dependent on individual motivations, expectations and perceived benefits. As 

experience-driven consumers, Millennials are motivated to actively engage and co-create their 

experience.  

 

As a result, individual expectations shape how the Millennial perceives an experience, how much they 

engage throughout the experience and thereby contributes to Millennials’ ability to retrieve individual 

benefits from that experience. Lastly, for Millennials’ luxury is perceived as transient and the ability to 

experience luxury is not limited to the actual experience, but can rather exist in-the-moment, 

prospectively or retrospectively of the travel experience. Overall, this thesis takes consumer-centric 

perspective on understanding the complex combinations of aspects that contribute to Millennials’ 

perception of luxury within travel experiences. Our findings extend existing literature on luxury into the 

context of travel experiences, and thereby provide a new perspective on how Millennials experience 

luxury.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

In recent years, the concept of luxury has dramatically altered to include new definitions, including “new 

luxury” (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003, p.6), “affordable luxury” (Mundel et al., 2017, p.74) and the 

“democratisation of luxury” (Hennigs et al., 2012, p.922). The diffusion of new definitions of luxury 

blurs the distinction between what is considered as luxury and what is not (Bellaïche et al., 2010). 

Traditional concepts of luxury were based on the conspicuous consumption of goods that were 

differentiated based on characteristics, such as exclusivity, high quality, uniqueness and price. The 

consumption of luxury goods was reserved for the upper class and acted as a social marker of their status 

within society (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009; Bauer, et al., 2011). The definition of new luxury 

encompasses brands offering products and services that are positioned at the top of the product category 

and at a price point that is low relative to traditional luxury goods (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003). New 

luxury is therefore more accessible to a broader consumer segment. There is no overall consensus on a 

definition of luxury (Mundel et al., 2017; Tynan et al., 2009), however most authors agree that defining 

consumers perceptions of luxury is multidimensional and should be based on a integrative and subjective 

understanding of luxury as a concept (Hennigs et al., 2007; Nueno and Quelch 1998; Bauer et. al., 2012).  

 

According to Atwal and Williams (2009, p.338), “quality, performance and authenticity” are no longer 

the only markers of luxury, but rather the experience itself and the marketer's ability “to sell an 

experience by relating it to the lifestyle constructs of consumers”. The trend of prioritizing experience is 

also seen within the luxury travel segment as the growth of expenditure on experiences has outperformed 

the growth expenditure on material goods in the time period 2005-2015 (Dykins, 2016). According to 

Oxford Economics/Invision from 2015 (Dykins, 2016, p.15), the increase in experiential expenditure is 

projected to continue to outperform the expenditure on material goods through 2025. Therefore as 

consumers are moving away from materialism and towards the consumption of experiences (Atwal and 

Williams, 2009), it is natural that consumers’ perception of luxury within travel experiences may evolve.  

 

In experience-driven industries, such as a travel, an experience is defined as the combination of 

individual factors that influence the consumer emotionally, physically, intellectually and spiritually (Pine 

& Gilmore, 1999). Furthermore, individuals search for unique and memorable experiences (Veríssimo 

and Correia Loureiro, 2012), especially in the context of tourism, where consumers are important co-

creators of value (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). Interaction has been identified as an important factor 

in the co-creation of value for tourists (Prebensen, 2013), and consumers’ level of interaction plays an 

influential role in determining the degree of customization of the experience (Chathoth et al., 2013). The 

perception of the tourist experience is not based on the tourist experience, as a single experience, but 

rather an overall evaluation of the many experiences during the trip (Prebensen, 2013). 
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Travel has been identified as a multi-phase experience and the consumption of the travel experience 

extends to include not only the actual experience, but also the pre-travel and post-travel experience 

(Larsen, 2007, Clawson and Knetsch, 1966; Craig-Smith and French, 1994). Furthermore, the Internet 

has enabled consumers to access information beforehand and build up expectations, as well as generate 

online content post-travel experience. As such, consumers’ expectations and memories of a travel 

experience are important influencers in how consumers perceive the travel experience (Larsen, 2007). 

1.1. Problem statement 

The modern theoretical concept of luxury is abstract and individual consumer preferences make luxury 

extremely subjective (Hennigs et al., 2007). Travel experiences were once considered luxurious, but the 

Internet has empowered consumers and made travel more accessible to a wider audience (McCabe, 2013) 

and thereby made the perception of travel as luxurious outdated according to the definition of traditional 

luxury. Thereby posing the question: What is luxury within travel? The concept of luxury has mainly 

been studied from a managerial perspective whereby the managers determine how consumers perceive 

their brand (e.g., Kapferer and Bastien, 2009; Keller, 2009; Atwal and Williams, 2009). A shift towards a 

customer-dominant logic of services (Heinonen et al., 2010) has highlighted the importance for a more 

customer-centric approach.  

 

Valuable research has been conducted on consumer experiences, which have been defined in literature by 

identifying the influential, multidimensional factors that determine the consumer experience (e.g. 

Schmitt, 1999; Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982; Walls et al., 2011). Moreover, research on consumer 

experiences within tourism is abundant and defines what contributes to the travel experience (e.g. Larsen, 

2007; McCabe, 2002; Mossberg, 2007; Pine and Gilmore, 1999; Schmitt, 1999; Uriely, 2005; Reisinger, 

2001) and how interaction enables the co-creation of an experience within tourism (Prahalad and 

Ramaswamy, 2004; Chathoth et al., 2013; Prebensen, 2013; Li, 2013). Furthermore, the use of Internet 

has enabled information about consumer’s travel experiences to be easily accessible and sharable before 

and after the travel experience (Foley et al., 2013). However, research into the perception of “immaterial, 

integrative and co-creative luxuries” (Bauer et al., 2011, p.23), such as luxury travel experiences, is 

limited. While recent studies show an increasing focus towards consumers’ individual perception of 

luxury (e.g. Vigneron and Johnson, 2004; Hennigs et al., 2007; Hennigs et al., 2012; Hennigs et al., 

2015), consumers’ experiences in the context of luxury has received limited attention and is under 

researched (Bauer et al., 2011), with some exceptions (e.g. Walls et al 2011; Atwal and Williams, 2009; 

Bauer et al., 2012; Bauer et al., 2011).  

 

Furthermore, while there are studies on consumer experiences in various industries (Pine & Gilmore, 

1998; Schmitt, 1999; Atwal and Williams, 2009) there is lack of academic literature on Millennials’ as 

consumer group and how they perceive consumer experiences. Most of the existing research on 
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Millennials has been conducted in the United States (e.g. Howe and Strauss, 2007; Barton et al., 2014; 

Barton et al., 2012) and there is no widespread consensus on which years define Millennials as a 

generation (Benckendorff et al., 2009). With the exception of Corvi et al., (2007), extended literature on 

Millennials in Europe is lacking. However, authors agree that American Millennials are experience-

driven consumers (Barton et al., 2014; Barton et al., 2012; Fromm and Garton, 2013) and that European 

and American Millennials are similar in respect to their higher education, their tech-savviness and their 

online connectedness (Eckert and Deal, 2008). Given that perceptions of luxury in consumer experiences 

are individual, and Millennials are leading the way in experience-driven consumption, it is of interest to 

take a customer-centric approach in researching how Millennials perceive luxury with travel experience. 

 

1.2. Topic delimitation 

The lack of a consensus on what luxury entails means that it is open to interpretation and can be 

subjectively defined by individual consumers. While literature addresses luxury, travel and consumer 

experiences as separate topics, there is no research that takes into account luxury and travel throughout 

the pre-, during and post-consumer experience. Furthermore, a lack of research on Western European 

Millennials means that tourism professionals do not have understanding of their perceptions of luxury 

within travel and thereby fail to take a consumer-centric perspective in addressing their needs and 

desires. Therefore, our topic will focus on what is a luxurious travel experience for Western European 

Millennials (hereafter referred to as Millennials) by identifying and defining which factors during an 

experience contribute to their perception of luxury. By defining these factors, it will allow for a 

multidimensional understanding of how Millennials perceive luxury at all points during the travel 

experience. Thereby, we will be able to evaluate what a luxury travel experience is to Millennials and 

understand what factors influence and contribute to Millennials perception of luxury. Therefore, this 

paper aims at identifying: (1) what factors in a travel experience contribute to Millennials’ perception of 

luxury, (2) how does the expectations and memory of the travel experience shape Millennials’ personal 

perceptions of luxury, (3) does the Internet influence Millennials’ perception of luxury within a travel 

experience.  

 

1.3. Research question  

With travel as an experience-driven industry, it important to explore what postmodern consumers, such 

as Western European Millennials, perceive to be luxurious. Thus, our research interest is to see how the 

definition of luxury within travel has evolved and understand how Western European Millennials 

perceive luxury within their own travel experience. Therefore, the aim of our thesis will be to answer the 

following research question: 

How do Millennials perceive luxury in travel experiences? 
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To effectively identify what influences Millennials’ perceptions of a luxury in travel experience, we will 

need to answer the following questions: 

● What specific factors contribute to Millennials perception of luxury? 

● How does the pre-, during and post-experience contribute to Millennials perception of luxury?  

● Does technology play a role in shaping Millennials perception of luxurious travel? 

 

1.4. Scope of thesis 

For the scope of our thesis, we have chosen to examine the specific target group of Millennials. The 

reason for examining our research question in relation to a specific target group is so that we can more 

precisely determine what influences this group’s perception of luxurious travel. The justification for 

choosing Millennials from Western Europe as a target group is because: (1) Age cohorts and time periods 

are considered major determinants of consumer preferences and has an influence on travel behavior 

(Stevens et al., 2005), (2) American Millennials embrace the consumption of experiences and strive to 

create memories through unique experiences (Eventbrite, 2014), 3) American Millennials (defined as 

born between 1981-1997) are the leading generation for consuming luxury (Schullman, 2015), 4) 

Millennials (defined as born between 1980-2000) are digital natives and comfortable engaging through 

technology and social media in all aspects of life (Barton et al., 2012). While most research is based on 

Millennials in the United States, generational cohorts can only form in societies where events of social 

consequences can be mass communicated  (Schewe and Meredith, 2006). Thus the generational cohort 

analysis for American Millennials has relevance for Western European Millennials that have been shaped 

by similar social and life events. While there is no exact agreement on the time interval that determines 

the Millennial generation, we will for the purpose of this project limit to individuals born within the time 

period 1980-2000. The purpose of limiting to a specific generation is to ensure that the consumers were 

shaped by the same external events and circumstances during their life, which thereby ensures that they 

have more in common with each other, than with members of other generations (Howe and Strauss, 

2007).  

 

1.5. Defining terminology 

Throughout our thesis, the terminology listed below is subject to the following definitions: 

● Western European: This definition includes European countries, including Southern Europe 

(Spain and Portugal) and Northern Europe (Scandinavia and Germany). As a regional cohort,  we 

have chosen these countries as they were not part of the Soviet Bloc, and thereby the ensures 

greater commonality in social and life events among our sample group 

● Millennials: This will include individuals born between the years 1980-2000. 

● Traditional luxury: The traditional viewpoint of luxury based on conspicuous consumption as a 

signifier of social stratification of the upper class. 
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● New luxury: The postmodern viewpoint of luxury based on the fact that premium goods and 

services can be considered luxurious despite easier accessibility for a broader consumer group. 

● Travel experience: Any pre-, during or post experience that a consumer experiences when 

travelling 

● Perception of luxury: The subjective and multidimensional evaluation of the degree of luxury for 

a specific good or service 

 

1.6. Outline of thesis 

This thesis will first introduce the theoretical concepts supporting our research question, and justifies the 

theory gap that our research addresses. Our methodology explains the process that will be used to collect, 

classify and code qualitative data and the limitations to this method. In our analysis, we will use data 

from in-depth interviews to identify common themes, and thereby determine the factors that most 

strongly contribute to the consumer’s expectations and memory of a travel experience. Through the 

analysis, we aim to find the core factors that influence consumers’ perceptions of luxury within travel 

experiences. The discussion will use abductive reasoning to explain the trends observed in consumers’ 

perceptions of luxury travel experiences and how closely they match the definitions of traditional luxury 

or new luxury. Through this discussion, we will be able to suggest a theoretical framework that best 

explains what consumers value in a luxury travel experience. 

 

DIAGRAM 1: THESIS STRUCTURE 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

In the theoretical development section, we have selected to review the literature that best explains our 

research question. An individual literature review will thus first be presented for luxury, and thereafter a 

literature review focusing on travel experiences, in order to set the foundation for a theoretical 

development to support our research of luxury in travel experiences.  

 

2.1 Theory chapter: Luxury 

2.1.1. Traditional luxury 

Originally, luxury was based on hereditary social stratification and resulted in ostentatious behaviors and 

differentiation through the conspicuous consumption of goods reserved for royal families and nobles 

from others (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). Throughout the 20th century, products considered as luxurious 

became available to the masses due to technological advances (Atwal and Williams, 2009). However, 

according to Kapferer and Bastien (2009), “real luxury” is defined as high-quality products and can be 

compared to art and culture, as it provides hedonic feelings and deep emotions over functionality. 

Further, luxury products are expected to be handmade, provided by excellent service providers, rare and 

exclusive (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009; Phau and Pendergast, 2000). Luxury brands are also described as 

timeless, unique, and authentic which is the result of a unique positioning in the market and a unique 

story linked to the brand (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009; Phau and Pendergast, 2000). The unique story is 

created by the luxury brand’s creator and therefore, luxury brands are driven by their internal direction 

and promote a specific product following their own standards and does not depend on customer 

expectations (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). Further, by distancing themselves from the client, luxury 

brands create mystere around their brand which contributes to the actual or virtual inaccessibility of the 

brand (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). The fact that luxury is defined as superlative is used to justify the 

high price and branding as unreachable, and in turn creates consumer desire (Kapferer and Bastien, 

2009).  

 

2.1.2. Democratization of luxury 

The increased accessibility of many luxury brands through positioning strategies targeting a broader 

consumer segment breaks with the traditional view of luxury (Bauer et al., 2012). This phenomenon is 

called democratization of luxury and implies the offering of premium products to a broader consumer 

group, such as middle-class consumers whose aspirations are to belong to a upper class (Atwal and 

Williams, 2009). Democratic luxury is defined as “a luxury item that extraordinary people would 

consider ordinary is at the same time an extraordinary item to ordinary people” (Kapferer and Bastien, 

2009, p.314). Democratization of luxury is executed by 1) Traditional luxury brands, such as Chanel and 

Louis Vuitton, developing more affordable product extensions, such as branded pens and wallets 

(Mundel et al., 2017), 2) Mass-market producers who adapt their offers and promote their brands using 
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strategies employed by luxury companies, such as relationships with well-known designers and celebrity 

endorsements (Bellaïche. et al., 2010), 3) Mass consumption brands including luxurious references in the 

promotion of their products, such as “luxury” to qualify their products as luxurious (Kapferer and 

Bastien, 2008).  

2.1.3. New luxury 

To adapt to changing consumer behavior in Western societies, luxury brands started developing premium 

products that were reasonably priced relative to traditional luxury products (Atwal and Williams, 2009). 

These premium products were developed to attract middle-class consumers, who aspire to the lifestyles 

of higher classes (Atwal and Williams, 2009). As a result, products and services of higher quality and 

aspirations are available for middle-market consumers and define the new concept of accessible luxury, 

referred to as New luxury (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003). New luxury encompasses normal products at top 

of their category, such as home appliances, fine dining and travel, and is not limited to exclusive goods, 

such as diamonds and furs, which correspond to “traditional luxury” according to Silverstein and Fiske 

(2003). The accessibility to these products provides consumers with the feeling of self indulgence 

through hedonic consumption (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003; Dubois and Duquesne, 1993). Consumers 

have a stronger emotional engagement with their new luxury goods compared to with other goods, and 

compared to with traditional luxury goods (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003). Traditionally, conspicuous 

purchase was a crucial factor in the luxury consumption, but today luxury is individualistic and 

consumers are rather driven by personal needs and desires for experience (Atwal and Williams, 2009).  

Victoria Secret and Starbucks are examples of new luxury brands (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003), yet 

Kapferer and Bastien (2008) argue that Victoria Secret and Starbucks cannot qualify as luxury brands 

due to their accessibility. In fact, according to Kapferer and Bastien (2008) a product or a brand that is 

available to most people is not considered luxurious anymore. Additionally Okonkwo (2009) argue that 

luxury consumption is still a fundamental way to show distinction and to differentiate through 

possessions as a form of indirect stratification. Therefore, the core role of luxury has not changed despite 

the flexibility of the luxury concept according to individual’s dreams goals and means (Okonkwo, 2009). 

While some argue for an increased access to luxurious products (e.g., Silverstein and Fiske, 2003; Atwal 

and Williams, 2009), others still argue that brands that accessible products and brands cannot be 

luxurious (e.g., Kapferer and Bastien, 2008; Kapferer, 1997). As such, there is no consensus on a 

definition as to what constitutes a luxury brand.  
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DIAGRAM 2: COMPARISON OF TRADITIONAL AND NEW LUXURY 

 

 

2.1.4. Luxury as a subjective definition	  
The traditional definition of luxury is seen from a managerial-centric perspective, whereby the marketing 

managers determine how consumers perceive luxury (Kapferer, 1997). Kapferer (1997) highlights the 

difficulties in defining the term “luxury” as it is can be considered as both a consumer’s subjective 

impression, as well as category defined from a managerial perspective within any industry. While some 

goods can be luxurious for some they might be ordinary for others (Kapferer, 1997). Luxury goods exist 

at one end of a continuum with ordinary goods at the other end, so where the ordinary ends and luxury 

starts is a matter of degree as judged by consumers (Tynan et al., 2009). Vigneron and Johnson (2008) 

point out that what differentiates luxury from non-luxury is mainly the physiological attributes obtained 

through the consumption of luxury products, which correspond to a subjective and individual feeling. 

Moreover, what can be seen as luxurious will depend on the context, as one same product or service 

might be perceived as luxury or necessity by the same person depending on the situation (Kemp, 1998; 

Cornell, 2002). Further, it has been recognized that all luxury brands are not deemed equally luxurious, 

as it depends on what product or service the consumer compares it with (Kapferer, 1997). In general, 

luxury depends on one’s own perception and the perceived value that it brings to those consuming it 

(Wiedmann et al., 2007). Barton et al., (2009, p.48) also claim “a person’s subjective taste is the ultimate 

arbiter of luxury”. Therefore, the definition of luxury is not only defined from a managerial perspective, 
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but rather a subjective, situational and depends on the experience and individual needs of the consumer.  

 

2.1.5. Perceptions of luxury: a customer-centric approach 

From a customer-centric perspective, luxury is determined by consumer’s individual and subjective 

perceptions (Vigneron and Johnson, 2004; Hennigs et al., 2007; Hennigs et al., 2012; Hennigs et al., 

2015). Perception is understood as the mental process where sensory input is selectively organized and 

interpreted  in a meaningful and coherent way (Larsen, 2007). As such, with regards consumer perception 

of luxury, luxury is determined by multiple dimensions through which consumers derive subjective value 

of any product or service that are consumed based on their individual perceptions (Hennigs et al., 2007). 

Thus, in order to meet consumer expectations luxury brands have to deliver value which is in accordance 

to consumers’ subjective perception of luxury (Hennig et al., 2015). Several frameworks (e.g. Vigneron 

and Johnson, 2004; Hennigs et al., 2007; Hennigs et al., 2012; Hennigs et al., 2015) have been developed 

that identify the different factors that determine consumers’ individual and subjective perceptions of 

luxury.  

2.1.6. Luxury consumption for the individual 

While consumers perceive traditional values such as “price, quality and durability” (Levi, 1959, p.118) as 

fulfilling a functional need in customer purchases, McCracken (1986) further elaborates on how 

consumption rituals enable individual consumers to transfer brand meaning as symbolic representation of 

the good, to a symbolic representation of the individual. However while consumption transfers meaning, 

Belk (1988) extends the notion of brand meaning from consumer consumption into possession, whereby 

possessions are a central self-expressive extension of the consumer who derives subjective intangible 

benefits from consumption. 

The drivers of luxury consumption are highly subjective, and as a result, an individual’s perception of 

oneself is reflected in the consumption choices (Hennigs et al., 2007; Hennings et al., 2015). The 

symbolic meaning communicated by brands, enriches a consumer’s self-concept and fills the gap 

between a person’s ‘actual self’ and ‘ideal self’. If consumers themselves define what they perceive as 

luxury, the consumption of luxury might contribute to the construction of consumers’ identity (Bauer et 

al., 2012). The focus on the individual’s internal orientation on consuming luxury and addresses the 

values of self-identity, hedonism, and materialism (Hennigs et al., 2007). Self-identity refers to how an 

individual sees him or herself, and the perception of oneself is reflected in the consumption choices 

(Hennigs et al., 2007). Consumers use luxury brands to enhance their self-identity or to integrate 

symbolic meaning of luxury goods into their self identity (Vigneron and Johnson, 2004) 

 

The symbolic meaning of luxury goods extends into consumers’ lives, whereby the ability to relate the 

meaning of luxury enables consumers to not only experience luxury as a physical good, but also 

experience moments of luxury (Bauer et al., 2012). As such, owning and possessing goods does not 
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necessarily constitute luxury for consumers, rather the ability to experience the meaning of luxury in the 

moment is more important (Bauer et al., 2012). Moments of luxury are created through special moments 

during an ordinary day, which means that luxury is consumed privately and is transient, as it depends on 

the context (Bauer et al., 2011). The transient nature is reflected in the luxury consumption as unlocking 

power, which means that consumers have access to an unknown world, which provides a multisensory 

experience. It is also qualified as escapist, which refers to the transformation of an everyday situation 

into a special moment (Bauer et al., 2011). Further luxury experiences are characterized as disconnected 

to conspicuousness and that conspicuousness is not a motivation for consuming luxury. In fact, luxury 

has been further defined as “predominantly inconspicuous and inner-directed” (Bauer et al., 2012, p.3) 

whereby the luxury experience is preferred over the luxury object as it provides more personal benefits in 

comparison to the possession of goods (Bauer et al., 2012).  

 

Furthermore, consumers perceive hedonism as providing additional value to their consumption of luxury 

(Hennigs et al., 2007; Hennig et al., 2012). Hirschman and Holbrook (1982) define hedonic 

consumption as the sides of the consumer behavior that uses the emotional and multisensory aspects in 

relation with one’s experience with products. It has been researched that a particular product is perceived 

as more luxurious if the product satisfies a desire rather than a basic need (Kemp, 1998). As such, 

hedonic consumption is seen as satisfying our emotional necessities and can be closely tied to the concept 

of luxury consumption (Mundel et al., 2017). Literature differentiate luxury products from non-luxury 

products on the emotional level, where non-luxury products have a purely utilitarian function, while 

luxury products also satisfy an emotional need and provides pleasure (Nueno and Quelch, 1998; 

Kapferer, 1997; Vigneron and Johnson, 2004; Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982).  

 

2.1.7. Luxury consumption for others 

Consumption of luxury can also be motivated by the perceived prestige of consuming a good within 

one’s social group, and it is linked to conspicuous consumption (Hennigs et al., 2007). The consumption 

of luxury goods involve the purchasing of a product that provides both symbolic and functional utilities 

to satisfy to the individual, as well as to the demonstration of success in the reference groups that an 

individual is part of (Vigneron and Johnson, 2004). Originally, consumption of luxury products was 

motivated by appearance and a desire to impress others, however Atwal and Williams (2009) refer to a 

new conspicuous consumption model driven by individualistic needs fulfilled through experiences, in 

which consumers are looking to make statements about themselves through consumption. As such, 

conspicuous consumption refers to people’s desire to possess brands that will serve as a symbolic sign of 

group membership. Although some authors argue that conspicuous consumption has decreased due to the 

democratization of luxury (Vigneron and Johnson, 2004; Silverstein and Fiske, 2004; Bauer et al., 2012), 

others argue that it has increased (Yang, Zhang and Mattila, 2015; Thoumrungroje, 2014). In fact, with 

the extended use of the Internet and social media, buying to impress represents a significant part of the 
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consumption journey. Moreover, reliance on electronic word-of-mouth, has a direct effect on 

conspicuous consumption (Thoumrungroje, 2014).  

 

2.1.8. Luxury consumption for functional benefits 

The high price of luxury creates the perception that luxury is inaccessible and thereby motivates 

consumer desire for luxury (Hennigs et al., 2007). As such a higher price of a product, which represents a 

financial obstacle to obtain it, contributes to its perceived luxuriousness (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). 

This is also reflected in the price of a product, as it functions as a quality evaluator for some consumers 

(Hennigs et al., 2007), and thereby determines the perception of high-quality and exclusiveness (Erickson 

and Johansson, 1995). As a result, consumers also expect that luxury brands will fulfill their demands for 

functional and useful products, and take into account usability, quality and uniqueness of a luxury brand 

(Hennigs et al., 2007). Consumers expect luxury products to perform as expected and as promised, and 

superior functional values increase the perception of luxury (Hennigs et al., 2007). The quality value 

refers to the superior quality that is reflected by the brand name, and that well-produced products are of 

better quality (Hennigs et al., 2007). Furthermore, the more unique a brand is perceived, the more 

valuable it becomes for the consumer (Verhallen and Robben, 1994). This is closely related to the rarity 

principle, whereby the prestige status of the brand declines if too many own it (Phau and Prendergast, 

2000). As such, if a brand has higher usability, better quality, and is unique, consumers will perceive it as 

more luxurious. 

 

2.1.9. Co-creation of value in luxury  

Suppliers and customers co-create value as a result of the shift from a company view based on one-sided 

service provision to a more personalized offer to consumers that focuses on brand experiences (Tynan et 

al., 2009). According to Peñaloza and Venkatesh (2006) markets for goods, including luxury goods, are 

social constructions and thus there exists multiple perspectives that contribute in creating value for the 

customer. This process is called co-creation, in which customers and suppliers are co-creators of value 

through interactions that take place between luxury brands, customers and their network (Tynan et al., 

2009). Further, consumers derive value from the consumption of luxury such as experiential and hedonic 

values, symbolic and expressive values and hedonic and relational values. This have given way to the 

concept of value-in-use, whereby “the co-creation of value by the supplier and the “connected, 

empowered and active customer” (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004, p.8), [...] determines value “uniquely 

and phenomenologically” (Vargo and Lusch, 2008, p.7) during consumption.” (Tynan et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, for luxury goods the interactions that co-create value are not limited to interaction with the 

supplier, but are rather “multilayered and complex” (Tynan et al., 2009) and may include other members 

of the networks, such as the brand community, industry influencers and others luxury consumers (Tynan 

et al., 2009). 
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2.1.10. Luxury consumption and the Internet 

Although luxury brands are increasingly present online, luxury brands are still behind in terms of online 

strategies and branding (Okonkwo, 2009). As a mass communication tool, the Internet is often not 

considered to be the right channel for luxury brands as it is a challenge to target clients online in a 

coherent manner, while preserving all the luxury qualities of brands, such as exclusivity (Okonkwo, 

2009). However for luxury brands with online channels, consumers that interact with luxury brands 

online are often already offline clients, and thus already have a relationship with the brand (Okonkwo, 

2009). As a result, the access to information about luxury brands has decreased the psychological 

distance between the luxury brands and the consumer (Okonkwo, 2009). Furthermore, the Internet and 

the social web has given a voice to the consumers and transformed consumers into potential judges, 

opinion-leaders, influencers, advocates and destroyers of the brand (Okonkwo, 2009). Researching about 

luxury brands enables consumers to shape expectations based on information found online and transfer 

the expectations into their offline interactions with luxury brands  (Okonkwo, 2009). The rise of the 

Internet and the increased access of luxury brands has contributed to a misunderstanding of the definition 

of luxury, as it has become a banal concept (Okonkwo, 2009). Luxury consumers are therefore looking 

for close relationships with the brands, which is consistent both offline and online and which are 

personalized and connect emotionally with the consumer (Okonkwo, 2009). Technology is therefore a 

driver of changed expectations, as higher involvement of the consumer in the brands, search for 

personalization, and expectations to find congruence between online and offline platforms place higher 

demands on luxury brands (Okonkwo, 2009). Regardless of if consumers use online or offline channels, 

it is the individual expectations that determine consumer perception of the luxury brand. (Hennigs et al., 

2015) 

 

2.1.11. Summarizing the theoretical development of luxury  

As changes in tastes and buying behaviour reshape the luxury market and put pressure on the industry, 

today’s consumers are looking for meaningful services and experiences within their luxury purchases. 

According to Danziger (2005), traditional luxury was defined by product category, whereas new luxury is 

independent of the product category. This creates complexity in understanding how consumers perceive 

luxury, as traditional markers of luxury such as “quality, performance and authenticity” (Atwal and 

Williams, 2009, p.338) are no longer sufficient. Furthermore, luxury in its new viewpoint is transient, in 

which consumers can experience luxury in a moment, rather than physically consume a product (Bauer et 

al., 2012). Thus, it is important to evaluate what factors contribute to consumers’ individual perceptions 

of luxury in the moment, and thus understand what markers signal a luxury experience. 
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2.2 Theory chapter: Travel experiences 

 

2.2.1. Consumer experiences 
An experience can described as a special event, which provides value to the individual consuming it 

(Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Researchers acknowledge the importance of creating experiences for consumers 

in all industries (Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Schmitt, 1999; Atwal and Williams 2009). Some authors refer to 

the increased focus on experiences by brands and for consumers as the experience economy (Pine and 

Gilmore, 1999; Schmitt, 1999). An experience is a combination of individual factors that involve the 

consumer emotionally, physically, intellectually and spiritually and are memorable (Pine & Gilmore, 

1999). Additionally, consumer experiences are not necessarily related to the tangible items one 

consumes, but rather refer to the total combination of goods, services and the environment in which the 

product or service is purchased and/or experienced (Walls et al., 2011). Consumers will therefore 

perceive and live an experience depending on the consumer’s state of mind and the specific situation 

(Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Mossberg, 2007). Consumer experiences do not only encompass market-related 

experiences, but also include experiences that are created within a community, household, and between 

citizens (Walls et al., 2011). An organization cannot grant an experience to the consumer as they are 

private events (Schmitt, 1999), but rather create a staged situation where they determine the environment 

and circumstances in which consumers have the experience (Walls et al. 2011). Pullman and Gross 

(2004) argue that successful experience design is achieved when the employee connects on an emotional 

level with the customer. Thus, successful experiences are created when all aspects are aligned in a way to 

create the holistic experience for the consumer. 

2.2.2. Millennials as experience-driven consumers 

Several studies have found that American Millennials value experiences over tangible goods (Barton et 

al., 2014; Barton et al., 2012; Fromm and Garton, 2013). American Millennials have shown a desire to 

travel as much as possible and they are constantly looking to live new experiences that are often 

associated with personal fulfillment (Benckendorff, 2009). Non-travel experiences also qualify as 

adventures for American Millennials, if it has new and exotic attributes (Barton et al., 2014). However 

status, luxury, excitement and travel are increasingly important for American Millennials (Barton et al., 

2014). In an era which has given rise to an economy based on the sharing of goods, American Millennials 

(born 1988-1994) do not focus ownership, but rather use on-demand mobility services such as Uber over 

car ownership, Airbnb over staying at a hotel and Spotify over buying a CD (Garikapati et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, American Millennials are seen as engaged participants and active co-creators of the sharing 

economy and place value personal gestures and social interaction (Barkley, 2011). American Millennials 

do not relate happiness to materialistic possessions, but rather to a life which includes creating sharing 

and capturing memories received through experiences (Eventbrite, 2014). The consumption of 

experiences differ Millennials from older generations, as they are very influential in the development of 
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the experience economy, which also reflect their aspirations. In a world where social media and live 

sharing is omnipresent, American Millennials express a fear of missing out on a once in a lifetime 

experience which motivate them to participate share and engage in experiences (Eventbrite, 2014). 

 

2.2.3. Consumption of tourist experiences 

The tourism industry aims to facilitate and provide travel experiences to consumers in order to see, 

understand and experience destinations, local culture and way-of-life (Ritchie et al., 2011). Within 

tourism, consumers seek unique and unusual places to visit and activities to undertake (Veríssimo et al., 

2012). Pine and Gilmore (1999) consider tourism as part of the experience industry as hospitality, 

attractions, retail, events, destination management and transport sectors all exist to provide consumers 

with experiences. 

Within tourism, consumption is not limited to material goods, but rather experiences are consumed 

throughout the consumer’s travel journey (Mossberg, 2007). Thus, the experience concept is particularly 

relevant in the tourism industry, as consumers are highly involved in the consumption of products and 

services (Reisinger, 2001). Moreover, it affects many aspects of the consumer behavior such as 

multisensory, imagery and emotive aspects (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). Tourism is characterized by a high 

degree of interaction between service providers and the individuals who are part of the tourist experience 

(Larsen, 2007). So while tourists participate in particular events while traveling and create memories of 

the tourist experiences, the memories should be personalized to define their experience. As such, tourism 

experiences are influenced by the personal memories from the experience (Otto and Ritchie, 1996) and 

those memories are a crucial part of the process experience evaluation and consequently of the overall 

tourist experience. 

 

2.2.4. Travel as a customer-dominant service experience 

Tourism has traditionally been seen as a socially constructed need, in which marketers create a dream 

experience in order to appeal to consumers (McCabe, 2013). However, a shift within the global economy 

from a goods-based to a service-dominant economy (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) has not only transformed 

the accessibility to tourism, but also the value creation process of tourism for customers. Digital 

technology has empowered consumers to search for information about travel experiences on their own 

(Niininen, et al., 2007), thereby reducing the need for the assistance of traditional services, such as travel 

agencies (Buhalis and Licata, 2002; Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995). 

The conceptualization of the tourist experience is no longer defined solely by the service provider, and 

consumers now play an important role as co-creators of value (Prebensen, 2013; Prahalad and 

Ramaswamy, 2004; Chatoth et al., 2013; Vargo and Lusch, 2006, Arnould, et al., 2006). While Vargo 

and Lusch (2008) acknowledge consumers as co-creators of value in a service dominant economy and 
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that the value of a service can only been determined once it has been used, and thereby the consumer’s 

experience and perception is instrumental in determining value. 

 

Heinonen et al. (2010) expand on the concept of service-dominant logic by approaching the exchange of 

the service from a customer-centric viewpoint. Customer-dominant logic argues that the consumer does 

not only use the service during the actual experience, but that the experience of the service extends pre- 

and post-service (Heinonen et al., 2010). Therefore the role of the service provider is not only to help 

customers use the service, but also support the experience throughout all phases (Heinonen et al., 2010). 

As such, customer-dominant logic is more comprehensive in making sense of how consumers create 

value within the context of a service-driven experience (Heinonen et al., 2010). Thus it is acknowledged 

that consumers have become invaluable actors in the value creation process, whereby consumers are 

active participants in the production and consumption of the experiences (Prebensen, 2013). This is 

particularly relevant for tourism as tourism services are sold first, and then produced and consumed 

simultaneously in the same place (Reisinger, 2001). 

 

2.2.5. Subjective perceptions of travel experiences 

A travel experience can as such be defined as “as an individual’s subjective evaluation and undergoing of 

events related to his/her tourists activities which begins before (i.e. planning and preparation), during (i.e. 

at the destination), and after the trip (i.e. recollection)” (Tung and Ritchie, 2011). Individual perception is 

multidimensional concept and is determined by highly subjective factors, such as past experiences, 

competencies, personality and expectations; influence how the tourist trip or events are experienced 

(Larsen, 2007). Motivational and emotional states do in turn influence the perception of a lived 

experience (Larsen, 2007). Moreover, demographic, socioeconomic, geographic and cultural factors play 

an important role in perception and evaluation of experience (Reisinger, 2001). As such, the individual 

perception of a tourist experience, which is highly subjective, will determine the evaluation of the 

experience (Larsen, 2007). Consequently, each individual tourist will perceive the same tourist 

experience differently (Reisinger, 2001). 

 

The perception of the tourist experience is not based on the tourist experience, as a single experience, but 

rather an overall evaluation of the many experiences during the trip (Prebensen, 2013). Customers seek 

different values in their travel experience, such as functional (standard of quality and value for money), 

social (social acceptance and affirmation of lifestyle), emotional (excitement or relaxation), and 

epistemic (authentic and educational) (Prebensen, 2013). As such, the travel experience holds the 

potential to elicit strong emotional and experiential reactions by consumers (Otto and Ritchie, 1996). 

 

2.2.6.The phases of travel: pre-, during and post-experience 
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Travel has been identified as a multi-phase experience (Larsen, 2007, Clawson and Knetsch, 1966; 

Craig-Smith and French, 1994) and each phase boasts unique characteristics that complete the customer 

journey. Thus, we will examine the theoretical development of the travel experience through a multi-

phase framework, in which the pre-, during and post-travel experience of the consumers is examined. 

Pre-travel experience 

The pre-travel phase is characterized by experiencing the “tourism destination before the physical travel.” 

(Neuhofer and Buhalis, 2013, p.133) and the activities of the pre-travel experience primarily involve 

“Getting inspired, planning, decision-making, [and] booking”. Thus during the pre-travel experiences, 

consumers must seek inspiration in order to determine their travel destination, and thereafter plan 

accordingly. In turn, the planning process establishes anticipation and expectations for the tourist 

experience (Larsen, 2007; Clawson and Knetsch, 1966). 

Motivation 

Motivations for travel differ from purpose of travel, as motivations for travel are based on underlying 

wants, needs and emotions of the individual (Gee et al., 1984). Pearce (2005) defined five different levels 

of tourist motivation: relaxation, safety/security needs, relationship needs, self-esteem and development 

needs, and self-actualization and fulfillment needs. Furthermore, Pearce and Lee (2005) conducted as 

study in which the motivations included “a search for novelty and self-development as well as cultural 

experiences, relationships and escape” (Pearce, 2005, p.56). It was also suggested that the more 

experienced the traveler, the further he/she would progress through the motivational levels (Peace, 2005). 

While the most common motives were: novelty, escape/relax, enhancing relationships, and the secondary 

(less important) motives were: nostalgia, isolation and social status (Pearce, 2005). In tourist with low 

experience, the motivation was often inner-directed (self-actualization), whereas the more experience 

meant externally directed motives (nature and host-site involvement). The consumption of tourism 

adheres to the social identity of the individual and is, as such, a reflection of the everyday life of the 

tourist, rather than a departure from their routines and practices (McCabe, 2002). Furthermore, the 

everyday life of tourists is brought into the the travel experience through social interactions, where topics 

and concerns from everyday life are present (McCabe, 2002). 

Destination inspiration, information search and planning 

Destination inspiration and information search is an important pre-travel interaction, as consumers are 

unable to ‘test’ or try destination before choosing to visit (Foley et al., 2013). The Internet has 

transformed the way consumers find inspiration, plan and book their travel experiences and shifted the 

power from service providers to consumers, to share their personal experiences with others through 

websites, online communities and social media (Neuhofer and Buhalis, 2013; Foley et al., 2013). The 

Internet has made consumers active co-creators of value, as tourists routinely “consult with other tourists 

online to establish their experiences and opinions of the tourism service before reservation.” (Foley et al., 
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2013, p.140). Consumers are as such seeking user-generated content, in order to find inspiration, 

information and ultimately help determine their travel destination (Neuhofer and Buhalis, 2013). 

Destinations are in turn, trying to influence their image by encouraging tourists to share content in online 

travel communities (Buhalis and Wagner, 2013) as “the more positive the image, the more likely 

potential tourists will visit the destination.” (Rittichainuwat et al., 2001, p.241). 

As such, the Internet and social media is playing an increasingly important role in the information search 

and decision-making process, and this is especially true for American Millennials who are heavy users of 

the Internet and social media compared to other generations (Fromm and Garton, 2013). For Millennials, 

user-generated content is an important source of pre-purchase information and 84 percent of American 

Millennials (born between 1977 and 1995) claim that user-generated content has some influence on what 

they buy. Further, travel accommodations and hotels are among the purchase categories that American 

Millennials won’t purchase from without user-generated content (Fromm and Garton, 2013). The success 

of user-generated content amongst American Millennials can be attributed to that fact that Millennials do 

not only define an expert based on attributes, such as professional and/or academic credentials, but rather 

as anyone with firsthand experience (Barton et al., 2014). Therefore friends and family and other users 

have higher influence in the purchase decision of American Millennials, as their firsthand experience can 

serve as a valid and often preferred source for recommendations on brands, products and services (Barton 

et al., 2014). The information collected online can thereafter be used to decide on a destination, plan and 

thereby shape expectations for the travel experience. 

Expectations 

Before going on holidays, the individual has to plan and imagine the future travel experiences. As travel 

experiences are primarily intangible, they do not have a physical dimension whereby the consumer 

cannot foresee the tangible outcome of its trip in advance (Reisinger, 2001). Rather, they can be 

perceived in the mind of the tourist and represent a more abstract concept (Reisinger, 2001). Thus, 

consumers often utilize the price of the travel experience as an indicator of the quality (Reisinger, 2001) 

and as such many consumers feel that the higher the price, the greater the expectation (Parasuraman et 

al., 1991). This motivates the creation of expectations the consumer has about the future trip. Factors 

such as motivation, value systems, personality traits, mood and self-esteem affect the expectations of a 

travel experience (Larsen, 2007). Furthermore, expectations are formed by previous experience, personal 

communication (word-of-mouth), non-personal communication (advertising), personal characteristics 

such as nationality and gender (Gnoth, 1997; Sheng and Chen, 2012). A travel experience that meets or 

exceeds tourists’ expectations will be remembered positively (Noe, 1999) and a result, previous travel 

experiences and service exchange set the standard for future expectations (Larsen, 2007). Moreover 

travel expectations can also be related to predictive and ideal expectations or desired and experience-

based expectations (del Bosque, et al., 2006). Arnould and Price (1993) also note that consumers do build 

up expectations for everything from 1) interactions with the service provider to other travelers that are a 
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part of the experience, 2) the physical environment and the comfort and safety of their experience, and 3) 

their own feelings and expectations of the experience. 

 

Consumers’ needs and expectations have also evolved as a result of the increased dependence and use of 

the Internet, and travel is no exception (Garín-Muñoz and Pérez-Amaral, 2011). With an estimated 3.5 

billion people online, the Internet is changing how people search, purchase, and share their travel 

experience (Statista, 2016). For Millennials, the presence of social media and the Internet means that 

today’s consumers have a plethora of information available on what to expect at a travel destination. 

Consumers use the Internet and social media to research destinations beforehand, shaping their 

expectations of the travel experience and a ‘bucket list’ to live up to (Barton et al., 2014). Moreover, 

Millennials are inspired by the experiences of friends, family and celebrities shared online (Barton et al., 

2014), which may create motivation for conspicuous consumption in the during phase in order to show 

that the travel experience met or exceeded expectations. 

 

During the travel experience 

The during travel experience phase is characterized by actually experiencing the tourism destination and 

interaction with service providers, locals and other tourists. (Neuhofer and Buhalis, 2013; Prebensen, 

2013). Thus during the travel experiences, consumers will actively engage in activities and interaction in 

order to fulfill their needs that will contribute to their travel experience (Prebensen, 2013). 

 

Interaction and co-creation of the tourist experience 

Interaction is an invaluable factor in creating value in a travel experience, as consumers interact “with 

people and natural or man-made elements” (Prebensen, 2013, p.27). Marketers in tourism settings are 

responding to the consumers need for interaction by ensuring that strategic actions are made in order to 

facilitate value-adding interactions, in the form of employees, setting and service (Fisk et al., 2013). 

Further, value for consumers is determined by the level of interaction and the extent to which customers 

are passively or actively engaged in the interaction, as well as the extent to which the service is enabled 

or delivered by human interaction, rather than technology (Bolton and Saxena-Iyer, 2009). Pine and 

Gilmore (1999) further state that the consumer value is also influenced by if the consumer feels absorbed 

or immersed in the experience. Therefore consumers are no longer passive purchasers, but rather co-

create their own experiences through interactions with the environment (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). 

As a result of interaction, the consumer experience is customized and consumers themselves become, co-

creators of value. Thereby, consumers cannot only rely on service providers to determine an experience, 

but rather their level of interaction will also play an integral stake in their perceived value of their travel 

experience (Bolton and Saxena-Iyer, 2009). Chathoth et al. (2013) further argues that with consumers 

that are more passive, it is the traditional service encounter that builds value through co-production 
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(Chathoth et al., 2013). By increasing their interaction level and being more present and engaged, 

consumers can customize their trip to higher degree, and thereby value is derived from co-creation 

(Chathoth et al., 2013). Li (2013) goes on further to identify three types of interactions that co-contribute 

value in a travel experience: tourist-service provider, tourist-tourist and visitor-local. Thus, this section 

will more closely examine the importance of each of these interactions with a tourist experience. 

 

Interaction with service providers 

The tourist experience is a combination of tangible and intangible items that are provided to the tourist by 

the service provider (Reisinger, 2001). In fact, during the tourist experience, tourists come into contact 

with many different service providers who will influence the tourism, quality and satisfaction. Positive 

service encounters will contribute to the overall evaluation of the tourist service (Reisinger, 2001). 

Therefore, the way tourists perceive the service during their tourist experience will influence the 

evaluation of the tourist product, which is the destination (Reisinger, 2001). 

 

Furthermore, Arnould and Price (1993) identify that while the role of the service provider as subtle, yet 

imperative in “orchestrating delivery of an extraordinary experience” (p.41). Furthermore, the more 

intense the interaction between the service provider and consumer, the more the interaction contributes 

meaning into the experience (Arnould and Price, 1993, Ewert and Schreyer, 1990). The service provider 

does, as such, play an important role in setting the scene in which the service interaction occurs and it can 

therefore be viewed as a form of dramaturgy (Goffman, 1959). From this viewpoint, companies cannot 

provide value - but rather only facilitate value, in which the “planning, enabling, and dramatizing of the 

interaction scenes are of vital importance for the customer to be motivated, involved and informed to 

partake in the value creation processes.” (Prebensen, 2013, p. 32). 

 

Interaction with other tourists and travel partners 

Interaction with other tourists and travel partners is an important aspect of the social nature of travel 

experience. Holt (1995) identifies interaction between tourists as primarily being an experience that 

tourists are ‘consuming as play’, whereby the purpose of the interaction is communing or socializing. 

Arnould and Price (1993) further elaborate on the importance of interaction with other travelers through 

the concept of communitas, in which tourists feel connected to other travelers, be it friends, family or 

strangers, through an experience. 

 

However, MacCannell (1976) shows the resistance of individuals to be labeled as tourists. In fact, being 

seen as the typical tourist has a negative connotation and tourists tend to distance their self-images from 

this definition (Larsen, 2007). The resistance to being a “tourist” is linked to the individuals wanting to 

keep their own identity of a member of society (McCabe, 2002). As such, individuals who participate in a 

tourist activity or experience, distance themselves to the others in the group, and define their own selves 
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using their own interpretations and classifications (McCabe, 2002). Similarly, tourism experiences that 

are unique travel experiences give individuals a sense of prestige, conveying a perceived increase in 

social status and impressing others, within a social group (Correia, Kozak and Reis, 2014). 

 

With regards to travel partners, Choo and Petrick (2015) found that people normally travel in groups, and 

while the importance of social relationships in travel experiences has been acknowledged, there is limited 

research on the individual interaction between tourists and their travel companions. According to their 

literature review, interaction with other tourists in which they are connected through an experience 

contributes to a tribal perspective on consumption, whereas interaction with travel companions is linked 

to the psychological well-being in which sharing activities leads to greater enjoyment (Choo and Petrick, 

2015). As such, travel can “satisfy the need for companionship or a sense of community” as the travel 

experience manipulates the way in which people interact and thereby their overall satisfaction with the 

travel experience (Choo and Petrick, 2015). 

 

Interaction with locals 

Interaction between tourists and local residents is highly influential (Armenski et al., 2011), yet research 

within the field of how tourists and locals interact is limited. According to Zenker and Erfgen (2014) 

residents are an important part of not only making a city seem friendly, but also being positive 

influencers in sharing word-of-mouth about the city. Thus in many places, marketing organizations are 

working to encourage residents to engage in making their destination more attractive, for example by 

hosting events or festivals (Zenker and Erfgen, 2014). Furthermore, experiential tourists do not make use 

of organized tourist activities, but rather seek contact and encounters in unusual locations (Urry, 1990). 

MacCannell (1976) expands upon this idea with the notion that all tourists seek authenticity, in which 

travel is a modern pilgrimage in which they can experience the lifestyle of local citizens. Authenticity is 

however difficult to come by and therefore creates a sense of ‘staged authenticity’ amongst post-modern 

travelers (MacCannell, 1976). Thus, once again tourists become co-creators of meaning in their 

interaction, as their attempts to seek out a response for local citizens, brings value to their travel 

experience. 

 

Physical environment 

While interaction is invaluable in deriving value, Foley et al., (2013, p.145-146) also note that “Tourists 

are not just consumer a tourism offering such as accommodation, dining or activity. They are also 

consuming a destination.”. Their observation highlights the importance of the physical environment, and 

that it can also influence the perception of the travel experience. The physical environment can play an 

important part in facilitating the desired value of their servicescape, for example: a spa should cater to the 

emotional value of relaxation (Prebensen, 2013). As such, the staging of the atmosphere or servicescape, 
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affects consumers in a way where the physical environment prompts consumers to behave accordingly 

and thereby co-create the experience  (Bitner, 1992; Morgan et al., 2008). 

 

Arnould and Price (1993) further elaborate on the importance of physical environment, as they identify 

communion with nature as an instrumental factor in providing an extraordinary experience. Their 

research showed that the natural setting can elicit specific feelings and emotions from consumers, and 

thereby create meaning within the experience. However, service providers play an important role in 

facilitating cues that highlighted the physical environment to the consumers (Arnould and Price, 1993). 

Thus, the role of the physical environment can be summarized as “The ultimate tourist experience 

happens on site, in a specific situation often together with other tourists and hosts.” (Prebensen, 2013, 

p.33). 

 

Post-travel experience 

The post-travel phase is characterized by reflecting on the travel experience after it has been completed. 

Post-travel reflection is often motivated through storytelling of travel experiences and the re-examination 

of photographs (Clawson and Knetsch, 1966). Furthermore, travel experiences are seen as rewarding, as 

it connects travelers to the world and expands their perspective on their life (Pearce, 2005). 

Reflecting and sharing travel experiences online 

The Internet has changed the way consumers communicate with each other and has effectively 

empowered consumers with the ability to exchange their personal experiences and opinions post-

experience (Foley, et al., 2013). Furthermore, technology allows Millennials to stay connected with 

others travelers and destinations post-experience and to digitally share their memories (mdgadvertising, 

2016). 

 

The rise of the Internet has also given way to user-generated content (UCG) and it has enabled a new 

form of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) that is shared publicly through social media platforms (Foley 

et al., 2013). Essentially, technology has facilitated consumers to not only share their personal 

experiences in the post-experience phase, but also co-create value for future consumers during their pre-

experience phase (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001; Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). As such, consumer can 

share their first-hand experiences, in order to lower the risk of negative experience for others and thereby 

contribute to a positive pre-experience interaction. 

 

Millennials place great value in sharing their travel experience online that they capture and bring with 

them into the online world (mdgadvertising, 2016). Social media is used to create, share and exchange 

information (Statista, 2017). Moreover, social media and the Internet motivate conspicuous consumption 

whereby Millennials can share their experiences and engage with their favorite brands publicly or with 
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their friends on digital platforms (Barton et al., 2014). Due to the importance of posting online, 

Millennials search for a complete experience that they can capture and share online (Barton et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, Millennials share feedback of their experiences both offline and online and thereby 

influence the purchases of other potential customers (Barton et al., 2014). 

 

Satisfaction 

Enjoyment of an experience, including learning, personal growth and skill development, also contributes 

to overall satisfaction. Satisfaction with an experience is also linked to how the individual experienced 

the “sites, their activities and their social contexts” (Pearce, 2005, p. 167) However, satisfaction with a 

travel experience is reflected on individual’s values, and the opportunity for consumers to enhance their 

identity through the experience (Pearce, 2005). Furthermore, high prices do not guarantee higher 

consumer satisfaction, as the price is set by the producer and does not necessarily correspond to the 

benefits that the consumer retrieved during the experience (Reisinger, 2001). 

 

Memory of the tourist experience 

Lastly, post-experience evaluation of tourist trips or events will be evaluated based on memory (Larsen, 

2007). Tourists want to be able to have memories for themselves and to share with others later on once a 

tourist experience is terminated (Otto and Ritchie, 1996). An established finding in memory studies is 

that events that stand out such as vacations, are the events that people believe that they can recall best 

(Myers, 2003), although further research show that distinctive events do suffer the same memory 

decrease that other everyday events do (Talarico and Rubin 2003). 

 

The memory of experience is evaluated by the average peak and end effect of experiences, in which the 

peak effect represent the most effective moments during an experience and the end effect represents the 

end an experience, regardless of the duration of the event (Fredrickson, 2000). This is further supported 

by Kahneman (2011). Therefore the remembered experience from a tourist trip is determined by peaks 

and end effects of the trip and will influence the tourist’s desire to repeat the trip (Larsen, 2007). Service 

encounters can also be memorized according to positive or negative moments that stand out (Reising, 

2001). In fact, as there are multiple service encounters taking place during a travel experience, it is only 

when critical incidents occur (both positive and negative) that powerful memories are created and that the 

service encounters become a part of tourists’ recall that stands out (Lee-Ross, 2001). 

 

Furthermore, the memory of a travel experience can be distorted by hyper-reality which is a postmodern 

concept whereby consumers experience that “reality has collapsed and has become image, illusion, 

simulation and simulacra (copies for which no original exists)” (Williams, 2006, p.484) and is especially 

prevalent in experience-based industries. Hyper-reality makes it difficult to know whether consumers 

purchase an experience for its benefits, or for the imagery its depicts (Williams, 2006). 
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2.2.7. Summarizing the theoretical development of travel experiences 

Travel is a multi-phase experience, which includes the pre-, during and post-experience phase, and 

consumer perceptions of these are determined by highly subjective factors. Thus, each individual phase 

of the travel experience should be evaluated to gain a holistic perspective on how each individual phase 

affects the consumer’s perception of the travel experience. 

 

DIAGRAM 3: PRE, DURING AND POST-TRAVEL PHASE 

 
 

2.3 Theory chapter: Synthesizing luxury and travel experiences 

From a theoretical perspective, experience is an important part of the consumer journey and has been 

studied within the context of both luxury (Tynan et al., 2009; Atwal and Williams, 2009) and tourism 

(Larsen, 2007; Otto and Ritchie, 1996). Millennials embrace experience-based consumption, as they 

perceive it to bring happiness and memorable moments to their lives (Eventbrite, 2014). Furthermore, 

Millennials have shown a desire to travel and experience new things and while adventure is becoming 

increasingly important for Millennials, so is status and luxury (Barton et al., 2014). Thus, the following 

section will outline the common theoretical development of luxury and travel experiences. 

 

2.3.1. Motivations, expectations and benefits of luxury and travel experiences   

Belk (1988) acknowledges that consumers can use the possession of goods, as well as experiences to 

extend themselves and reflect their identity. For new luxury experiences, Atwal and Williams (2009) 

argue that the consumption is motivated by individualistic drivers, such as personal-orientated benefits 

and self-indulgence. The consumption of luxury experiences is also increasingly seen as inner-directed, 

whereby consumers’ private needs drive the consumption of luxury whereby conspicuousness is not a 

motivation for consuming luxury (Bauer et al., 2011; Bauer et al., 2012). Furthermore, the consumption 

of luxury is motivated by hedonism, whereby consumers seek pleasure in the possession of luxury goods 

(Nueno and Quelch, 1998; Kapferer, 1997; Vigneron and Johnson, 2004; Hirschman and Holbrook, 

1982). Whereas motivations for travel experiences include the search for self-development, novelty and 

self-actualization (Pearce, 2005), it has also been argued that the consumption of travel is a reflection of 

consumption in consumers’ everyday lives (McCabe, 2013). Otto and Ritchie (1996) also found that 
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tourists need to do what they love, and to be thrilled by a service experience in the tourism industry. 

Thus, hedonic consumption or experiential consumption is central to a comprehensive understanding of 

consumer behavior in the context of hospitality and tourism (Titz, 2008), as well as luxury consumption.  

 

Furthermore for both travel and luxury, the Internet has transformed the pre-experience consumption and 

online research into an integrative part of the consumer experience (Neuhofer and Buhalis, 2013; Foley et 

al., 2013; Okonkwo, 2009). Despite mass communication platforms not being the ideal tool for luxury 

brand, the increase use of technology forces luxury brands to have an online presence (Okonkwo, 2009). 

Furthermore, consumers continue to search and interact with luxury brands online and thereby build 

expectations for their offline encounters (Okonkwo, 2009). The high price of luxury goods also 

contributes to the perceived luxury and quality (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009; Hennigs et al., 2007). With 

regards to travel, the Internet has had a significant impact in empowering consumers to research and find 

user-generated content that provides them with first-hand experiences (Foley et al., 2013). As a result, 

consumers are able to know more about a travel destination prior to their actual experience (Neuhofer 

and Buhalis, 2013), and that thus creates expectations. However, offline expectations can also be formed 

by internal and external factors, previous experiences and word-of-mouth (Gnoth, 1997; Sheng & Chen, 

2012). Furthermore, price plays an influential role in determining consumer expectation, as the higher the 

price of the travel experience, the higher expectations (Parasuraman et al., 1991). Thus, technology now 

plays an important role in shaping consumer expectations not only in luxury, but also within travel, and 

consumers expect research into luxury and travel to provide useful insights (Okonkwo, 2009; Barton et 

al., 2014). 

 

Consumers also seek individual benefits in the consumption of both luxury and travel experiences. With 

regard to luxury, the benefit for consumers is that they can extend their self-identity through the 

consumption of luxury (Vigneron and Johnson, 2004), whereby the symbolic meaning communicated by 

brands, enriches a consumer’s self-concept and fills the gap between a person’s “actual self” and “ideal 

self” (Bauer et al., 2012). As such, the consumers integrate the symbolic meaning of consuming luxury 

(Vigneron and Johnson, 2004), as a way to support and develop their own identity (Douglas and 

Isherwood, 1979). With regards to consumption of travel, consumers benefit through participating in 

tourist experiences that satisfy their personal motivation for travel (Pearce, 2005). Furthermore, tourist 

experiences are linked to quality-of-life; involve satisfaction and enjoyment of these experiences as well 

as life-related skills, personal growth and development, and learning (Pearce, 2005). Furthermore, 

satisfaction within a travel experience is also a reflection of individual values, and the opportunity for 

consumers to enhance their identity through the experience (Pearce, 2005).  

 

With the motivations and benefits focused on the individual, both luxury and tourism experiences enable 

the consumer to fulfill their need for experiencing, extending and enhancing one-self. Furthermore, 
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consumer expectations for luxury and travel experiences are now technology-enabled which provide 

them with information to help satisfy consumers individual needs and desires. Thus, how individual 

consumers are motivated, what they expect and the actual benefits they receive will impact their 

perception of luxury and travel experience. 

 

2.3.2. Service provision in luxury and travel experiences  

Exclusive services are part of the luxury experience and represent a key difference between luxury 

brands and mass brands or premium brands (Kapferer, 1997). The personal interaction is an important 

aspect as it makes the consumer feel special (Kapferer, 1997). Similarly, service represents one way to 

achieve differentiation in the experience, in which the interaction with the service provider enhances the 

luxury experience (Walls et al., 2011). Tourism is characterized by a high degree of interaction between 

service providers and the individuals who are part of the tourist experience (Larsen, 2007). The tourist 

experience does not exist independently of the service provided on site, and consumers will evaluate the 

overall experience based on the numerous service encounters taking place during a trip (Reisinger, 2001). 

 

As such, the interaction with service providers in the provisioning of services are crucial factors in 

facilitating luxury in a travel experience and will therefore influence the perception and evaluation of the 

overall luxury travel experience. However, as service providers do not create, but rather only facilitate 

the experience, it is of interest to see what other factors contribute to consumer perception of luxury 

within travel experiences.  

 

2.3.3. Co-creation of luxury and travel experiences  

Consumers are increasingly involved in the process of creating value and the co-creation of an 

experience (Tsai, 2005). Atwal and Williams (2009) state that luxury experience is dependent on the 

degree of intensity of the interaction or the level of involvement between the supplier and the consumer 

during the experience. Tynan et al., (2009) further posit that value is only retrieved from a luxury 

experience when the involved parties interact with each other. Similarly in the tourism sector, human 

interaction is a crucial part of a travel experiences, whereby both guest-guest interaction, staff-guest, 

visitor-local interaction positively influenced the travel experience (Walls et al., 2011; Choo and Petrick, 

2015; Li, 2013). As such, service providers only facilitate the experience, whereas actual interaction is 

what co-creates value in the tourism experience (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Prebensen, 2013). 

Furthermore, through the extended use of technology means that the perception of tourism experiences is 

increasingly co-created by first-hand experiences shared online (Foley et al., 2013).  

 

As such, the involvement and interaction of consumers is an important aspect in co-creating value in both 

luxury and travel experiences. Thus, interaction is an invaluable asset in creating luxury and travel 

experiences for consumers, and as such, it is of interest to understand which specific interactions and 
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what aspects of those interactions during consumers’ travel experiences contribute to a perception of 

luxury.  

 

2.3.4. Luxury and travel experiences as a subjective perception 

In general, luxury depends on one’s own perception and the perceived value that it brings to those 

consuming it (Wiedmann et al., 2007). Furthermore, the perception of luxury depends on the context, as 

one same product or service might be perceived as luxury or necessity by a same person depending on 

the situation (Kemp, 1998). Luxury experiences as defined by the consumer consist of moments that 

provide “something extraordinary in ordinary life” which are determined by individual's own perception 

of luxuriousness in the moment (Bauer et al., 2012, p.21). Further, Bauer et al.’s (2011) characterize 

luxury experiences as transient, meaning that the symbolic meaning of luxury is flexible and context 

dependent (Bauer et al., 2011). Thus, this extends the consumption and experiencing of luxury, outside 

the traditional space of luxury (Bauer et al., 2012), whereby the private experience consumption of 

luxury goods enables any moment to be defined as luxurious within a private context (Bauer et al., 2011).  

 

Likewise, the tourist experience is described as a phenomenon constituted by the individual consumer 

and likely to be highly subjective (Larsen, 2007). Travel experiences are influenced by individual 

expectations and are constructed in the individual memory, and as such the experiencing subject 

constructs its own travel experience (Larsen, 2007). In accordance with Larsen (2007), Walls et al., 

(2011) suggest that perceived consumer experiences are based on personal characteristics and perceptions 

in the luxury hotel industry. Subjective affective and experiential factors contribute to consumer 

satisfaction within the service experience in tourism (Otto and Ritchie, 1996). In fact, Correía et al., 

(2014) posit that luxury is in the manner of travelling and not in the chosen destination, whereby the 

destination plays a small role to the perceived luxury in a travel experience. 

 

As such within any experiences, including travel, luxury can be perceived at any moment, as it is 

dependent on the context of the experiencing individual. Furthermore, with the concepts of luxury and 

travel as subjective experiences, the personal perception of the individual is clearly a determining factor 

in the consumer’s experience. Thus subjective perceptions, based on factors such as expectations, 

interactions and physical environment, can have an influential role in creating a moment that is perceived 

as luxurious by the experiencing individual during a travel experience. 

 

2.3.5. Why is this research important? 

To conclude, both luxury and travel experiences share many common attributes, such as personal 

motivations, expectations and benefits, as well as interaction and co-creation. However, there is limited 

research that encompasses different aspects of luxury within the travel context.  Furthermore, both luxury 

and travel experiences can be interpreted subjectively by the consumer. Therefore, it is of interest to more 
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closely research the subjective perception of luxury within travel experiences. While travel experiences 

are individual, consumers generally seek similar benefits in their perception of a luxury travel 

experiences, and can thus help us to understand what common trends define luxury within travel. As a 

result, our research aims to develop an understanding of the perception of luxury within travel through 

the collection of individual experiences from Millennials.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

This section introduces the research strategy that will be employed in our study, as well as our research 

approach, method of reasoning and empirical methodology. As the purpose of this study is to gain insight 

into the consumer-side perception of luxury within travel experiences, our study will seek to answer our 

research question by using empirical evidence in order to infer an explanation to consumer perceptions of 

luxury within travel experiences (Saunders et al., 2016).  
 

3.1 Research approach 
3.1.1. Research philosophy: Interpretivism and subjectivism  

An outlined research philosophy is an important process that defines a researcher's “beliefs and 

assumptions about the development of knowledge” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.124). The development of 

knowledge is subject to researcher assumptions (Burrell and Morgan, 1979) and thereby shapes the 

research process from design to data analysis (Crotty, 1998). Assumptions that are made can be 

epistemological, ontological or axiological in nature  (Saunders et al., 2016). Research considerations 

should be made for each type of assumption, in order to ensure the highest level of validity and reliability 

within the research process (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

This thesis adopts an interpretivist research philosophy, whereby the purpose is “is to create new, richer 

understandings and interpretations of social worlds and contexts.” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.140). The 

interpretivist philosophy focuses on how an individual experiences and how it constructs meaning within 

their lives (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus “by collecting what is meaningful” to the research participants, 

we are as researchers able to make sense of their perception of luxury within their travel experiences. 

Thus our thesis places a phenomenologist emphasis, in which our research focuses “on the participants’ 

lived experience [….] the participants’ recollections and interpretations of those experiences.” (Saunders 

et al., 2012, p.141).  

 

The interpretivist nature of our research also means that our thesis adopts the aspect of subjectivism. 

Subjectivism makes the assumption that we live in a socially constructed reality, whereby reality is the 

result of “the perceptions and consequent actions of social actors” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.130).  

Phenomena that are subjectively researched are constantly being reassessed, as the research captures the 

participants’ reality in a specific point in time (Saunders et al., 2016). Furthermore, the subjectivism does 

not only consistently reassess the phenomena itself, but the meaning that the research participants 

associate with that phenomena (Saunders et al., 2016). The subjectivist approach of our thesis means that 

we observe the phenomena of luxury within travel experiences from a humanistic perspective and 

thereby must make careful considerations with regards to any assumptions that may influence the results 

of our research.  
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3.1.2. Ontological considerations 

Assumptions that are ontological are related to the perceived reality “in which you see and study your 

research objects” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.127). The underlying contextual beliefs that exist within the 

researchers perceived reality are therefore ontological assumptions that must be considered in the 

research design. Based on the subjectivist approach, this thesis adopts a social constructionist ontology 

whereby “reality is constructed through social interaction in which social actors create partially shared 

meanings and realities. ” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.130). As such ontologically, we will as subjectivist 

researchers seek to discover the opinions, narratives and experiences of our research participants in order 

to analyze and reconstruct their reality of perceived luxury within their travel experience.  

 

3.1.3. Epistemological considerations 

Assumptions are epistemological are related to the acceptance, validity and legitimacy of knowledge and 

the communication of this knowledge with others (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). As the epistemological 

considerations are relative to the field of study, the research approach may influence the degree to which 

the epistemological assumptions affect the legitimacy of the research (Saunders et al., 2016). As our 

thesis has an interpretivist approach, the main epistemological consideration is that we must ensure that 

we clearly argument for how our research provides new understandings with a theoretical contribution 

(Saunders et al., 2016). Thus while the theories and concept within interpretivist research can be 

considered too simplistic, the aim is at providing a new perspective that results in modifications or 

extensions of existing theoretical frameworks (Saunders et al., 2016). As such in relation to our thesis, 

while the concepts of luxury, travel and experience have been previously been independently studied, 

there is no existing literature with regard to perceived luxury experiences within the travel industry.  

 

3.1.4 Axiological considerations 

Assumptions that are axiological are related to the values and beliefs of the researchers, as well as the 

research participants (Saunders et al., 2016). Axiological assumptions are important to address in order to 

ensure the credibility of the research, as the choice of research topic, research philosophy and 

methodology are all reflections of the researcher's values (Saunders et al., 2016). As this thesis adopts an 

interpretivist philosophy, we must be aware of our approach is ‘extremely subjectivist’ and that so are 

our own values and beliefs as we collect and analyze data (Saunders et al., 2016). Thus, the challenge for 

us as researchers will be to immerse ourselves in the viewpoint of the research participant, as well as take 

an empathetic stance in understanding their experiences (Saunders et al., 2016). In relation to our thesis, 

the research design will therefore be designed in order to give research participants the opportunity to 

share their experiences, and analyzed in a manner, such as that increases the objectivity of the 

researchers.  
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3.1.5 Approach of research design: Exploratory 

The purpose of an exploratory research design is to “clarify your understanding of an issue, problem or 

phenomenon” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.175). Exploratory research can be conducted through the use of 

literature, expert interviews, consumer interviews and focus groups. The exploratory aspect of the 

research means that the data collection process can be adapted in order to support deeper insight into any 

new findings. Research questions that are exploratory in nature most often begin with what or how 

(Saunders et al., 2016, p.175) and thereby seek to discover new insights into the designated topic.  

 

This thesis adopts an exploratory approach to understanding the perceptions of luxury within travel 

experiences and our derived question is focused on gaining insight into how consumers form these 

perceptions. Thus, our research design has been constructed in a manner that is intended to support the 

exploratory approach, and allows us to openly accept any new insights that may emerge during the data 

collection process. We consider the exploratory approach as an advantage to our thesis, and we believe 

that it will positively contribute towards the research results, as well as enable us to provide new insights 

within this topic.  

 

3.1.6.Method of reasoning: Abductive  

The approach to developing theory is an important aspect of any research design (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Peirce (1965, p.171) explains the methods of reasoning used for developing theory as "Deduction proves 

that something must be; Induction shows that something actually is operative; Abduction merely suggests 

that something may be.". Abductive reasoning, or inference, is most commonly used “to explore a 

phenomenon, identify themes and explain patterns” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.145) by contributing with 

new, or additional data in order to further extend or modify a theory. The research process is based on an 

initial statement or observation, that can be tested either through inductive or deductive methods 

(Saunders et al., 2016; Walton, 2013).  

 

This thesis undertakes an abductive approach to theory development by using empirical observation that 

there is a range of perceptions of luxury in relation to the travel experiences. Thus while the outcome 

won’t be conclusive in nature, it will allow us to establish a better understanding of how consumers 

experience luxury within travel and provide modification or extensions of existing theoretical discussions 

(Saunders et al., 2016).   

 

3.2 Research design and methodology 

3.2.1 Research design 

According to Sanders et al. (2012, p.159) the research design is the “general plan of how you will go 

about answering your research question(s)”. The research design should provide clear objectives for our 

research, explain what kind of data we intend to collect, how we intend to collect it, as well as any 
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potential limitations (Saunders et al., 2012). The research design should justify each section of the 

methodology and should correspond with the defined research philosophy (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus 

in accordance with our interpretivist research philosophy, our research design will focus on qualitative 

research that allows for an open and exploratory approach of consumers’ luxury travel experiences.  

 

3.2.2. Qualitative research strategy  

A qualitative research strategy means that the research design collects or uses non-numerical data 

(Saunders et al., 2012). Qualitative research is most often interpretive as the purpose of the research is “to 

make sense of the subjective and socially constructed meanings expressed about the phenomenon being 

studied” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.163). Thus in order to support our interpretivist approach, we have 

chosen to undertake research in which both the data collection technique, as well as data analysis of our 

study is qualitative. As a qualitative research study, the success of our research is dependent on our 

ability to elicit relevant data from our research participants (Saunders et al., 2016). Thus, we will use a 

mono method qualitative study in which we employ a single data collection technique (Saunders et al., 

2016) and focus on gaining an in-depth understanding of the experiences of our research participants. By 

focusing on a single data collection method, we aim to focus our efforts as researchers on the 

participant's point of view, in order to overcome our axiological challenges. As such, our research takes 

an emic approach which participants “to describe their experiences in their own words and not according 

to pre-judged categories...” (Pearce, 2005, p.3) which enables us as researchers to begin “...to see the 

socially constructed world from the participants point of view” (Pearce, 2005, p.3). 

 

3.2.3 Data types 

As an exploratory study, the research design will incorporate both primary and secondary data sources in 

order to fulfill the aims of this study. Qualitative data will primarily be collected through in-depth 

interviews, which we will support theoretically with secondary data in the form of academic literature. 

 

3.2.4 Method for literature review  

In order to derive our research problem, we completed a search of academic literature and establish a 

theoretical foundation for our topic of interest. The theoretical discussion of our thesis is divided into 

three sections and discusses the concepts of (1) luxury, (2) travel experience and (3) a synthesis of luxury 

and travel experience. The discussion seeks to elaborate on the existing research on each of these topics 

and has allowed us to derive a theoretical gap in academic literature on luxury travel experiences. The 

theoretical discussion is purely secondary data, and enables us to have a foundation on which our primary 

data can expand upon.  

 

 

 



	   35	  

3.2.4 Research method for data analysis 

In order to analyze the data collected in our research, the interviews will be transcribed, coded according 

to themes that emerge throughout the interviews and a corresponding thematic analysis applied for each 

emerged theme (King and Horrocks, 2010). The thematic analysis method is advantageous for our 

exploratory approach; as it provides our study with the flexibility to examine identify patterns and trends 

within the perceptions of luxury travel experience among Millennials.   

 

3.3. Qualitative research methodology 

For our thesis, we have decided to pursue in-depth interviews about luxury in travel experiences with 

Millennial consumers for our primary data collection. The benefits of a qualitative data collection process 

is that it provides “naturalistic and interactive” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.163) nature for participants and 

provides interviewees with the flexibility to adapt the data collection process in order to more easily 

extract relevant information from participants (Saunders et al., 2012). This supports the exploratory 

nature of the study, which highlights literature, interviews with experts, in-depth interviews and focus 

groups as potential research tactics (Saunders et al., 2016). In exploratory studies, the results and 

outcome are reliant on the quality of the interviews (Saunders et al., 2016) and it is therefore important 

that the participants feel comfortable in soliciting their experiences to the researchers. Thus, our data 

collection research method will focus on an unstructured and narrative format, which provides 

participants with a natural setting to solicit their experiences. 

 

3.3.1. In-depth, semi-structured interviews 

In-depth interviews were chosen as the primary qualitative research method as a way to gain in-depth 

access to consumer perceptions of luxury travel experiences. For our research, a semi-structured 

interview format will be used in order to give participants an open forum to express their views, while 

simultaneously ensuring that the elicited information that relates to a travel experience and luxury within 

a travel experience.  

 

Semi-structured interviews are commonly used as “interviews subjects’ viewpoints are more likely to be 

expressed in an openly designed interview situation than in a standardized interview or questionnaire” 

(Flick, 2009, p.150). While main topics should be identified for a semi-structured interview, the structure 

is flexible and empowers the interviewer to add or omit questions, as deemed appropriate, for each 

individual interview participant (Saunders et al., 2009). Semi-structured interviews also help support the 

exploratory research approach, as it enables interview participants to openly contribute with new 

information (Saunders et al., 2009). Furthermore, the flexible structure allows interviewers to probe 

participants into explaining the deeper meaning behind their answers (Saunders et al., 2009).  
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As the interviews were conducted individually, it means that participants were not challenged by any 

external factors and as a result some inconsistent claims were not pointed out (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

3.3.2. Narrative approach 

The interviews take a narrative approach in which the interview participant “is asked to present the 

history of an area of interest […] [whereby] The interviewer's task is to make the informant tell the story 

of the area of interest in question as a consistent story of all relevant events from its beginning to its end.” 

(Hermanns, 1995, p.183). The narrative interview technique begins with a general question, and 

thereafter focuses on eliciting more specific details through probing questions (Flick, 2009). This 

requires the interviewers to actively listen in order to on-the-spot produce questions customized to the 

participant’s experience (Flick, 2009).  

 

However, the challenges with a narrative technique are that it is difficult for participants to provide a 

clear and relevant narrative (Flick, 2009). As such for our interviews, the narrative approach was 

combined with a semi-structured approach, so that the interviewer could use the question guideline to get 

interview participants to return to a relevant storyline. Furthermore, the narrative approach leaves the 

researcher with a large amount of unstructured data that can be difficult to work with and analyze (Flick, 

2009). This has however been dealt with by limiting the number of interviews according to saturation and 

using a semi-structured approach to create a clear interview guideline that provides some consistency in 

the structure of narratives across interviews.  

 

3.3.3. Projective, laddering technique 

A projective, laddering technique was used to probe and provide a deeper understand with regard to 

consumer perceptions of their travel experience (Christensen & Olson, 2002). This approach was 

incorporated into the interview guide, as well as floating prompts, that could contribute to answering our 

research question, were prepared in order to ensure that participants provided information that was 

relevant to understanding their perception. As such, our interview technique utilizes means-end analysis, 

whereby the interview was designed based on the end goal of understanding Millennials perceptions of 

luxury within their travel experience (Leão and Mello, 2007). As such, our interview was projective in 

nature, as the questions were designed to elicit and explore consumer associations with regard to their 

experiences of luxury travel (Leão and Mello, 2007). 

 

3.3.4. Photo elicitation technique  

Interview participants showed images and this is defined as a photo elicitation technique. The purpose of 

this technique is “to stimulate interview partners to produce narratives or answers” (Flick, 2009, p.242). 

Visual data, such as photographs and videos, can be a valuable way to collect first-hand data (Flick, 

2009). Captured images enable “the transportation of artifacts… and also the transgression of borders of 
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time and space” (Flick, 2009, p.241). Bryman and Bell (2011) further elaborate that visual data can be 

used to help interview participants to remember past experiences and prompt them to explain the 

experience in detail. Flick (2009, p.243) further elaborates on the use of visual data as a way to “activate 

people’s memories or to stimulate or encourage them to make statements about complex processes and 

situations”. Harper (2002) has also been shown that the use of photographs during interviews can 

produce higher quality data, as well as improve the clarity of the interview.  

 

3.3.5. Interview participants and data sample 

In our data collection, we conducted individual, in-person interviews with 12 participants. Interview 

participants were carefully chosen in order to ensure a diverse and balanced group. The participants were 

all within our defined Millennial age range (born between 1980 and 2000), and their ages ranged from 21 

to 36 years old, and included seven females and five males. The data sample included participants from 

seven different Western European nations, including Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Belgium, UK, Portugal 

and Germany. 

 

During the data collection, we concluded that 12 participants was sufficient for our study, as the 

interviews became saturated after the first eight interviews, whereby the last four interviews provided 

little or no new information. Interviews lasted in between 35 minutes, and 1 hour and 12 minutes. 

Interview times vary primarily depending on the willingness of the participant to elicit information and 

no time limit was set, in order to give participants the freedom to explain their experience. The interviews 

were all located in isolated group rooms at Copenhagen Business School. The location was chosen as a 

professional representation of our research, which is based within the institution. Email was used to 

invite the participants, as well as for any additional communication prior and post interview (See 

Appendix 1 for communication template). All interviews with participants were audio recorded with the 

purpose of transcribing, coding and thematically analyzing each interview. Participants were informed of 

the recording and notified that the recordings are confidential in nature. All physical materials from the 

interview that were interactive in nature were coded in order to make sense of the information and for 

later use in analysis (See Appendix 3 and 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   38	  

CHART 1: RESEARCH PARTICPANTS 

 Participant # Gender Nationality Age Education Professional status 
and income (DKK)  

Cultural Background 

1 - M. Dinh F Danish 24 Undergraduate Graduate Student 
≥ DKK 10,000 

Danish-Vietnamese 

2 - C. 
Lindgren 

F Swedish 21 Undergraduate Undergraduate 
student + part time 
work 
DKK 10,000-20,000 

Swedish 

3 - B. Bresser F German 25 Undergraduate Graduate Student + 
part time work 
DKK 10,000-20,000 

German-Danish 

4 - N. 
Haugaard 

M Belgian 23 Undergraduate Graduate Student 
DKK 10,000-20,000 

Belgian-Danish 

5 - L. Wiken F Norwegian 24 Undergraduate Graduate Student  
≥ DKK 10,000 

Norwegian-Swedish 

6 - G. de Ville M Belgian 24 Undergraduate Undergraduate 
Student, Business 
≥ DKK 10,000 

Belgian 

7 - C. Coelho F Portuguese 22 Undergraduate Graduate student + 
part time work 
DKK 10,000-20,000 

Portuguese 

8 - R. Greve M German 30 Graduate Customer Service at 
KiesDirekt  
DKK 20,000-30,000 

German-Indian 

9 - A. Bang F British 24 Undergraduate Analyst at  
Ernst & Young 
DKK 30,000-40,000 

British-Danish 

10 - A. 
Schoolcraft 

M Swedish 24 Undergraduate Graduate student 
≥ DKK 10,000 

Swedish-American 

11 - P. Jantzen M Danish 36 Graduate Musician 
DKK 10,000-20,000 

Danish-Spanish 

12 - I. 
Lauritzen 

F Danish 23 Undergraduate Undergraduate 
student + part time 
work 
DKK 10,000-20,000 

Danish  
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3.3.6. Interview guideline 

The interview guideline has been designed in order to allow interview participants to openly narrate their 

travel experiences (See Appendix 2 for the interview guideline). Thus for our interviews, we asked 

interview participants to bring a minimum of three images from their past travel experiences and related 

experiences of luxury. As a projective technique, the purpose was to use the pictures to create a more 

naturalistic setting for participants to explain their travel experience. The pictures were thus used as a 

physical cue for participants to speak about and prompt participants to not only speak about the 

experience in the picture, but the entire travel experience and related-experiences of luxury.  

 

The next step of the interview guideline is to establish and reconstruct the complete narrative of the travel 

experience, including pre-, during and post-travel experience. Interview participants were asked to place 

each of their images in association with the categories: before their travel experience, during their travel 

experience and after their travel experience. As an image only captures a single moment, the purpose of 

this interactive activity is to reconstruct the complete travel experience and thereby probe further into any 

other interactions or factors that have influenced the interview participant’s experience. The purpose of 

probing is to ensure high-quality qualitative data that enables a meaningful analysis post-interview (Flick, 

2009). 

 

Lastly, the aspects of luxury within the experience were examined. This was once again done by asking 

participants to elaborate on what they believed was the experienced luxury and thereafter probing for 

more detailed answers. As a summarizing activity, the participants were asked to articulate specific 

feelings or words that represent their experience, by completing three leading sentences (See Appendix 2 

or 4 for sentences).  The purpose of these sentences is to “reducing the 'meaning' of the whole to its 

common denominator" (Hermanns, 1995, p. 184). 

 

The interview guideline was developed in accordance with our research question and utilized certain 

aspects of our theory chapter, in order to build up an interview guide that supported the methodology of 

existing research. Furthermore, we received input from our academic supervisor in order to ensure a 

proper methodological approach in our interviewing technique.  

 

3.3.7. Qualitative analysis: Data coding and thematic analysis 

The analysis of the primary qualitative data collected via the interviews will begin with a formal text 

analysis. The formal text analysis will be done through a transcription of the interview, in order “to 

eh[l]iminate any non-narrative passages from the text and then to segment the 'purified' narrative text for 

its formal sections" (Schütze, 1983, p.286 in Flick, 2009, p. 346). Transcription enables the raw 

unstructured data to be structured and categorized. The interviews were transcribed verbatim as to full 
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capture and enable the analysis of the personal experience of the participant (Kings and Horrocks, 2010). 

Furthermore, any additional cues added to help signal any other elicited meaning during the participant's 

narrative (King and Horrocks, 2010). Capital letters are used to emphasize specific words or phrases. If 

the participant or interviewer was unclear, the section of transcription was simply labeled as inaudible. 

As the purpose of the interviews is to identify the participant’s perception of luxury travel experiences, 

any given concrete definition of luxury travel is underlined for easy identification. It was ensured that the 

interviews were completed in a quiet setting, so that the audio recordings were optimal and of high 

quality. Furthermore, the recording device was placed between the interviewer and participant, as to 

capture both questions and answers.   

 

Once a reconstruction of the participant’s narrative is complete, the data can be analyzed. Each interview 

was individually analyzed, as well as compared and contrasted with the others (Flick, 2009). The ability 

to analyze the interviews within the context of each other’s enables for the emergence and identification 

of common themes (King and Horrocks, 2010). A theme is defined as “recurrent and distinctive features 

of participants’ accounts, characterizing particular perceptions and/or experiences, which the researchers 

sees as relevant to the request question” (King and Horrocks, 2010, p.150). Kings and Horrocks (2010) 

also outline three general guidelines when identifying themes: 1) As researchers, we must make careful 

consideration when interpreting the transcripts and what should be included, 2) As researchers, we must 

be careful in our consideration of themes. While subjects may be repeated many times, it does not 

necessarily constitute a theme. To be identified as a theme, it should be repeated either in multiple cases. 

However, it is possible to identify themes that are unique to a single case,  3) Lastly, themes should be 

distinct and avoid overlap, if possible. The researcher must take into account the context of the 

participant’s story and “must make sense of particular experiences against the backdrop of the particular 

participant’s full account” (Kings and Horrocks, 2010). Furthermore, the analysis and development of 

themes must balance attention to themes within individual cases, and across multiple cases (Kings and 

Horrocks, 2010). This was especially important for the research question in this study, as the emergence 

of common themes among Millennials participants is an important step in answering our research 

question, while simultaneously maintaining the ability to give way and account for individual or unique 

perceptions with regard to luxury travel experiences.  

 

The thematic analysis must also include a hierarchical organization of the themes, in which main 

overarching themes are defined and further specified through interpretive sub-themes (Kings and 

Horrocks, 2010). Each sub-theme has a set of descriptive codes focused on identifying relevant themes 

from participants’ accounts, and thereby properly developing each sub-theme (Kings and Horrocks, 

2010). The analysis process followed a three-step process suggested by Kings and Horrocks (2010) in 

which: 
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DIAGRAM 4: CODING AND THEMATIC ANALYSIS PROCESS 

 
Source: An Introduction to Interview Data Analysis, Kings and Horrocks, 2010, p.153 

 

In the coding process for this study, individual transcripts were analyzed through the color-coding of sub-

themes. Each color-coded theme was given a interpretive code with corresponding descriptive codes. 

Relevant descriptive codes were added to the interpretive codes throughout the transcript analysis 

process. Lastly, the sub-themes were grouped according to relevance and overarching themes were 

determined. For a full overview of the identified codes used in thematic analysis, please see Appendix 5.  

 

3.4 Reliability and validity 

We acknowledge that the reliability of the collected and interpreted data is subject to the subjective 

perception of us, as researchers. To reduce subjectivity, we employed the method of both researchers 

attending and assessing each interview to reduce bias in interviewing technique, as well as in the 

interpretation of the qualitative data during the interview and in the interpretive coding process. With 

regard to coding, Krippendorff (2004) further argues that the use of specific keyword counts in the 

analysis of content leads to reliable and consistent results, which can easily be traced. Thus, the use of a 

clear coding process helps strengthen the reliability of our data interpretation, and reduces the risk that if 

another researcher repeated the process, they would get similar results.  
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However, the replication of exact results is not realistic as the data is not only susceptible to the 

subjectivity of the interview participant, but also the interpretation of the research participant. Thus, if the 

research was to be replicated, the assumption would be that similar themes would emerge, yet differ 

depending on the context in which participants recount their experience.  

 

Furthermore, the validity of the research is challenged by the notion that the qualitative methodology 

attempts to reconstruct real life experiences. These experiences are contextual in nature, and thereby the 

researchers understanding is limited to the actual information divulged by research participants. 

Furthermore, the assumption was also made that participants provide an accurate recount of their 

experience. However, their subjective perception and imperfect memory may contribute to the fact that 

accounts of their experience are not 100 percent factual, but rather their own interpretation of the 

situation, in which they pass on. As such, this means that participants may have chosen to leave out 

certain elements of their experience and/or dramatized other elements to create a more fulfilling 

narrative. However, it is important to note that this kind of participant bias in unavoidable and must 

therefore be accepted as part of the nature of studying human perceptions.   

 

3.5 Methodology limitations 

A limitation to our methodology is the goal to provide a naturalistic atmosphere in which the participants 

felt comfortable recounting their experience. While photo elicitation was used as a method to help 

prompt participants to recount their experience, it is unavoidable that certain participants feel 

uncomfortable in a forced interview situation, in which they know that their narrative is being audio-

recorded.  

 

Furthermore, while we ensured a relatively diverse group of participants with regard to nationality, ten 

out of the 12 participants were students. While the criteria for participating in our research was a Western 

European Millennial, different or additional themes may have emerged if a greater proportion of the 

participants were individuals working full-time. Furthermore, the participant base is well educated with 

all participants having or pursuing a university degree. A participant base with a wider range of education 

levels may therefore have provided different results. Lastly, our research has been carried out using an 

abductive method, thus while our findings are supported, they are not conclusive. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis 
 

This section introduces the analysis of the primary qualitative data collected through interviews. The 

analysis will provide an introductory overview of the findings of the interviews, and thereafter presents 

the individual theme and sub-themes that emerged throughout the interviews. Each theme will be 

individually analyzed and supporting data, in the form of quotes, will be presented when necessary to 

more clearly showcase the viewpoint of our interview participants. Each overarching themes has a 

number of sub-themes that are explored and defined by descriptive codes in Appendix 5. As such, this 

will provide a clear overview of what has influenced the perception of luxury within our participants’ 

travel experiences, and help us identify, understand and explain Millennials’ perception of luxury travel.  

 

The twelve participants presented three to six pictures each and described their travel experiences 

through their pictures. Overall the participants did not relate one specific travel experience to luxury, but 

would present different experiences that they linked to their perception of luxury in their travel 

experiences. As such, participant related luxury within travel experiences to different types of travels 

involving different contributing factors, which we will present throughout this section. Our analysis will 

be presented as follows 1) Overarching themes and sub-themes relating to factors that contribute to 

luxury within the travel experience, 2) Overarching theme and sub-themes explaining the participants’ 

evolution of perceptions of luxury within the travel experience, 3) An analysis of the pre-, during and 

post-experience phase of luxury within travel, and 4) An analysis of Millennials’ perceptions of luxury 

within travel experiences.   

 

4.1 Themes contributing to luxury within travel experiences 

The overarching themes that emerged in our participant interviews has enabled the identification of a 

range of themes, or factors, that play a role in the creation of luxury within the travel experience. The 

following section will, as such, provide an explanation of the individual themes that participants related 

to the perception of luxury within their travel experience.  

 

4.1.1. Overarching theme: Expectations 

The expectations of the experiences played a big role in influencing the perception luxury within the 

experience for all participants. In general, there were three trends that emerged from our participants with 

regards to expectations and they were: 1) More planning, meant more expectations, 2) Less planning and 

spontaneity, meant little or no expectation, and 3) Price affected the expectations.  

 

• Sub-theme: More planning leads to higher expectations 

For a few of our participants planning and researching their trips was important, but this often meant that 

they had greater expectations for their travel experience. The planning process and gathering of 
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information is often what established those expectations: “I mean like, Cuba, we really planned a lot 

before. Uh, we had planned out where we were staying every night and everything.” (A. Schoolcraft, 

Appendix 7, p.85:47-48). Thus, if the expectations of the experiences were met, it resulted in a positive 

outcome: “I mean Cuba I had high expectations before, uh and it like the trip lived up to it I would say.” 

(A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.86:37). The planning process was as such for many participants 

instrumental in not only building expectations, but also also in building the feeling of having something 

to look forward to: “Research part is also a fun part of traveling… I think it's just fun to look at what, 

what's there, what to choose between and then also when you get there you feel like you know a little bit 

more about the place where you're going” (L.Wiken, Appendix 7, p.35:56). As such the notion of 

‘looking forward’ to a travel experience, and thereafter also having your expectations met was 

instrumental in delivering a positive experience, “I was really looking forward to it and it really lived up 

to expectations.” as L. Wiken stated about her travel experience to Bali (Appendix 7, p.36:43). For 

participants that placed value in planning their trips, the expectation was that research would enable them 

“to find something more special or secluded or well - that has something a bit different.” (L.Wiken, 

Appendix 7, p.35:28). However, participants also expressed that with information, also comes high 

expectations that may not be fulfilled: “Maybe that something that plays - that you have high 

expectations so that during you might get a bit disappointed.” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.30:3).  

 

• Sub-theme: Less planning leads to lower expectations 

Many of our participants did not place particular emphasis on planning their trips, and as a result many of 

their travel experiences were unplanned and spontaneous: “..everything was so surprising - like I said we 

didn't plan much so no expectations.” (C.Lindgren, Appendix 7, p.13:42). As a result, the lack of 

planning also meant less expectations and introduced the element of surprise into the travel experience “I 

actually like to have a bit of the surprise instead of being spoiled before.” (G. De Ville, Appendix 7, 

p.46:15). However, the lack of planning also meant that participants ended in uncomfortable situations, in 

which luxury could be found in the fulfillment of basic needs, as A. Schoolcraft explained about a 

woman helping him after a long hike: “because it was like I mean pretty simple meal, but it was just like 

amazing at that time” (Appendix 7, p.81:2). Despite this, participants also placed value on these 

unplanned experiences as a positive factor during their travels: “And also you know, these moments that 

are out of the ordinary and not planned or somehow they are the ones that make the trip worthwhile and 

are the things you remember afterwards” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.91:34). Thus, the freedom to do 

something unexpected or unplanned contributed positively towards the overall travel experience, as the 

participants did not have as many or any expectations at all.  

 

• Expectations and price 

Some of our participants also referenced the notion that price was a key factor in building the 

expectations of luxury within their travel experience: “[if] I know it’s high-priced for the area, is, I 



	   45	  

would be like expecting that the quality is thereafter and I will be highly disappointed if it’s not.” (A. 

Bang, Appendix 7, p.70:15-16). As such, price is also used as a signifier of quality and thereby raises 

expectations, “since it is twice as expensive, you have you know, high expectations” said M. Dinh 

 (Appendix 7, p.7:18). However, interlinking price with expectations does not always result in a better 

experience, as M. Dinh noted “even though it was actually twice as expensive, it was not a great 

experience.” (Appendix 7, p.7:12). So while price is an influential factor in determining participants 

expectations, it does not guarantee a positive luxury travel experience. This was especially exemplified 

by N. Haugaard’s experience flying business class “It felt like you paid a lot and that in the end you just 

end up sleeping.  Even if you sleep better, you just sleep, so that probably didn't meet my expectations so 

much. Especially for the price it is.” (Appendix 7, p.30:34-35). As such, price is no longer a reliable 

factor in determining if an experience will meet consumer expectations.  

 

However, three of the participants also mentioned that the affordability of the experience made it more 

enjoyable and made it possible for them to experience luxury “Like renting this car, it's like a third of a 

price if you want to rent it in France or the States. So you can afford luxury in Dubai.” (M. Dinh, 

Appendix 7, p.3:4). As such, the affordable price of such an activity, made the experience luxurious. 

Furthermore, when prices for activities which participants considered luxurious were lower than 

expected, the affordability made the experience luxurious. Further, the unexpected low price of service 

contributed to the luxury perception “it was actually cheap so when we sat at the beach and we could get 

a cocktail for five dollars, it was like just, let's get five of them” (B. Bresser, Appendix 7, p.24:6-7). As 

such, these experiences are linked with something that is out of the normal, experiences they would 

normally not be able to live, if they were to pay a standard price for it.    
 

4.1.2. Overarching theme: Type of travel 

While describing their travel experiences, all the participants mentioned that different types of travelling 

contributed to the perceived luxuriousness of the travel experience. As participants brought pictures from 

different experiences, they often associated luxury with different types of travel. As such, there was no 

specific type of travel (e.g. with friends or for relaxation) that determined a luxury experience for 

participants, but rather luxury could exist in multiple types of travel.  

 

• Sub-theme: Relaxation 

Luxury travel experiences were linked to relaxation and to the ability to calm down during the travel 

experience and when returning home from the trip. The ability to take time off and relax was highly 

valued by many of the participants “So, it was, it was made in a way or it was built in a way that people 

could relax and that it was more about yeah calming down, relaxing all day, the whole day.” (B. Bresser, 

Appendix 7, p.17:33). The participants also valued returning home feeling relaxed after the travel 

experience and it contributed to the perception of luxury travel experience “This experience made me feel 
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eeeh relaxed and happy. I feel like when we've been there it's been in February so you're on your way to 

this deep winter depression and when you get down there you get to relax, it's sunny, you just get back 

feeling like a new person.” (L. Wiken, Appendix 7, p.38:50-51). Therefore the personal benefits of being 

on holidays are appreciated during the travel experience and are also appreciated afterwards, once the 

travel experience has been completed.    
 

• Sub-theme: Disconnect and be yourself  

Participants also linked luxury within travel experiences with the ability to disconnect from technological 

devices and from external distractions. Although it is technically possible to disconnect at home, 

participants felt that they had to get away from everyday life and from technological devices in order to 

do so “... it was very far out from everything and there was no phone reception and we rented a really 

nice Airbnb and we had that little house” (C. Lindgren, Appendix 7, p.15:26-27). The participants who 

went on holidays to relax stated that the environment helped them to do so. The possibility to relax and to 

get away from distractions was also mentioned with the feeling of being yourself “I like being 

inappropriate because it’s somehow that is what life is about, for me, i guess. You know you just being 

yourself” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.91:48-49). The need for getting away for everyday life and being in 

a calm environment away from technology contributed to the participants perception of luxury within 

travel experience. 
 

• Sub-theme: Adventure/Exploring 

Luxury within travel experiences also took place in adventurous settings where the participants were 

exploring new activities or new environments. This was described by the majority of participants “So I 

find enjoyment in both kinds but yeah at this point in my life I'm more into the exploring kind of thing.” 

(C. Coelho, Appendix 7, p.51:2-3). As such, many participants referred to more adventurous and 

exploring trip as luxurious travel experiences because it enabled them to create new memories and to 

experiences new things, that they would normally not do at home.  “It was these kind of adventures, 

because I thought we would just do a simple day on the beach and then it turned out to be a two hours 

hike in the mountains. But it was actually really cool because it was kind of adventurous” (C. Lindgren, 

Appendix 7, p.10:5-6). Furthermore, challenging activities took place in adventurous settings, as C. 

Lindgren explained “I feel like it's hard to know how I'll challenge myself through something else than 

these experiences.” (Appendix 7, p.16:37-38). 

 

• Sub-theme: Celebration 

Traveling to celebrate a special occasion was mentioned by three of the participants as luxurious travel 

experiences and as a motivation for undertaking such a trip. N. Haugaard described his travel experience 

in a hotel in Egypt as a luxurious experience, where they celebrated his grandma's birthday “That was 

probably why one of the earliest experiences in one of these places. It was 7-8 years ago and one of the 



	   47	  

first big travels I made and also with my family and my grandma just turned 80 or 

something.”(Appendix 7, p.27:7-8). As a special occasion the participant had strong emotional feelings 

connected to it, and it made the experience memorable to the participants. C. Coelho described her cruise 

experience as a luxury travel experience where the purpose was to celebrate and to be rewarded for 

graduation “it was literally our graduate trip, so it was like yeah pat on the back you did well throughout 

the year, now just relax.” (C. Coelho, Appendix 7, p.50:51-52). Lastly Alex shared her experience in 

California with her family, where the purpose was to celebrate her mum’s birthday “we were there for 

mum's birthday on the way down California, and we only spent two days there” (Appendix 7, p.72:52-

53). The special occasion involved in the travel experience was a motivation for friends and family to 

gather and to execute this trip. As such the celebration part was a motivational factor to undertake this 

trip and the execution of a travel experience together in celebration with friends and family contributed to 

the luxury within the travel experience.  

 

• Sub-theme: Family trip 

A majority of the participants brought pictures and told us about luxury within travel experiences that 

were lived together with their family. These trips enabled the participants to relax and to enjoy time spent 

with family “In this one I just went to my family's place and we just relaxed and this is probably my 

favourite kind of vacation.” (C. Lindgren, Appendix 7, p.12:37-38). Generally, traveling with family 

represented a financial aid for the participants as it enabled them to go on trips that they would normally 

not afford themselves. Half of the participants shared luxury travel experiences they did not pay for 

themselves which were linked to expensive restaurants and highly rated hotels and one participant 

explicitly stated that the fact that his family paid contributed to the perception of luxury to him “Um, 

luxury the only thing that was really luxury somehow, was like when I was invited by auntie at this 

restaurant at the Niagara falls. Cause this was something I would never do…” (R. Greve, Appendix 7, 

p.63:43-44). As such, being with someone who could pay for the experience contributed to the perceived 

luxuriousness of the trip. Trips that were paid by the family, were also organized by the family, and the 

participants were acting as followers. Most of the participants stated that is was enjoyable to not have to 

think about the planning process themselves and just enjoy the experiences “I mean it's really nice when 

you don't have to research yourself cause it's just like follow the leader. You just show up at the airport 

and you don't really have to do anything.” (L.Wiken, Appendix 7, p.35:50-51). The participants that had 

been on trips paid for by the family, also stated that when they travel by themselves, and pay for it 

themselves, they go on different types of holidays, which can also include luxury experiences. As such, 

for these participants, luxury in travel experiences can be enhanced by the family paying for it, but are 

not limited to such trips. However, family trips were also about time spent together and moments where 

the participants could just enjoy  “It was a family trip it was a good atmosphere, we had a lot of fun with 

the family.” (R. Greve, Appendix 7, p.57:8). As such, relaxing, experiencing more expensive things than 
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usual, strengthening family bonds and having fun with the family were main benefits of traveling with 

the family, and those contributed to making the trip a luxury travel experience.  

 

• Sub-theme: Trip with friends 

Most of the participants also shared travel experiences from trips with friends. The ability to share the 

experience with friends contributed to making it memorable and to make it a luxurious travel experience. 

“it was also the first big trip I did with friends after high school and stuff, so you remember it for that 

reason as well.” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.87:11). The ability to share experiences with friends also 

helped to strengthen friendships: “Yeah, umm I felt umm, that I felt blessed when I was lying at that 

beach and I just had a cocktail and I was with my best friend and we were just relaxing.” (B. Bresser, 

Appendix 7, p.25:12-13). As such, it was not only the memory of the travel experience but also the 

strengthened friendships that contributed to the luxury of the travel experience: “but also the friendship 

becomes much closer after these kind of experiences” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.92:51).  

 

• Sub-theme: Solo trips 

For the participants that travelled alone (solo, au pair and exchange), there were limited comments as to 

being alone as a positive contributing factor to experiencing luxury. While being alone may have been 

positive in the moment, such as captured by G. De Ville in his comment: “Then it was clearly the 

experience in the moment. I needed to be alone.” (Appendix 7, p.45:23-24), the social interaction was 

something that contributed positively to the au pair and exchange experiences: “It was amazing. I met so 

many amazing people” (I. Lauritsen, Appendix 7, p.102:19). 

 

4.1.3. Overarching theme: Social interaction 

• Sub-theme: Travel partners  

All the participants mentioned their travel partners as contributors to the luxury within the travel 

experience. Family and friends were mentioned in most of the travel experiences described by the 

participants. The interaction with the family during the luxury travel experiences was described as 

valuable: “And I think one of the best moments was eeeh the thing that I was with all my family.” (G. De 

Ville, Appendix 7, p.42:1). N. Haugaard also explained that he did not interact with others than his 

family during his trip, as it was fun to be with his family: “ No, I didn't interact with so many people 

other than my family.“ (Appendix 7, p.26:48). For most of the participants, interacting with the family 

during the trip was enough to bring value to their experience.  

 

Traveling with friends was also commonly mentioned as contributing to the luxury experience as it 

enabled the participants to strengthen their bonds with the friends, experience trips in a different way 

than normally, being able to be themselves and to be able to share the planning and the memories with 

friends. For example, P. Jantzen stated that by being with friends enabled him to be himself and to relax: 

“It was, we were all like very close friends, so the interaction was like very informal and you know really 
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relaxed, no one had to pretend to be anything else than themselves and you just know, making jokes, 

making fun of each other, being in appropriate…”. (Appendix 7, p.91:43-44). Several of the participants 

shared moments from trips with their partners. Although luxury experiences can be expected to be linked 

to romantic holidays, none of the participants described the romantic interactions as contributing to the 

luxury travel experience.  

 

• Sub-theme: Interaction with locals  

More than half of the participants mentioned that they enjoyed socializing during their travels and that 

making local friends contributed to the luxury of their travel experience. Talking to local people in the 

destination enriched participants with local knowledge and gave participants a sense of belonging or 

sense of being welcomed to the local environment. B. Bresser explained that by interacting with people at 

the market in Israel, she experienced: “ Uhh and you feel like you part of that and you're not only an 

observer but you are apart of part of that experience part of the street part of the bazar in a way.“ 

(Appendix 7, p.18:41-42) Social encounters therefore enable participants to get a local perspective on the 

environment and to learn about the culture. On top of feeling integrated, the participants also felt 

welcome to the destination when locals interacted positively with them“It made me feel even more 

welcome and that somehow it meant something for them as well. We all had something in common 

staying there and screaming at a ball. There's just some family feeling in the situation.“ (I. Lauritsen, 

Appendix 7, p.104:13-14). C. Coelho also explained that the welcoming French made her feel integrated 

“yeah and because I was there in a long time scenario it felt so good if you were be able to have these 

interactions make you feel more integrated in a place somehow.” (Appendix 7, p.53:51-52). The local 

experiences through interactions enabled the participants to partake in the local customs and to learn 

more about the people and the culture.  

 

• Sub-theme: Interactions with service providers 

Nearly all participants mentioned service as an important contributing factor to their perception of luxury 

in their travel experience. For many participants, service staff played an influential role in making the 

participants feel special throughout their experience. An interesting aspect was that while participants 

enjoyed the attention from the service staff, they were also aware that the service staff was paid to deliver 

this service. M. Dinh elaborated on this feeling by stating “It’s odd, but it kind of makes you feel like you 

are worth something because they pay so much attention to you, and um, they make an effort for you to 

feel comfortable, so you feel like you are worth the time, even though they get paid for it.” (Appendix 7, 

p.9:26-28). The attention from the staff had a profound effect on the experience, and contributed to how 

the participants felt about their experience and this is something that N. Haugaard paid particular 

attention to as he felt that “you do have this feeling that people care more for you than they use to. You're 

still kind of a client of them and even if you want - they smile at you in a different way.” (Appendix 7, 

p.27:51-52). Thus, service staff influenced the experience through attentiveness and their willingness to 
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service them as guests, which was especially apparent for A.Bang as she noted “it was that happy feeling 

of you are here to be served, we are here to serve you and make sure this is the experience you want, 

which is kind of nice…”(Appendix 7, p.67:50).  
 

While the service staff played an important role in expressing attentiveness for the guests, personalization 

added an extra level of service for many participants. L. Wiken “They change your towels, they brush off 

the sand of your sun lounge and like, the food is amazing. Everytime you go somewhere, they're like 

‘Hello, Miss Wiken - How are you doing today?” (Appendix 7, p.35:45-46).  That definitely contributes 

to the feeling of luxury.” The personalized service, combined with the attentiveness of staff, contributed 

as such to a feeling of luxury within our participants’ travel experience. Furthermore, the fact that the 

personalized service was not expected by participants’ contributed to the positive reception, as M. Dinh 

outlines “They greeted us by our name, you know when we arrived. We have never been at the hotel 

before and when we went to the reception, they were like ‘Hello Mr and Mrs. Dinh’.” (Appendix 7, 

p.1:43-44). Thus, overall the personalization of service was something that participants placed value on 

in creating a sense of luxury in their travel experience.  

 

Many participants also placed value on service providers as facilitators of experiences, as it reduced the 

stress of participants that they did not have to plan activities and as C. Coelho explains “I think that it is a 

great stress relieving part of it [the experience], that it’s already like deducted from the experience, 

cause you don’t have to think about ‘Oh what about bus? Or ’how am I going to go back?’”(Appendix 7, 

p.50:26-27). With the removal of the planning and organization process from the participant's’ 

responsibility, they were more easily able to enjoy their experience as expressed by C. Lindgren “It was 

super fun, because it was all scheduled for us. Like someone else had just planned that, and there was 

food and everything.”(Appendix 7, p.12:31-32). The facilitation of experiences by service providers thus 

contributed not only to the ability to relax, but the overall enjoyment of the luxury travel experience.  

 

• Sub-theme: No social interactions  

Some participants also mentioned that a lack of social interaction was something that positively 

contributed to their experience. The lack of interaction enabled the participants to isolate themselves and 

thereby receive different benefits. M. Dinh noted that her and her travel partner did not tend to be “too 

social when travelling, cause we like our time together” (Appendix 7, p.4:31), whereas G. De Ville felt 

that the benefit was “to escape from my daily routine” (Appendix 7, p.41:23). As such, the reduction of 

social interaction contributed the fundamental purpose of their travel experience.  

 

4.1.4. Overarching theme: Physical environment 

Aspects of the physical environment were used to describe the perception of luxury within the travel 

experience. The physical surroundings of the experience influenced the perception of luxury, which 
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varied from influencing factors such as the natural landscapes, hotels, other travellers, sensory factors 

and the safety of their surroundings.  

 

• Sub-theme: Landscape  

Different landscapes such as beaches, mountains and forests were described by the participants as 

beautiful and as contributing to the experience and to the feeling of luxury. The environment contributed 

to the sensation of relaxation “I think about it like wow that was so nice, like the sun and the beach and 

the sand and everything.”(B. Bresser, Appendix 7, p.20:26-27). Mountains were also often described by 

the participants in relation to hikes and to views from viewpoints “But we got up to the top and you just 

had this, you just, it was just woods, just top of trees everywhere and then the mountains, and it was just 

like that view, just sitting there and looking at it, was just…” (A. Bang, Appendix 7, p.78:38-39). The 

physical environment enhanced the travel experience and shows that luxury within natural landscapes are 

dependent on factors that are not controllable by human beings and thus context dependent “the Cuba 

and Georgia is more this subjective feeling of luxury just based on the surroundings and based on the 

situation, and something that might not otherwise be luxury, luxurious becomes luxurious because of the 

circumstance.” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.88:8-9).    
 

• Sub-theme: Hotel 

The hotel and the service offered in the hotel were often described in detail when the participants were 

narrating about their luxury travel experiences “...you know just everything about this hotel were a big 

happy surprise.” (M. Dinh, Appendix 7, p.2:20-21). The hotel environment contributed to the perception 

of luxury both inside the physical hotel building and in the surroundings “I can think about other 

expensive hotels I've been to but they weren't, they didn't have the same feeling attached. The 

environment was really important.” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.32:5-6). The hotels were described as 

luxurious and as fancy, provisioning excellent service and access to multiple activities. Although the 

hotels were described as a positive factor in the luxury travel experience, they were also directly 

described as representing perceived barriers: “I could say from the top of my head that being in those 

places you could feel a bit restrained in the sense of your movement. That you can't go freely around the 

place and discover by yourself_.” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.28:36-37). Participants stated that 

although they could have done activities outside of the hotels, they did not do so, which shows that 

consumers perceive a symbolic limitation in freedom of movement. 
 

Some of the participants mentioned that the hotel contributed to the luxurious experience but that the 

destination did however not meet expectations. In fact the destination contributed negatively to the 

luxurious feeling for two participants as it did not meet their standards “The whole thing was, like I can 

understand to have such luxurious hotels in cities like that, but it was nice and it was good and I am 

happy about it, but the city itself was like nah” (A. Bang, Appendix 7, p.77:38-39). As such, although the 
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hotel was luxurious, the environment surrounding it did not meet expectations and contribute to the 

luxuriousness of the travel experience “Even though the hotel was luxury, when you went outside the 

street, the surroundings were not, you know, you didn't feel this luxury feeling.” (M. Dinh, Appendix 7, 

p.3:59-50).  

 

Thus, although the hotel was generally viewed as contributing to the luxury travel experience, the 

external environment could affect the general perception of luxury of an experience in both positive and 

negative ways.  

 

• Sub-theme: Presence of other travelers 

The presence of other travelers during the travel experience was described as contributing to the luxury 

within travel experience. The participants would feel part of an important and exclusive group of people 

“The people around you definitely play a role. In all situations whether you are business people in suits 

or handsome people in a hip hotel or those big stinky fat man in swimsuits.” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, 

p.31:27-29). Participants did not describe any interaction with the surrounding people but would rather 

feel part of a group and see the other people as a guarantee. Nevertheless, although some participants 

described the human environment as contributing to the luxury within travel experience, a majority of the 

participants stated a preference for luxury travel experiences without the preference for other people.  

 

• Sub-theme: Sensory factors 

The participants described sensory factors while talking about luxury in their travel experiences. The 

participants expressed the influence of sensory factors while narrating their experiences or were asked 

about it. However, there were some limitations to the ability of expressing and recalling sensory factors 

as they often constitute unconscious sensations. Moreover, sensory factors can sometimes be hard to 

differentiate between as they are often all felt at the same time. Putting words on the feeling that 

participants felt during a specific moment in a past experience was expressed as difficult.  

 

Sound was briefly mentioned by most of the participants. In particular, music heard during the luxury 

travel experience was expressed to contribute to the atmosphere of the experience. The music was either 

described as being heard in a local atmosphere or just as a detail mentioned during the storytelling “like 

songs and you have to dance and a lot of things that I just went along with it.” (C. Lindgren, Appendix 7, 

p.11:15-16). Local music contributed to the uniqueness of the experience and made it feel more authentic 

to the participants. A very detailed explanation of the quietness in the hotel was provided by A. Bang “So 

it was very zen.[...] I think that is the best way to tell the experience. You walk in and it’s just like, kind of 

like walking into a japanese garden, you know quiet, woody, stoney, the water is the only thing you can 

hear flowing, so you could like sit out on the bench they had outside of your room.” (Appendix 7, 

p.72:45-49). Thus, sounds were important sensory factors contributing to the atmosphere of the place and 

thus to the luxury travel experience of the participants.  
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The sensation of smell was overall described by the participants as a contribution to the experience. In 

the natural environment the smell of burnt woods were mentioned by two participants “But I love the 

smell of burning wood and the smell is present in every case. In Norway when we burn stuff, like burning 

or making a fire is not something that you do very often so you feel like you're on an adventure even if 

you're not. That totally enhances the activity.” (G. De Ville, Appendix 7, p.46:53-55). Smell was also 

described in relation to the hotel or the smell in the destination “...so it was like really nice welcome smell 

of cleanliness and flowers, and uhm, in Cote D'Azur when you walked around you could smell, like they 

have the cafe on, not even on each corner, but multiple cafes on each corner and you can.” (M. Dinh, 

Appendix 7, p.8:18-20). As such the destinations and the hotels are linked to specific smells that would 

have a special meaning to the participants.  

 

Participants discussed the view from their experience location as contributing to the luxury travel 

experience. L. Wiken described her experience as special thanks to the nice view she had from her 

Airbnb hotel in Bali “It's just like a different kind but I think like there it was the location and the view 

and the fact that you felt like you've found something special” (Appendix 7, p.35:36-37). The view 

contributed to make that experience luxurious. Most participants directly mentioned the views that were 

present in the pictures they shared in the interview as an important factor in the luxury travel experience.  

 

Haptic sensations were only stated by two participants. It can be due to the difficulty of remembering 

such a feeling post-experience. The sensation of the air contributed to the atmosphere of the experience 

“the breeze air, like clean air.” (M. Dinh, Appendix 7, p.8:20) and the fresh air “Umm the sunlight, the 

air, especially the fresh air.” (B. Bresser, Appendix 7, p.20:48). 

 

• Sub-theme: Safety 

The participants described safety as an important factor in their luxury of their travel experience, and the 

safety of the physical environment could either contribute to the participants’ freedom to be part of 

activities or restrain them in their movements. Safety was expressed in relation to interacting with locals, 

participating in diverse activities and trying new experiences. The participants expressed a willingness to 

partake in local experiences and to discover new things, but safety was a condition for doing so: “I am 

aware there is a limit to how deep it can become because you are always travelling the places, the safe 

routes you can say, um but I mean it’s more interesting if you can somehow interact with the locals” (P. 

Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.95:46-48). G. De Ville further explained the importance of safety in a physical 

environment when went to Norway: “I mean it's like a bit like Denmark but even more clean and safe 

and that clearly enhanced the experience because we don't feel scared at all” (Appendix 7, p.44:52-53). 

Further, interactions with locals enabled A. Schoolcraft to be with locals while feeling safe in Cuba: 

“Yeah well I mean, like, we were with these group of three guys who had met us the night before, so they 

were kind of like making sure we felt safe the whole time, walking through the area.”(Appendix 7, 
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p.83:35-37). Therefore, safety in the physical environment was a condition for undertaking a trip and 

influenced the choice of destination, the interactions and the overall experience. 

 

4.1.5. Overarching theme: Uniqueness 

Uniqueness in the travel experience took many forms and provided participants with different ways to 

experience luxury. Despite, the ability of uniqueness to be interpreted in different ways, the sense of 

uniqueness in the travel experience, regardless of how the uniqueness was depicted, was crucial in 

creating a sense of luxury for the participants.  

 

• Sub-theme: Out-of-the-ordinary  

Experiences that were out-of-the-ordinary were expressed as luxurious to the participants. The feeling of 

being away from home and doing activities that differed from everyday life contributed strongly to the 

luxury within travel experiences. Factors such as the destination, activities and the atmosphere 

contributed to the perception of doing something out-of-the-ordinary. “And they kind of challenged me 

either, on a knowledge base or ughh physically when you go hiking, or it's just like, relaxing is for me 

actually also very hard sometimes, so. ughh there was just yeah.. umm yeah I would say that it's for me 

that this thing that's different from home.” (B. Bresser, Appendix 7, p.24:44-47). A destination that is not 

well known further contributed to the travel experience as being out of the ordinary and consequently 

luxurious “And yeah Georgia, uh, slash Turkey, was also just, you know, it's fun thinking back because 

there is still not a lot of people who have gone there or experienced it.” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, 

p.87:14-15). Travelling far away, to a new destination was also a motivation for some participants, as 

experiencing something new was described as valuable to the participants  “...so all of it was like 

exploring something brand new, so far from home, that was kind of like, my, the selling point for me.” 

(C. Coelho, Appendix 7, p.55:1-2). Also partaking in an unusual activity contributed to the perceived 

luxuriousness of the experience “and it’s just like walking in the mountains and I think that not many 

people are doing that except for Norwegians” (G. De Ville, Appendix 7, p.39:43). As such, for a travel 

experience to be unique it should consist of a different activity that the participants would not undertake 

at home and that is rare. In a similar manner, one participant stated that traveling is not luxurious as it is 

something that many people can do, and thus not out-of-the-ordinary “And, just going on holidays and 

not doing something too fancy is not really luxury, I think. At least not really in our Western society…” 

(R. Greve, Appendix 7, p.63:46-48).  

 

• Sub-theme: Novelty 

On top of valuing having experiences that are out-of-the-ordinary, the novelty of an experience 

contributed to the participants’ view on luxury travel experiences. The participants described new 

experiences as particularly valuable and memorable during their trips “yeah like trying out something 

new was fun” (C. Lindgren, Appendix 7, p.15:22). As such, participants do not only value doing different 
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experiences but also to partake in something they have never done before “I think maybe I'm thinking 

more of the luxury in getting the new experience somehow.” (I. Lauritsen, Appendix 7, p.105:1-2). This 

is further expressed by one participant “I guess in all three, it was all a first time and... I can think about 

other expensive hotels I've been to but they weren't, they didn't have the same feeling attached. The 

environment was really important. Like in Egypt being in the hotel by the Nile that's one thing. Being in 

Chile, that was my first time in South America, so going to another continent. And business class it was 

the first time. It makes it more memorable.” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.32:5-9). As such, the view of 

novelty is not only restrained to activities or specific moments but also to destinations. Participants also 

showed a preference for going to new destinations rather than visiting the same destination again “...but 

it’s doing something different, something I haven't tried before, seeing something new, um... this is an 

important driving force for me. I don't like going somewhere where I've been like 10 times before, like 

doing the same thing” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.94:49). 

 

• Sub-theme: Less tourists, more authentic 

Overall the participants valued to be alone or with few travellers during their trips and saw that as 

contributing to the uniqueness of their travel experience. The lack of other travellers during the travel 

experience contributed to making it feel more authentic and unique, and thus luxurious as others could 

not access it. The experience became the participants’ own experience which they did not have to share 

with other tourists “It's like secluded and there's really no people so you basically have it for yourself” 

(L. Wiken, Appendix 7, p.33:15-16). The absence of other people during the travel experience adds to the 

uniqueness of it and contributes to the perceived luxuriousness “...we really really tried there to go to 

places where we didn't have that many tourists. [...] So this like very authentic experience and just to see 

it hmm partially as an observer, but umm was for me like luxury in a way, yeah.” (B. Bresser, Appendix 

7, p.24:23-24). Thus, the experience is perceived as authentic and special by being able to immerge with 

the locals and without being disturbed by other tourists. Similarly, the presence of tourists was expressed 

as not adding to the experience “I felt like everyone else was just tourists as well, where as most like most 

of the time when we were approaching the city were by locals and then I would love it...” (C. Coelho, 

Appendix 7, p.49:26-27). The participants valued to be part a travel experience that did not feel like a 

tourist activity and where tourists don’t go. Some of the participants referred to tourists as “other” and 

thereby distanced themselves from the tourists “it’s like Cuba's second biggest city but not a lot of 

tourists go there cause tourists kind of stick to the same kind of route on the Western half of the 

island”(A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.83:25-26). 

 Furthermore, the perceived lack of travellers, in pictures and the sensation of no one else being 

there were mentioned as important factors in the participants’ travel experiences “Yes, I'm the kind of 

person who's like I need to get that picture where, it looks like no one else is in it” (C. Coelho, Appendix 

7, p.48:44-45). The sensation of being alone also enabled participants to enjoy the moment alone and 

fully live it by themselves “Because it was so beautiful you know I didn't really notice everybody else. 
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This is me and… [...] It made it more my experience. Less commercial if you can say it like that. Like 

more of a special moment just for me.” (I. Lauritsen, Appendix 7, p.99:50-51). As such, the sensation of 

being alone during a travel experience contributed to make it one’s own experience and thereby 

contributed to the uniqueness and thereby luxury of the experience.  
 

• Sub-theme: Local experiences 

Many participants expressed an interest for gaining an understanding of local culture, people and customs 

as part of their new encounters during their travel experience. The local experience has emerged as an 

important part of Millennials travel experiences, with particular focus on an authentic experience and 

living like a local, as well as interaction with locals providing Millennials with the ability to access and 

experience local customs.  

 

In their experiences, many participants placed value and appreciation on experiences, which they felt 

were authentic, and in which they felt that they were living like a local. Local experiences were often 

associated with a local guide helping the participants overcome obstacles or boundaries that would 

normally prevent them from having an authentic experience. For C. Lindgren, she was able to have a 

local experience as, “I had someone that spoke the language and could help us get past all the touristy 

things. That’s also why the food was so good because we didn’t go to the closest touristy place, but we 

actually found local places” (Appendix 7, p.13:47-48). As such, the local guide played an important role 

in facilitating what the participants perceived as a local experience, which is something that A. 

Schoolcraft experienced with his host in Georgia, where “he was just inviting his friends and we were 

just drinking wine and just, like, the way they do in Georgia, which is also a very unique experience” 

(Appendix 7, p.85:11-12).   

 

Experiencing local customs and traditions also contributed to the participants’ experience of local life. 

Through interaction with locals, participants were able to experience new customs and traditions and it 

was the invitation by locals the provided the participants with access to these experiences, as in the case 

of A. Schoolcraft where he explained that interaction with a group of local Rastafari Cubans resulted in 

“Oh tomorrow you have to come to this party we are having in our whole neighborhood…. So we show 

up there and it was like a total rastafari gathering and [we] like, totally stick out! But then everyone was 

just like super friendly, they were just, it was this old factory building without a roof, and they were just 

playing Bob Marley and everyone was dancing and like coming up and hugging us.”(Appendix 7, 

p.83:28-33). While the interaction with locals was crucial to the participants accessing the experience, the 

willingness and openness of the participants to try new things also played a role in ensuring a positive 

experience, as C. Lindgren experienced at a birthday party which she was invited to by a local Brazilian 

friend, where “There was a lot of Brazilian traditions that I did not understand and like songs, and you 

have to dance, and a lot of things that I just went along with it… it was just a lot of fun_ to try a lot of 
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new stuff.” (Appendix 7, p.11:14-17). The local experience was as such an important factor in adding 

memories and experiences, beyond what the participants denoted as the typical travel experience.  

 

4.1.6. Overarching themes: Personal development 

An outcome of travel experience for our participants was often some form of personal development, 

whereby the experiences forced them to challenge themselves, learn about themselves and others. 

Acquiring individual benefits from the travel experiences was as contributing to the perception of luxury 

within the participants’ travel experiences.  

 

• Sub-theme: Being challenged and/or overcoming a fear 

A common theme amongst many of the participants was the notion of being challenged or facing a fear. 

Being challenged through a travel experience was not only a result of the experience, but also something 

that was outlined as the potential purpose of a travel experience: “I was hoping to challenge myself and I 

was hoping that I was gonna feel proud” (C. Lindgren, Appendix 7, p.16:15). The aspect of being 

challenged did as such not denote pleasure in the actual experience, but for many was a reflective process 

in which they looked back on and felt a sense of accomplishment:“ I feel like a learnt a lot about myself 

and get to conquer some fears” (I. Lauritzen, Appendix 7, p.104:28). While for some participants the 

challenge was mental, it was for other participants a physical challenge, for example in the case of G. de 

Ville when during his travel experience hiking in Norway, he felt that “it is also really challenging to go 

for hours and hours, because sometimes it’s like 10 hrs with 20kgs in your bag and you feel it but I 

mean…” (Appendix 7, p.40:42-44). However, looking back he noted “And we finish this trip and we say 

‘Maybe, it was the last one’ and next year you're there again.” (G. de Ville, Appendix 7, p.47:34-35). 

The feeling of being mentally or physically challenged is something that has been experienced by 

participants on travel experiences. However, they also related these experiences with a sense of 

accomplishment, which thereby positively contributes with a sense of luxury in their travel experience. 

 

• Sub-theme: Learning about yourself 

Learning about yourself was an important personal development aspect for many participants, not only as 

part of the travel experience, but also as an aspect of their overall life, as  P. Jantzen explained “... they 

are important to me in life, it’s what gives me life quality and that’s what makes everything worthwhile i 

guess.” (Appendix 7, p.93:50-51). This personal development helped participants get to know 

themselves: “I feel like a learnt a lot about myself and get to conquer some fears” (I. Lauritzen, 

Appendix 7, p.104:28),  and allowed them to achieve personal goals, such as “I wanted to become more 

open minded and more brave and to have the courage to try new things.” (C. Lindgren, Appendix 7, 

p.16:21). Achieving personal goals and overcoming fears was, as such, linked to participants feeling like 

they have learned more about themselves through their travel experience.  
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• Sub-theme: Learning about others 

Learning about others, whether it be friends who are travel partners or locals, was another aspect of 

personal development that emerged. Participants enjoyed getting to know their friends better, and 

appreciated “the growth of the friendship from these experiences that you have together” (P. Jantzen, 

Appendix 7, p.92:53-54). They also acknowledged that the experience in itself facilitated the ability for 

“it’s also bonding your connection with others in another way that you can’t do it, like you know daily” 

(G. de Ville, Appendix 7, p.40:25-26). Travel experiences were as such an influential factor in 

strengthening friendships and the experience itself helped make way for bonding, away from everyday 

life.  

 

Learning about others, extended beyond friends, to learning about the locals and understanding their 

point-of-view. For participants, learning about locals was a way of “perspectivizing the way you are 

living” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.98:48) and in some cases gave participants a new perspective on their 

own lives: “Comparing your own living standards back home with what they live, or how they live there, 

it’s like… So maybe it’s not luxury you are experiencing, but you are feeling maybe that you are living a 

luxurious life back home compared to their everyday life. So it’s a different perspective.” (A. 

Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.88:24-27). As such, learning about others plays an important role in building 

a real world perspective for Western European Millennials with regard to their reality, compared with 

others.  

 

• Sub-theme: Appreciative of travel experience 

Many of the participants also felt appreciative to have been able to experience such travel experiences. 

The appreciative feeling is either because of the environment and the moment they are living, because of 

the sacrifices done beforehand to get the freedom in time or financially in order to live an experience. It 

contributes in making the experience feel rewarding and deserved, which also contributed to the memory 

of it “if you've known that you've done like some sort of sacrifices, it had been like money wise or like 

time wise, if, like even if it's just preparing the trip, like the fact that you have input resources or time, or 

whatever it is into that experience, while you’re there not only you appreciate it more, but you feel like 

it's more rewarding in that way.” (C. Coelho, Appendix 7, p.56:29-32). The environment was further 

something that contributed to the participants feeling of being appreciative “But still when you're sitting 

on the terrace looking out on the beach you just think "ah this is amazing". Now we feel blessed.” (L. 

Wiken, Appendix 7, p.35:19-20). 

 

Some participants mentioned that the freedom they felt during the travel experience contributed to its 

luxuriousness. The participants expressed that being able to afford or having the time be part of an 

experience was a luxury. Having time to go traveling during a certain time was described as a privilege 

“Why I link that to luxury is because I think it’s kind of important to have time, one week a year even, 
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where you can actually do whatever you want and have the opportunity to do that.” (G. de Ville, 

Appendix 7, p.39:30-31). Having time to relax and to get away from everyday life was appreciated by the 

participants as expressed by C. Lindgren during her exchange to Brazil “I expected to go to school quite 

a lot of the time but I didn't study a lot we just travelled a lot and it was luxurious because we could just 

go.” (Appendix 7, p.15:3-5). The financial freedom was further expressed by a participant as the low 

prices enabled her to partake in activities and to spend without worrying about the financial restraints 

“Yeah like to feel like to feel you can, you don't have to look at every cent you spend.”  (B. Bresser, 

Appendix 7, p.13:24). Participants valued the ability to not be restrained but to have the freedom to do 

what they wanted “It's something in all travel, that I have the freedom to what I want, where I am, and 

not be told it’s inappropriate.” (A. Bang, Appendix 7, p.76:15-16).  
 

• Sub-theme: Self-development through financial responsibility 

Luxury in travel experiences that the participants paid for were generally linked to less materialism and 

to more emotional and individualistic factors such as self development, learning new skills and 

challenging oneself. Nearly all the participants stated that their own financial means are limited  in 

comparison to their family’s means. Therefore, experiencing a faraway destination or going to a nice 

hotel was appreciated in a different way when it was enabled by the participants themselves. Some of the 

participants linked it to a rewarding feeling “more than maybe staying in the five star hotel, just this 

experience sometimes it's much more rewarding.” (C Coelho, Appendix 7, p.55:37-38). Experiences 

would generally be more adventurous and/or active when not organized or paid for by someone else. For 

example A. Bang described her own holidays as a way of discovering new things “So what really 

appeals about my one is that I am out and about the whole time, like it isn't, so its like you are constantly 

doing and experiencing new stuff” (Appendix 7, p.75:21-22). As such, when the trip and/or specific 

experience was paid for by the participant itself, the participants retrieved different benefits from the 

experiences and overall had different type of experiences. Luxury as such is not limited expensive 

experiences, but also to experiences that they are able to construct and plan themselves with their limited 

financial means.   

 

• Sub-theme: Want to travel more 

The appreciation of travel extends beyond the participants experienced trips, and into the future, as 

multiple participants noted their longing to travel more. Looking back on their past travel experiences, 

participants were overcome with a notion that there were still places that they had not explored and it 

therefore prompted to want to return: “I would still like to like complete that trip in a way cause it’s just 

like halfway done I feel. Still go to the other countries in that region…” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, 

p.86:28-29). Furthermore, the notion of experiencing ‘more’ was not just limited to their travel 

experiences, but also expanded in a sense to experiencing more in everyday life: “It also makes me want 

to travel more and makes me want to do… other things, like work life, try new things and that’s somehow 



	   60	  

also reflects upon all this also” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.96:51-53). As such, the appreciation for travel 

does not only manifest itself in the experience itself, but also in the consumer’s everyday life.  

 

4.1.7. Overarching theme: Perceptions of luxury in travel experiences 

The majority of the participants acknowledged a difference between what they perceive as the given 

definition of traditional luxury within travel experiences, and their own subjective perception of luxury 

within travel experiences. This theme explores how consumers perceive luxury within their own travel 

experiences, and how they juxtapose socially constructed luxury versus their own experiences of luxury.  

 

• Sub-theme: Traditional luxury 

The given definition of luxury travel experiences corresponds to a definition that is socially constructed 

by the participants. The participants referred to it as “traditional luxury” and “luxury” while 

differentiating it from their subjective meaning of luxury. The reference to luxury travel experiences as 

“traditional luxury” was expressed both by participants who had been part of such an experience and by 

participants who had not lived such a “traditional” luxury travel experience. Overall, participants that had 

not been part of such a traditional luxury experience perceived traditional luxury as related to four or five 

star hotels “I hear the word luxury the first thing that comes to my mind is like 4 star hotels”  (P. Jantzen, 

Appendix 7, p.89:39-40). Similarly, participants also described their own travel experience in four or five 

star hotels as traditional luxury “And also I think that they are traditional luxury experience or what 

you'd call them. Because they're all like 5 star hotels and nice restaurants. It's not luxury in terms of you 

have a good view or the hotel might not be nice, but these are very traditional luxury, there's good 

service, there's all the facilities. There's all the like things you expect from a luxury restaurant or hotel or 

travel experience.” (L. Wiken, Appendix 7, p.34:52-55). The participants acknowledge the existence of a 

given definition of luxury, whether they enjoy such activities or not, and link it to highly rated hotels and 

restaurants. The participants who described an experience that they had been part of as luxurious by a 

given definition, link it to the availability of activities in the hotel or resort, to the service provision and 

to the quality of the food in the hotels and restaurants “so it was like delicious high quality food” 

(A.Bang, Appendix 7, p.69:47).  

 

• Sub-theme: Standardization of luxury  

The participants who described their travel experiences following the socially constructed definition of 

traditional luxury also generally added that the destination did not directly contribute to the experience. 

Traditional luxury experiences were linked to hotels which were described to have a standardized offer of 

products and services which could have been anywhere in the world “Honestly, sitting in the restaurant 

you didn't know where you were. Like you could be in New York, in Paris, you could be anywhere.” (M. 

Dinh, Appendix 7, p.4:4-5). As such, the traditional view on luxury given by the participants in the hotel 

setting is not linked to rarity, but rather to a standardized environment offering a high range of different 
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activities “Yeah, I feel like when you talk about luxury holidays as you guys are looking at. It can very 

quickly become a lot of the same when it’s the big hotels.” (A. Bang, Appendix 7, p.73:48-49). 

Therefore, experiencing traditional luxury, the destination is not the important factor but rather the time 

spent at the hotel is what brings value to the consumer. However, professional service, the access to 

many facilities on the site and the beautiful environment was important to the participants. Further the 

atmosphere was described as being very stiff and similar in any hotel “The atmosphere, I think is when 

you go to a luxury hotel is always gonna be very similar, like its gonna be kind of like, straighten your 

back, remember to keep your head high, and be confident.” (A. Bang, Appendix 7, p.77:22-23). Some 

participants found this standardized luxury experience more enjoyable than others but all of them 

mentioned that the purpose of these type of holidays was also described as spending time with family 

and/or to relax “I think one of the best moments was eeeh the thing that I was with all my family.” (G. de 

Ville, Appendix 7, p.42:1). 
 

• Sub-theme: Multiple perceptions of luxury  

Although a majority of the participants acknowledged the existence of a socially constructed perception 

of luxury described as “traditional luxury” and “real luxury”, they differentiate it from what they actually 

define and perceive as luxurious themselves. Participants differentiate the given definition of luxury to 

their own definition by saying “I hear the word luxury the first thing that comes to my mind is like 4 star 

hotels, but for me that is pretty boring. So for me, luxury is like a different thing” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 

7, p.89:39-40).  As such, there is a conflict between the socially constructed perception of luxury and 

what the participants actually define and perceive as luxurious. Participants, who related luxury 

experiences to the socially constructed view of luxury, added that luxury is not limited to this type of 

experience. For example, L. Wiken mentions that her own planned trip to Bali, where they stayed in a 

cheaper hotel which was booked through Airbnb, was a different luxury experience in comparison to the 

five star hotel in Mauritius “I feel like those experiences can be luxurious as well if you have great view 

or if it's the great spot, even if the amenities of the hotel or like the service might not be that good”, 

(Appendix 7, p.35:8-10). Therefore, whether the participants enjoyed consuming traditional luxury 

experiences or not, the participants acknowledged that there are different types of luxuriousness and that 

their subjective perception of luxury can be context-dependent.     

 

• Sub-theme: Evolution of luxury perceptions 

Some participants acknowledged that their perception of luxury evolved during certain trips and specific 

travel experiences. By experiencing new things and by discovering different cultures, a high number of 

the participants realized that luxury might be linked to more basic experiences rather than extreme 

luxuriousness. Disconnecting from everyday life and from distracting technologies was related to luxury 

experiences “Changing your mind in what you're thinking is luxurious. I would not have said before that 

it is luxurious not to have my phone, I would think that's kind of crappy you know! I guess that changed 
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in that moment.” (I. Lauritzen, Appendix 7, p.105:6-8). By seeing new things and experiencing for the 

first time, the participants obtained a new perspective on what they value in life “it was kind of this idea 

that when you are travelling and you are experiencing new things you kind of get this different 

perspective on what is luxurious [...] So kind of like, a subjective luxurious” (A. Schoolcraft,  Appendix 

7, p.80:22-25). Further some participants compared themselves to the local population in the destination 

which made them aware of their fortunate situation “Like when I went to Hong Kong and actually 

realized how lucky I am, it's also that make you realize that you live a luxurious life in general [...] Just 

realising that and having the understanding of already having an amazing life.” (G. de Ville,  Appendix 

7, p.46:40-47). This further highlights the fact that the concept of luxury is not static, but rather evolves 

with the person and is dependent on the consumer’s perspective when looking at the experience.  
 

The actual opportunity to travel was mentioned as a luxury by two participants through their travels, 

where they realized that traveling is not something everybody can do. It has given them a new 

perspective of what they have in comparison to what others have and thus the ability to be grateful for 

what they define as basic rights. P. Jantzen defined his ability to travel and the benefits that he has 

through his passports as luxurious in comparison to what other people have from less developed 

countries “Cause we know we have a very good passport, we have insurance and that is in itself a big 

luxury and a lot of people don't have, so without that somehow fundament or whatever you want to call 

it. I wouldn't be able to do all this.” (Appendix 7, p.97:52-54).   

 

• Sub theme: Subjective perception 

Despite acknowledging the existence of a socially constructed perception of luxury as linked to high-

rated hotels and services, some participants differentiated it from what they actually consume and enjoy 

experiencing themselves. For example, traditional luxury was expressed as being boring “ I mean I have 

the possibility of doing that, if that was interesting for me, but somehow it doesn't add any value to my 

life, and... and… especially material things, I just find them a bit boring…” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, 

p.98:14-16). Moreover, some participants stated a preference for other activities which do not include 

traditional luxury“ I don't spend that much time in such luxury environments, I mean according to the 

traditional definition when you see big hotels and big hotels. I'm actually more into hiking and these kind 

of trips and this is actually a big contrast to what I normally do...”(N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.26:32-

34). In fact, according to the participants, luxurious experiences would often be stated to differ from the 

socially-constructed perception of luxury and be related to more basic experiences “so it’s just kind of 

this subjective luxury, because it was like I mean pretty simple meal, but it was just like amazing at that 

time.” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.81:1-2). This shows that the participants acknowledged the 

subjectivity of their view on luxury. Although the participants also linked luxury to four or five star 

hotels and to expensive restaurants, it did not necessarily correspond to their preferred way of traveling. 

The participants expressed a preference for other activities, which could also be perceived as luxurious, 
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such as experiences that would be challenging, adventurous, new or authentic to experiences that provide 

some personal development to the individual living the experience.  

 

4.2 Reconstructing the complete experience 

During the interview, the participants were asked to narrate their complete travel experience with the aid 

of photographs that the participants were asked to bring. Through the photo elicitation, the participants 

were prompted to provide more in-depth explanations of their pre, during and post travel experience. 

This section summarizes the common practices and experiences that the participants shared in each travel 

phase.  

 

4.2.1. Pre-travel experience 

The pre-travel experience was clearly split into two different categories: participants who planned their 

trips, and participants who did not plan. For those participants who did plan their travel experience, they 

primarily used the Internet, word-of-mouth and social media, specifically Instagram, to search for 

information prior to their travel experience:   

“I just Googled it actually and then see whatever comes up. Sometimes it could be like someone's private 

blog, sometimes it’s some more official homepage, sometimes it’s some of these travel pages, what are 

they called - Trip Advisor... “ (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.95:15-17). 

“...we spoke to him every time we were doing something to get recommendations.”  (L. Wiken on 

speaking with the hotel manager, Appendix 7, p.36:19). 

“I mostly use Instagram actually to research because I feel like there you find the places that you don't 

find online” (L. Wiken, Appendix 7, p.37:1-2). 

 

Furthermore, the reason for planning was to ensure the best trip possible: 

“...also you reduce the chance of ending up somewhere crappy […] So that's the good part about 

researching.” (L. Wiken, Appendix 7, p.35:56-p.37:1). 

 

For participants travelling with friends, the planning process was often something that they enjoyed 

doing together and contributed to building anticipation and excitement for the experience: 

“It's with all my friends we're a group of friends and […] then that's really the planning before that's 

fun! (G. De Ville, Appendix 7, p.44:38-40). 

 

For the participants that spent a lot of time planning, the experience was sometimes appreciated mostly 

before because the information they found made them look even more forward to the actual experience: 

“The before part is really important and I'm thinking that whenever I'd go to Norway the planning phase 

is really fun.” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.30:9-10). 
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For participants that did not plan, the reasoning was that they were too lazy, did not want to know too 

much beforehand, or that they were relying on someone else to plan:  

“And I actually like to have a bit of the surprise instead of being spoiled before.” (G. de Ville, Appendix 

7, p.46:15-16). 

 

“is a great stress relieving part of it that it's [the planning] already like deducted from the experience 

cuz you don't have to think” (C. Coelho, Appendix 7, p.50:26-27). 

 

Participants noted that over-planning could lead to too high expectations, while at the same time no 

planning meant a risk of an unorganized trip, which could negatively influence their experience. Overall, 

the pre-travel experience was often used as a phase where participants were looking forward to their trip, 

regardless of the amount they plan and their expectations for the experience.  

 

4.2.2. During the travel experience 

The during travel experience was a lot more complex as different participants placed value on different 

aspects of their travel experience, depending on the type of travel. In-the-moment experiences were 

valued by participants and the fact they were able to actively experience something was important, 

regardless of whether or not it was planned. Spontaneity was described as contributing to the experience 

in the moment as it added a positive surprise factor to the experience.  

“The sunset I think it was during too because it was spontaneous too. I didn't know it was gonna happen. 

The girls just came over and the night started.” (I. Lauritzen, Appendix 7, p.103:14-15).  

 

“Like everything was so surprising - like I said we didn't plan much so no expectations. Just taking the 

day as is comes.” (C. Lindgren, Appendix 7, p.13:42-43) 

 

Social interactions and the physical environment were also important contributing factors to participants 

experiencing a positive in-the-moment experience.  

“It was so surreal, it was so beautiful, so nice, that now I can't even relate to it anymore because it was 

so so nice. Like at that moment I was just like, this smell and everything that I can't copy in my mind” (B 

Bresser, Appendix 7, p.20:41-43).  

 

“We also met a group of Brazilian people just on the street and they took us around and we actually met 

with them the next day […] They were so nice and helpful, and then they gave us a contact for another 

city we were going to and they really took good care of us” (P. Jantzen on a social interaction that made 

his travel experience better, Appendix 7, p.95:35-39).  

 

Participants enjoyed the actual travel experience when their expectations were met or surpassed: 
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“They've been like above and beyond expectations. They've been like really really amazing experiences 

where you just think like ‘I love this’” (L. Wiken, Appendix 7, p.37:16-17). 

 

Overall, the during phase of travel were experienced as an in-the-moment experience, whereby the 

spontaneity, physical environment and interactions with others contributed to the overall experience.  

 

4.2.3. Post-travel experience 

The post-phase of the travel experience was characterized by the ability to reflect and look back on what 

they experienced. Participants reflected on their experience in different ways, including reflecting on the 

experience with their travel partners, sharing on social media and giving recommendations from their 

travel experience.  

 

This means that the appreciation of the experience is not limited to the moment in which it was lived, but 

also after the experience through memories. Pictures, as well as sharing the travel experiences with travel 

partners, helped the participants keep the memory alive.   

“There is always the obligatory, you know, right after you come home you, your poor friends have to see 

the pictures from your travels.” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.96:15-16). 

 

“Yeah, so if I've had a negative experience, I tend to delete the photos. But if it’s been positive I keep the 

photos, cause it’s kind of me zoning into the mood that was at that point, and kind of taking me back to 

the activity, so all the photos are kind of a way to take me back to how I was feeling there” (A. Bang, 

Appendix 7, p.74:34-36). 

 

“So with my friends I travelled to Cuba with, we have these Cuba night every now and then, still get 

together and smoke cigars and play dominos like this guy taught us in the photo I showed” (A. 

Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.87:23-24).  

 

Participants shared experiences that were described as challenging and scary, and referred to those 

experiences as appreciated afterwards due to the personal benefits retrieved from overcoming a 

challenge. 

“I think with the reef it would be after. Because I was so scared before and during maybe a little panic 

situation going on as well. So I think I was more calm after and being able to appreciate what I just 

experienced. “ (I. Lauritzen, Appendix 7, p.103:3-5). 

 

Further, some travel experiences were described as being appreciated more afterwards as the participants 

acknowledged that the memories were distorted by time. 
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“Umm the bazaar as well, because umm I appreciated more now in a way than I, probably forgot or 

don't think about the many people I saw at the bazaar. Or the people who again try to sell stuff to you all 

the time you find it kind of annoying a bit.” (B. Bresser, Appendix 7, p.20:33-35). 

 

Participants stated that they share recommendations on social media, such as Facebook and Instagram. 

Some participants stated that sharing their experiences on their online profiles enabled them to keep their 

their family and friends informed about their travel experiences through pictures. Participants also 

mentioned that uploading their pictures was motivated by ostentatious factors.  

“Because there is so many nice things to take pictures of when you're on vacations [...] Very instagram 

friendly environment.” (L. Wiken, Appendix 7, p.37:50-51).  

 

While a majority of the participants enjoyed sharing their experiences on their social media profiles, all 

the participants valued to recommend and to share stories about the travel experiences in person.  

“Not so much. I'm not the kind of guy. I don't post so many pictures. I don't. I talk a lot about it with the 

people I experienced it with.” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.31:3-4).  
 

“I think it’s more fun to share memories in person, with people, I mean it doesn't give me that much 

value to get a lot of Likes [referring to interactions on social media], I mean it’s fun, but it’s not really... 

it's like an empty.” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.96:42-43).  
 

Online reviews were not very prevalent among our participants, and only one participant actively shared 

her travel experience when it exceed her expectations: I did it on Facebook and on Trip Advisor because 

I was so happy, I had to share it with the world. (M.Dinh on posting online reviews, Appendix 7, p.7:6-

7).  

 

However, another participant did express a critical viewpoint towards the use of online review systems:  

“I think two people can have two different according to the moment where they visited or something. And 

they can be in a different state of mind and I don't think it makes that much of a sense. I mean you can be 

really biased by looking at reviews on the Internet.” (G. de Ville, Appendix 7, p.46:5-7). 

 

As such, the memories of their travel experience are an important contributing factor in their perception 

of their overall travel experience, regardless of how they decided to reflect upon the experience. Some 

participants explicitly stated that the memories retrieved from the experience contribute to the experience 

itself “I guess what makes it luxurious at the end of the day is the just kind of the experience that you get, 

and the memories you get from it” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.88:5-6). Thus, the experience is not 

only appreciated in the moment but also the memories that are brought from the experience are 

appreciated. 
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4.2.4. Summarizing the experience  

In summarizing their experiences, participants were challenged to describe how they feel about the 

experiences that they shared. In comparing the travel experiences to something else, participants 

struggled to find concrete explanations and thereby often compared their travel experience to something 

abstract (i.e. nothing like before, a dream, travelling to space). With regards to their feelings, they were 

overwhelmingly positive (i.e. happy, free, blessed) in their reaction and reflection on their travel 

experiences. In explaining how the experience was for them, the participants also used positive words or 

phrases that often justified the positive nature of the experience.  

 

4.3. Luxury travel experiences as perceived by Millennials  

Throughout the in-depth interview, the participants have shown that their definition of luxury travel, 

transcends that of what they consider to be traditional luxury. For the Millennial participants, luxury was 

a concept that was not only put into the perspective of their lives, but also into a global perspective 

through the interactions that they experienced during their travel experience: 

“At the end of the day I think that there are so many people that live a hard life you can be able to realize 

this and see that you're living a luxurious life. Sometimes it takes five seconds to understand to be happy 

about what you have and not always be in the wait for expectations of having more. Just realising that 

and having the understanding of already having an amazing life.” (G. de Ville, Appendix 7, p.46:43-47). 
 

For Millennials, luxury experiences were not limited to the traditional definition of five-star hotels, but 

could also be associated with more simple and basic experiences which added value to their life:  

“I mean I could if I wanted to I could save up and travel to a 4 star hotel and stay there and go to the 

beach everyday and get drinks served, so I mean I have the possibility of doing that, if that was 

interesting for me, but somehow it doesn't add any value to my life, and... and.. especially material 

things, I just find them a bit boring…” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.98:13-16). 

The added value to their life can be presented in the experience through personal or self-development, 

interactions with other travellers or locals, or through a connection with the physical environment.  

 

Millennials differentiated their luxury travel experiences into two main categories: relaxation and 

adventure/exploring. In experiences where the type of trip designed around the purpose to relax, highly-

rated hotels and service provision were important in the creation of a luxury experience. In those trips, 

the destination was not an influencing factor as Millennials expressed that the service provision and the 

hotel environment can be replicated anywhere: “The atmosphere, I think is when you go to a luxury hotel 

is always gonna be very similar” (A. Bang, Appendix 7, p.77:22). In exploring holidays, culture and 

local interaction play an important role in creating a unique experience, which was expressed to be a 

luxurious experience. Learning and self-development were also important in luxury travel experiences 

that took place in exploring holidays. Compared to luxury experiences in five-star hotels, Millennials also 
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placed focus on the personalization and customization of their experience, in order to bring a sense of 

luxury into their travel experience: 

“luxury travel or in general traveling for me it's like what makes it special is when it's customized in a 

way, like when I don't, when I feel like this is something only I do in a way.” (B Bresser, Appendix 7, 

p.19:40-41). 
 

For Millennials, isolation or perceived isolation from other tourists contributed to the the luxury travel 

experience as it enabled them to fully enjoy the experience by themselves and to disconnect. This further 

contributed to the feeling of uniqueness of the experience. Millennials valued experiences that were not 

known or that had not been experienced by other people. As such, Millennials obtain a sense of luxury 

from feeling that they were experiencing something that was different from others, whether it be because 

it is exclusive, isolated, personalized, unique or new. “In all cases I would say [luxury is] exclusiveness 

and isolation from the rest ” (N. Haugaard, Appendix 7, p.31:19).  

 

For Millennials, luxury also transcends time, whereby even if they didn’t experience a moment as 

luxurious, Millennials may consider the experience as luxurious when they look back on it, and find it 

luxurious that they were able to experience such moments and have those memories: 

“what makes it luxurious at the end of the day is the just kind of the experience that you get, and the 

memories you get from it” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.88:5-6). 

Furthermore, the luxury of an experience does not end when the luxurious moment ends, but is also 

continuously appreciated through memories, which can be relived with pictures or by sharing stories with 

friends and family. 

“That is also actually part of the luxury, to be able to share the moments with people, talk about the 

moments with people you travelled with.” (P. Jantzen, Appendix 7, p.97:4-5). 

“So, but after that, it was like one of those experiences you would tell your grandkids when you're like 

eighty.” (B. Bresser, Appendix 7, p.23:24-25 ).  

 

For Millennials, luxury also transcends money, whereby price is no longer considered to be a clear 

indicator of the luxuriousness of a travel experience: 

“...it doesn't need to be expensive or anything, it can just be amazingly good food, so that really helps 

with the sense of luxury” (A. Schoolcraft, Appendix 7, p.88:22-23).  

The new indicator of luxuriousness is dependent on the ability to access authentic experiences, which are 

constructed through the interactions and atmosphere of the travel experience.   

“In order to have like a real experience like a real human you have to spend less money, because real 

humans are not rich.” (G. De Ville, Appendix 7, p.46:34-35).  
 

As such, the definition of luxury travel experiences for Millennials is fluid, and not linked to one specific 

definition. Millennials go beyond traditional luxury and differentiate between the socially-constructed 
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definition of luxury, and their own personal and subjectively-defined luxury. Luxury is as such 

something that is context-driven, in which multiple factors including expectations, interactions and the 

physical environment, can contribute to Millennials perceiving a travel experience as luxurious. 

Furthermore, the appreciation of luxury transcends time and thus the memory of luxury is instrumental in 

creating value in a luxury travel experience.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 

This section discusses the results of our findings and the extent to which our theoretical development is 

aligned with the analysis of our qualitative data. Thus, the factors identified in our analysis will be 

discussed in relation to the theoretical background with regard to how luxury in travel experiences are 

perceived by Millennials. The initial part of the discussion will focus on if Millennials’ perceptions of 

luxury in relation to theory on traditional luxury or new luxury. Using the outcome of the discussion on 

how Millennials perceive luxury, we will provide a structured approach in explaining Millennials’ 

perceptions of luxury within travel experiences.   

 

5.1. Perceptions of traditional luxury in travel experiences 

Traditional luxury from a managerial perspective is defined by Kapferer and Bastien (2009) as out-of-

reach, rare or high-quality products that are consumed for conspicuous purposes. When discussing 

luxury, most participants made a distinction between what they perceived as traditional luxury and their 

own form of luxury. Traditional luxury was associated with the consumption of four- or five-star hotels, 

fancy restaurants and excellent service. Thus, traditional luxury was often linked to the consumption of 

the traditional travel in form of hotels and an all-inclusive travel experience. In the traditional luxury 

scenario, service providers are attempting to create a ‘dream experience’ for the consumer (McCabe, 

2013), in which the provision of services for the guest creates value by delivering professional service, 

atmosphere and behavior (Walls et al., 2011). Our participants responded positively to the interactions 

with service providers, especially to those interactions that were designed to be personalized, despite 

awareness that the service is part of the traditional luxury offering. For Millennials, the atmosphere, 

physical environment and service provision contributed positively to the experience of traditional luxury 

within their travels. 

 

An interesting notion that emerged among participants was that traditional luxury hotels were often seen 

as a standardized experience, in which the lack of cultural aspects meant that the experience was less 

differentiated in the mind of the consumer and could thus be replicated at any destination. As such, the 

destination was not an important factor in the traditional luxury travel experience and thus the principle 

of rarity was not linked to what participants perceived as traditional luxury. Yet within literature, the 

concept of rarity is closely related to luxury brands, and means that the prestige status of the brand 

declines if the same experience can be consumed at multiple destinations (Phau and Prendergast, 2000). 

Participants did however mention that the consumption of luxury did influence their perceived social 

status within the travel experience, in which the participants felt a sense of belonging to an exclusive 

group that had access to luxury travel. However, interaction with other guests was not a priority and 

interaction with travel partners was rather prioritized.  As such, the consumption of traditional luxury 
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provides Millennials with symbolic utility, in which they can signal their social status within the 

reference group of luxury travellers (Vigneron and Johnson, 2004).  

 

Traditional luxury is typically associated with consumption whose purpose is to satisfy hedonic feelings, 

rather than only fulfill functional needs (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009).  Our participants also expressed 

this notion as traditional luxury experiences were often used to satisfy their hedonic desire for relaxation. 

The physical environment of the hotel played an important role in facilitating a relaxing atmosphere from 

which the participants felt pleasure. As such, traditional luxury in travel experiences provide Millennials 

with the possibility to fulfill their desire for relaxation and give them a feeling of pleasure within the 

travel experience.  

 

Furthermore, most of our participants still considered the price of luxury travel experiences as something 

that makes traditional luxury unattainable. Our participants did not consider price to always be an 

accurate marker of the quality of their experience, and in certain circumstances preferred a more 

affordable option. As such, the majority of our participants that did experience traditional luxury were 

invited by family, and did thereby not pay for or search for information about the experience themselves. 

Thus, Millennials do not take for granted that a superlative price will provide a luxury travel experience.  

 

However, for our participant that did seek the traditional five-star hotel experience, the Internet played an 

important part in helping her gain access to information about the luxury travel experience, compare 

prices and read reviews from other consumers with first-hand experience (Barton et al., 2014). The 

Internet helped make traditional luxury more accessible for her, and played an important part in ensuring 

a luxury experience. While traditional luxury suggests that reducing the mystere of the luxury experience 

reduces the virtual or actual inaccessibility to the brand (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009), the accessibility to 

the brand also provides Millennials with a quality assurance in their choice of traditional luxury. Online 

accessibility is as such especially important for Millennials that seek quality assurance in factors other 

than price.   

 

In travel experiences, our participants did not value the possession of high-value goods or services to 

elicit a sense of luxury, but rather for our participants, luxury was elicited in the ability to experience. 

Thus within travel, the consumption of experiences is most important for the Millennial consumers’ 

extended selves, whereby the consumption of experiences is a reflection of the individual consuming the 

travel experience (Belk, 1988). Furthermore, our participants used social media to share their travel 

experiences for either informative or ostentatious purposes. As such, sharing on social media functions as 

a way for Millennials to conspicuously consume travel experiences and thereby their share their 

perception of luxury within their reference group (Hennigs et al., 2007; Vigneron and Johnson, 2004). As 

such, as argued by Thoumrungroje (2014), conspicuous consumption has increased, but rather than be 

physically present, the conspicuous display of consumption for Millennials’ reference groups has moved 
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online. However, it is not limited to the online world as our participants stated that also enjoyed sharing 

the travel experiences with friends and family in-person.  

 

Overall, Millennials associated traditional luxury with standardized travel experiences facilitated by 

service provision and hotel environments, in which their functional and symbolic needs, as well as their 

desire for relaxation were met. However, within travel experiences Millennials do not associate price, 

rarity and inaccessibility as signifiers of traditional luxury. Furthermore, for Millennials the conspicuous 

aspect of traditional luxury is no longer exemplified through the physical possession of goods, but rather 

through experiences shared online.  

 

5.2. Perceptions of new luxury in travel experiences 

New or affordable luxury is defined as the extension of luxury to mass market goods (Silverstein and 

Fiske, 2003; Atwal and Williams, 2009). New luxury gives consumers access to goods that are normally 

reserved for an exclusive consumer segment and thereby elicits a feeling of self-indulgence for 

individuals that consume new luxury (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003). New luxury also encompasses the 

proliferation and democratization of luxury to a broader segment of goods, services and even experiences 

(Bauer et al., 2012). However, new luxury takes a managerial perspective to luxury and ignores the 

consumer perspective. As such, consumers are unaware of new luxury as a concept and therefore it was 

not something that our participants concretely discussed. Rather, participants mentioned aspects of new 

luxury while describing their luxury travel experiences.  

 

Furthermore, new luxury as described in theory takes a product-centric approach in which affordable 

price, high quality and premium positioning are the markers of new luxury (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003).  

 

In this product-centric model, the reduced price in comparison to traditional luxury goods makes 

premium goods more attainable to customers (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003). The affordability of luxury 

was something our research participants placed value on, as the reduced price meant that they could 

afford luxury during their travel experience. However, in an experience-based industry, such as tourism, 

where consumers cannot test the product or service beforehand (Foley et al., 2013), price is often used an 

indicator of the quality of the experience (Reisinger, 2001). On the other hand, participants in our study 

experienced high-priced alternatives that did not always live up to their expectations of a luxury travel 

experience, as well as low-priced alternatives that surpassed their expectations of luxury in a travel 

experience. As such, price is not a determining factor for luxury in travel experiences but rather 

contributes positively or negatively depending on whether it exceeded or failed to meet Millennials 

expectations.  

 

Furthermore, with the development of new luxury, the concept of luxury has been expanded to new 

product categories and industries (Silverstein and Fiske, 2003). However, the definition of what is 
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luxurious within each product category and industry will differ. As such, while high-quality and 

exclusivity may be considered luxurious in a product-centric industry, our participants stated that the 

ability to experience and the value that you get from the experience is considered luxurious in the 

experience-centric travel industry. So while new luxury from product-centric viewpoint can be achieved 

by the development of top-of-category products by mass-market brands, luxury from an experience-

centric viewpoint is dependent on the ability to offer a unique or out-of-the-ordinary experience.  

 

Unlike in traditional luxury, which is based on ostentatious consumption, new luxury consumers are 

driven by individualistic desires obtained through experiences (Atwal and Williams 2009). This also 

holds true in our research, where participants were able to fulfill the desires of relaxation, personal 

development (learning & life perspective), and adventure through their luxury travel experiences. Luxury 

for our participants, as such, was the ability to fulfill their individual desires through their travel 

experiences. While new luxury accounts for the fact that consumers are driven by individual desires, it 

does not take into consideration that consumers are actively participating and co-creating the value they 

seek in their travel experiences.  

 

Thus, the challenge with existing theory on new luxury is that it takes a product-centric, managerial 

perspective. As such, while the managerial perspective of new luxury focuses on how travel experiences 

can be made to appeal as a premium alternative for mass markets consumers, a customer-centric 

perspective, such as the one presented by Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004), focuses on engaging 

consumers to co-create luxury and uniqueness within their travel experience. Thus, the process of how 

luxury is derived within the experience context has transformed how Millennials fulfill their dreams, and 

means that Millennials are now actively participating in the creation of their luxury travel experiences.  

 

Overall, as researchers, we feel that the definitions of traditional luxury, as well as new luxury do not 

encompass all aspects of luxury within travel experiences. As such, we will draw upon the existing 

theory of traditional luxury and new luxury, and add relevant aspects from our own research to explain 

how luxury is perceived by Millennials within the context of travel experience.  

 

5.3. A consumer-centric perception of luxury in travel experiences  

Travel experiences are a clear example of the transition towards customer-dominant logic, in which 

consumers are a vital part in the co-creation of value within a service-driven experience (Heinonen et al., 

2010). The rise of customer-dominant logic essentially transforms luxury from a provisioned concept to a 

concept that is co-created between service provider and consumer. As Millennial consumers, our 

participants found luxury in both traditional luxury and new luxury concepts, in which   

traditional luxury makes use of the traditional service provision model, and new luxury embraces co-

creation, but from a managerial viewpoint.  
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Thus as we incorporate our findings into the traditional and new luxury theory, the aim is to derive a 

customer-centric approach that embraces both concepts of luxury and thereby explains luxury within 

travel experiences for Millennials. While we have previously discussed the existing aspects of traditional 

and new luxury, we will in this section focus on the addition of other value-adding factors that contribute 

to the Millennials’ perception of luxury within travel experiences. 

 

5.3.1. Subjective perceptions of luxury in travel experiences 

A common theme among our Millennial participants was that they did not fully identify their perception 

of luxury within travel experiences with traditional luxury or new luxury, but rather adopted a subjective 

perception of luxury. The subjective perception of the individual consumer is instrumental in 

understanding how consumers perceive luxury in travel experiences (Bauer et al., 2011; Walls et al., 

2011). Furthermore, the subjective perception of luxury in travel experience does not only encompass the 

actual experience, but also the pre- and post-experience (Tung and Ritchie, 2011; Heinonen et al., 2010). 

This was reflected in our participants’ luxury travel experiences, whereby the pre-, during and post-

experience were influential with regard to the context in which luxury was derived. As such, for 

Millennials the perception of luxury transcends time and the travel experience extends to both prior and 

post-experience. The value of luxury within travel is for Millennials, as such, not determined by viewing 

the trip as a single experience, but rather as an evaluation of the different memories pre-, during and post-

travel experience (Prebensen, 2013; Tung and Ritchie, 2011; Heinonen et al., 2010).  

 

Participants acknowledged that they had their own subjective viewpoint on what they found luxurious 

within a travel experience, and that their subjective luxury was based on desires that were less 

conspicuous in nature, and more strongly related to individualistic and self-indulgent desires. This is also 

reflected in what the participants placed value on in subjective luxury experiences, participants primarily 

placed value on epistemic (authentic and educational) and emotional value (excitement and relaxation) 

(Prebensen, 2013). This was reflected in our participants’ preference for luxury, which was rooted in 

individual desires, and encompassed relaxation, learning about local customs, traditions and life through 

interaction with locals, and living new experiences. As such, in accordance with theory Millennials 

perception of luxury within travel experiences is driven by individualistic desires. 

 

However, the boundaries of luxury are not confined and therefore the individual perception of what 

luxury is within an experience is not only subjective, but also context dependent (Bauer et al., 2011). The 

perception of luxury in a travel experience was also described by the participants as depending on the 

participant’s individual state and the context in which the travel experience took place. The context was, 

as such, influential in shaping how participants viewed their experience and what they perceived as 

luxurious in the experience. Furthermore, participants also viewed the travel experiences themselves, as 

luxury, within the context of their lives, and as such the symbolic meaning of luxury is flexible and 
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context dependent (Bauer et al., 2011). Thus Millennials do not necessarily initially seek luxury in the 

experience, but rather experience luxury as a consequence of the context of their travel experience. Thus 

Millennials motivations are not for luxury itself, but an indirect result of their individualistic desires for 

experience, and as such is differentiated from new luxury.   

 

Thus luxury as a subjective concept is transient, individualistically driven and context-dependent, and the 

perception of luxury within travel is not necessarily associated with every aspects of the experience, but 

rather a specific context or moment in the experience that makes Millennials experience luxury.  

 

5.3.2. Co-creating luxury experiences within travel 

In experiences, human interaction is primarily utilized as a way to co-create value with consumers 

(Tynan et al., 2009; Walls et al., 2011; Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). Characterizations of experience 

interactions have previously been made in literature as: guest-guest interaction, staff-guest interaction 

and visitor-local interaction (Walls et al., 2011; Choo and Petrick, 2015; Li, 2013). Participants 

characterized four similar interactions as contributors to their perception of luxury within travel: 

interaction with service providers, interaction with travel partners, interaction with locals and no social 

interactions.  

 

In the staff-guest interaction, our participants showed a preference for service providers acting as 

facilitators rather than co-creators of travel experiences. This is due in part to the service setting, which is 

designed to facilitate service interactions (Goffman, 1959; Prebensen, 2013). As such, for Millennials the 

traditional aspect of service provision does not create luxury within the experience, but rather the 

facilitation played an influential role in delivery of luxury within the travel experience.  

 

In interaction with travel partners, participants were able to strengthen the bonds and relationships with 

their travel partners, be it friends or family. Choo and Petrick (2015) emphasize the importance of 

companionship within travel experiences and that travel influences interactions between individuals in 

which shared activities increase, not only the connection between individuals, but also the overall 

enjoyment. Thus, for Millennials the ability to travel with friends or family means that they are able to 

co-create the unique experience together, and the ability to spend time together contribute to the overall 

enjoyment, as well as the luxury of the travel experience.  

 

In interactions with locals, participants desired interactions with locals for an authentic or local-life 

experience, which could only be achieved by participants investing a certain level of interaction. 

Depending on their level of interaction, participants were able to more greatly customize their travel 

experience (Chathoth et al., 2013). For Millennials, the rarity of authentic, local interactions co-creates a 

unique and customized experience, and thereby contributes to the luxury of the travel experience.  
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While interaction with the service provider has been argued to enhance the luxury experience (Walls et 

al., 2011), participants expressed that no social interactions positively contributed to the luxury in their 

travel experience as it enabled them to fully enjoy the moment with their travel partner(s) or by 

themselves. As such, if the service provider does not act as a facilitator, or is not a local who directly 

contribute to the authenticity of the experience, Millennials prefer to co-create the experience with travel 

partners or experience on their own. 

 

The co-creation of experiences is an important factor for Millennials, as the personal interactions during 

their travel shape the overall experience. Millennials seek interactions that will help them obtain unique 

experiences, and thereby contribute to the luxury within the travel experience.  

 

5.3.3.  Unique experiences 

While co-creation helps add unique aspects to the consumers, our participants identified additional 

aspects of a unique experience that contributed to their perception of luxury within travel.  

 

Novelty is a motivator for consumers to travel (Pearce and Lee, 2005), and this is no different for 

American Millennials that have shown a desire for new experiences (Benckendorff, 2009). In our study, 

research participants responded strongly to the desire for novelty in all aspects, including activities, 

experiences and destinations. Doing something for the first time was expressed as fun and memorable 

and contributed to the participants individual perception of luxury in their travel experiences. Thus for 

Millennials the opportunity for new experiences, which they perceive that they cannot experience 

elsewhere, makes them unique and thus contributes to the perception of luxury within travel.  

While McCabe (2002) argue that travelling is not a departure from everyday life and routines, in our 

study, research participants placed value on activities that were perceived as out-of-the-ordinary in 

relation to their everyday life, or in relation to what other tourists were experiencing. These experiences 

enabled participants to have a unique experience, in which specific aspects provided a sense that the 

experience was out-of-the-ordinary. The specific aspects could vary from visiting an unknown or unusual 

destination, the absence of other tourists on-site to the actual atmosphere. These out-of-the-ordinary 

experiences contributed positively to the experiences of our participants, as it allowed them to 

differentiate themselves from other tourists. As such, the out-of-the-ordinary obtained by activities, such 

as visiting unknown or unusual destinations, provides Millennials with a customized travel, which they 

perceive as unique and as contributing to the perceived luxury within their travel experience.  

 

All tourists seek authenticity in their travel experience (McCannell, 1976) and they do this by showing 

resistance to being labeled a tourist and attempting to distance themselves from other tourists (McCabe, 

2002). Yet ‘unstaged’ authenticity is difficult for tourists to come by (McCannell, 1976), and thus a 

majority of research participants perceived local experiences as a unique aspect within their travel 

experiences. In fact, the majority of research participants included living like a local, in which they were 
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able to experience local traditions, customs or culture, as contributing to part of the perception of luxury 

in their travel experience. Local experiences fulfill Millennials’ desires for knowledge and reflect their 

desire for epistemic utility within their travel experience. Millennial’s perception of local interaction are 

that it is invaluable to their travel experience, and does only enrich their experience, but also provides a 

platform for self-development and self-actualization within the context of their own lives. However, the 

difficulty in obtaining authenticity in travel makes local experiences rare, and thereby more valuable to 

Millennials that seek epistemic utility in their travel experiences. The rarity of the experience further 

contributes to Millennials perceptions of local and authentic interactions as a luxury within their travel 

experiences.  

 

To summarize, Millennials seek unique experiences in order to differentiate themselves as tourists and 

enrich their lives. The behavior of the Millennials is aligned with the literature put forward by Urry 

(1990) and McCannell (1976), in which they highlighted the desire for unusual, local and unique travel 

experiences. Uniqueness within travel can be perceived in different ways by Millennials, and the 

perception is linked to the fact that it is something they perceive that they would not otherwise be able to 

do at home. For Millennials, uniqueness fulfills their desire for excitement, desire for knowledge, and 

desire to disconnect from their everyday life.  

 

5.3.4. Motivations and benefits of luxury travel experiences 

McCabe (2002) outlines that the consumption of a tourist experience reflects the identity of the 

individuals, and is thus not a departure from their everyday routines and practices. However, our 

participants explained that their motivation for a travel experience was to depart from their everyday 

lives, and thus their three main motivations for travel were: relaxation, disconnecting and 

exploring/adventure. Thus, our participants saw the motivations of the travel experience to be interlinked 

with the benefits that they expected to receive from the experience. As such, participants perceived the 

travel experience as an important enabler to disconnect from their daily routines, and thereby allowed 

participants achieve a sense of luxury in their travel experience.  

 

With regards to benefits from luxury travel experience, participants primarily expressed inner-related 

benefits that were achieved through self-development and self-actualization. Millennial participants use 

of their travel experiences as a platform to achieve personal goals and overcome fears, and thereby 

achieve personal growth and the ability to enhance their identity through the experience (Pearce, 2005). 

Through self-development, Millennials found pleasure in their accomplishments and expressed a sense of 

luxury in challenging themselves and succeeding. Furthermore as Western Millennials, our participants 

utilized self-actualization as way to reflect on their own lives as being luxurious, compared with those of 

locals they met during their travel experiences. Participants also expressed freedom as a precondition to 

retrieving benefits in multiple respects, including financial freedom, freedom in time, physical freedom 
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and mental freedom. The freedom that participants enjoyed can be linked to the motivation highlighted 

by Pearce and Lee (2005) such as escape/relax and isolation. On the other hand, participants also 

expressed that a precondition for travel was the safety of the environment.  

Thus, for Millennials, self-development and self-actualization contribute to the perception of luxury 

within their travel experience. However, this is dependent on preconditions regarding freedom and safety 

being met. 

 

5.4. Luxury prior, during and post-travel experience 

5.4.1. Expectations in a luxury travel experience 

Our participants experienced luxury in their travel experience when their expectations were met or 

exceeded. Foley et al., (2013) discuss that as consumers are unable to test the destination beforehand, 

pre-travel interaction is important and we observed that Millennials primarily adopted two different 

approaches in managing their expectations of luxury in their travel experiences. Participants either 

researched beforehand to find local places that could provide a unique experience, or did not plan and 

relied on spontaneous decision-making to form a unique experience.  

 

Expectations are influenced by subjective factors such as past experiences and personal characteristics, 

and will thus influence how an experience is lived (Larsen, 2007). Further, the perception of luxury in 

planned travel experiences was determined by whether the experience met or exceeded the participants’ 

expectations. Similarly, in unplanned travel experiences, where participants did not have prior 

expectations, they perceived a positive, unique experience to be luxurious. This further highlights that 

luxury in travel experiences is context dependant and that Millennials can find luxury in unique 

experiences within travel, whether or not they had expectations beforehand. 

 

5.4.2. Luxury in-the-moment 

Luxury in-the-moment as described by our participants consists of experiences which they feel 

appreciation and enjoyment for in the moment, and corresponds with Bauer et al.’s (2012) notion that 

“unexpected experiences are very much valued and perceived as luxury.” (p.15). The in-the-moment 

luxury which participants experienced were typically unique due to the physical environment and social 

interactions.  

 

Arnould and Price (1993) argue that the natural setting can elicit specific feelings and emotions from 

consumers, and thereby create meaning within the experience. For our participants, the physical 

environment helped them physically disconnect from their everyday life and thus played an instrumental 

role in setting the mood for travelers’ enjoyment. Furthermore, despite the difficulty in explaining the 

sensations, sensory details supported how individuals experienced the physical environment and further 

influenced their perception of luxury in the physical environment.  
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In-the-moment experiences were also influenced by social interactions, in which the co-creation of travel 

experiences would not have been possible without these unique social interactions. As such, the in-the-

moment experience for Millennials occurs, not only as a result of the co-creation, but the combination of 

physical and human factors whereby “The ultimate tourist experience happens on site, in a specific 

situation often together with other tourists and hosts.” (Prebensen, 2013, p.33). 

 

5.4.3. Luxury in retrospect 

Luxury in retrospect as described by our participants consists of experiences which they primarily 

appreciated post-experience. Participants noted that enjoyment during the experience may have been 

stifled by the challenging nature or fear, whereby in retrospect they could take an appreciative 

perspective. The memory, as such, creates a sense of luxury as participants could recall the specific 

memory, and thereby reflect, share and relive the experience with their travel partners or in retelling the 

experience to others. In particular, viewing photographs from their travel experience sparked the memory 

of luxury, which motivated storytelling and thereby reflection on the travel experience (Clawson and 

Knetsch, 1966). This can be related to the peak and end effect whereby the experience was memorized 

according to the positive or negative moments that stood out within the travel experience (Fredrickson, 

2000; Lee-Ross, 2001; Larsen, 2007; Kahneman, 2011) Thus for Millennials, the memory of their travel 

experience is distorted towards the peaks of their travel experience, and these peaks were moments that 

they memorized as luxury within the travel experience, and contributed to the evaluation of the overall 

travel experience.  

 

Our participants also showed appreciation for travel in retrospect and felt blessed that they have had the 

opportunity to travel. Connecting with the world through travel can be seen as a rewarding experience 

(Pearce, 2005), and this was also something that our Millennial participants identified strongly with. 

Furthermore, our participants posted online to share their experiences with friends and family through 

personal social media accounts. Barton et al., (2014) states that Millennials are interested in a complete 

experience that they can capture both online and offline, and that the use of social media can motivate 

conspicuous consumption. Thus while our participants acknowledged the purpose of online sharing as 

being informative and providing online word-of-mouth, it was also conspicuous in the sense that 

participants wanted to show off their travel experiences. As such, for Millennials the ability to share their 

experiences with others retrospectively reinforces the feeling of luxury and thereby extends the life of the 

luxury travel experience.   

 

5.5. New findings: Millennials’ perceptions of luxury in travel 

Based on our findings, we have found that Millennials do not have a large budget for travelling and they 

are limited in what they can afford with regards to what they consider to be traditional luxury within the 

travel industry. However, this does not necessarily mean that all Millennials prefer traditional luxury, if 
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they could afford it. In our interviews with participants, luxury within travel experiences was defined as 

fluid and was thus not limited to the socially constructed definition related to exclusivity and high price.  

 

Our finding shows that Millennials extend their perception of luxury within travel experiences in the 

following ways:  

 

1. Millennials perceive unique experiences within travel as luxurious. For Millennials, luxury 

emerges from the uniqueness of the experience, whether it be a new experience, a local 

experience or something that is out-of-the-ordinary or rare for them. Price is not a determining 

factor in creating uniqueness for Millennials.  

2. Luxury can be prospective in travel experience, whereby Millennials build expectations through 

researching online and longing for a travel experience. Millennials enjoy the experience of 

planning their travels, and can find luxury in the perception of their upcoming travel experiences.  

3. Luxury is dependent on whether Millennials expectations are met or surpassed. Research helped 

Millennials to experience uniqueness in their travel experience, and thereby helped them 

perceive their experience as luxurious. Little or no research made Millennials take unexpected 

and spontaneous decision in which the positive surprise of the experience made them perceive 

their experience as luxurious.  

4. Luxury travel experiences are transient, whereby Millennials perceive luxury to be experienced 

in-the-moment. Luxury within a travel experience does not need to encompass the entire travel 

experience, but luxury can rather be short lived and related to the context of the experience in 

which a specific activity, interaction or physical environment can influence the perception of 

luxury.  

5. Luxury can be retrospective in travel experiences, whereby Millennials perceive luxury after the 

travel experience. By reflecting on the experience, Millennials perceive luxury within the 

memory of their travel experience. As Millennials can relive, retell and share their experience 

both online and offline, they experience luxury in having positive memories from the travel 

experience.  

6. Millennials are experience-driven consumers, and search first and foremost for experiences that 

they perceive as unique while travelling. This experience-driven approach means that they do not 

directly seek luxury, but rather they experience luxury as a consequence of the activities, 

interactions and physical environments during their travel experience.  

7. Millennials are driven by individual desires to experience unique moments, which include 

learning and individual self-development. If Millennials retrieve personal benefits during the 

travel experience, they perceive the travel experience as luxurious. Furthermore, memories that 

remind Millennials of the personal growth obtained, such as accomplishments during a travel 
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experience, reinforce the individual benefits of travel and thus contribute to the perception of 

luxury travel experiences. 

8. For Millennials, luxury within travel experiences is consumed conspicuously in the online world 

through the sharing of images on social media.  

9. Technology functions as an enabler for Millennials to extend the perception of luxury to their 

pre- and post-travel experiences. The Internet, social media and user-generated content 

empowers Millennials to form expectations and memories outside of the actual travel experience.  

 

5.6. Concluding statement  

For Millennials, the perception of luxury within travel experiences is fluid and context-based. However 

the key finding in our research was that for Millennials the travel experience extends to the pre-travel and 

post-travel experience. As a result, Millennials can experience luxury within travel prospectively and 

retrospectively. Prospective luxury is enabled through online research and expectations, whereas 

retrospective luxury is enabled through online and offline sharing, and memories of the travel experience. 

Thus, the Internet enables Millennials to prolong their travel experience into the pre- and post-travel 

phase, and extend the perception of luxury.  

 

While the Internet played a role as a facilitator, it was not something that contributed directly to the 

creation of luxury within our Millennial participants’ travel experiences. Rather the social interactions, 

activities and physical environment were far more influential in shaping Millennial’s perception of 

luxury within the travel experience. The perception of luxury was based on individual needs and desires, 

which was fulfilled through active engagement in the creation of their luxury travel experiences. As a 

result, Millennials acknowledge two perceptions of luxury within travel: traditional luxury, which they 

view as socially-constructed, and subjective luxury which they view as a custom travel experience that 

meets their private needs. For Millennials, these perceptions of luxury within travel experiences co-exist 

and how the experience luxury depends on the context of their travel experience.  

 

5.7. Managerial implications 

While our research takes a consumer-centric approach, it is important to evaluate the managerial 

implications in order for branding and marketing professionals within the travel industry to make 

adjustments within their communication strategy in order to appeal to Millennial travelers. For 

Millennials, the customer experience within travel expands beyond the traditional servicescape, in which 

they seek new, authentic and out-of-the-ordinary experiences. As Millennials are not searching for luxury 

while planning their travel experiences, marketers need to shift their focus elsewhere. Therefore, it is 

critical that a communication strategy incorporates the experiential needs of Millennials, and as such, 

focuses on the unique aspects of the experience. In providing a unique experience to Millennials, it is 

vital to create a local experience that is perceived by the Millennials as authentic, and distances them as 
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tourists from traditional, organized tourist activities. By facilitating authentic interaction, Millennials are 

more willing to engage and in turn invest a higher level of interaction in co-creating their travel 

experience. Thus, the communication strategy should take into account that luxury for Millennials can be 

derived through authentic interaction, rather than exclusive interaction.  

 

Furthermore, the communication strategy should appeal to the pre- and post-experience of the Millennial 

consumer. The pre-experience should cater to Millennials desire for local experiences, and can be 

executed through simple measures that make access to local information easier, such as a Local 

Recommendations Guide prior to arrival or contact with a local volunteer through a dedicated destination 

app. For the post-experience, the communication strategy should cater to Millennials desire to reflect 

upon and share their experience. The strategy should as such include a plan to engage with guests online, 

in order to spark memories of their experience, as well as make use of user-generated content to improve 

the online branding. 
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Chapter 6: Limitations 

As our thesis takes an exploratory approach to examining Millennial’s perceptions of luxury within travel 

experiences, there are limitations to the conclusiveness of our findings. Our research is based on in-depth 

interviews, which take an interpretive and abductive approach to identifying common trends among 

Millennials. As such, our research is not conclusive in nature, but rather an indicative suggestion as to 

how Millennials perceive luxury in travel experiences.  

 

Furthermore, while our research design was constructed in a clear and repeatable manner, the content 

was still analyzed from an subjective perspective, which to some extent creates a biased interpretation of 

participant data. While, we do not consider the validity and reliability of our coded data and thematic 

analysis to be compromised, it must be acknowledge that there is some level of researcher subjectivity in 

handling qualitative data.  

 

While it is recommended to categorize tourists based on factors such as motivation, travel purpose and 

preferred activities (Huang and Petrick, 2010), we chose to focus on a generational and regional 

segmentation by focusing on Western European Millennials. While we narrowed down the group of 

consumers that we research, we acknowledge that generations are not completely homogenous, and even 

more so that they differ between different countries and cultures (Corvi et al., 2007). Thus, while we 

examined Western European Millennials, there are guaranteed differences in this group, which we fail to 

take into account, as it would require a very large participant sample and prolonged study. Furthermore, 

the existing literature on Millennials that was used, was based on American Millennials. While the case 

was made for the relevance, we must acknowledge that there is some discrepancy between American and 

Western European Millennials. Despite this, the use of literature on American Millennials has been 

relevant throughout our research and many preferences were shared by the Western European Millennials 

that we interviewed.  

 

With regard to our choice of generational segmentation, we also acknowledge limitations with regards to 

a lack of consensus as to the exact calendar years constituting the Millennial generation. Thus, for 

simplicity and after evaluating multiple sources (e.g., Mundel et al., 2017 Howe and Strauss, 2007 

Benckendorfff, 2009), we selected the years 1980-2000 in order to narrow the search for participants. 

Lastly, our participant group consisted mainly of students with no full time income. Thus while 

according to our defined generation of interest, they were relevant, however their consumption as 

students may be different from their same-aged counterparts that have full-time jobs.  

 

The scope of the research project was limited in time and consequently, limited the amount of data that 

we were able to collect, decode and categorize. Conducting more interviews with Millennials from 
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Western European countries would have thus strengthened the results. Using questionnaires would have 

enabled us to retrieve information and have a bigger data sample, as well as a quantitative indication as to 

which factors affect most consumers. Other qualitative methods, such as focus groups, would have given 

us more insights on how Millennials view on luxury is socially constructed.   

 

6.1. Further research 

While we have focused on a holistic, consumer-centric approach, further research into Millennials’ 

perceptions of luxury in travel experiences may take more narrow approaches and research individual 

aspects of luxury within travel. Suggested research topics include technology within luxury in travel 

experiences, local and authentic interactions within luxury in travel experience and the consumer 

memories of luxury in travel experiences. Furthermore, according to Pearce (2005) the consumer 

experience in travelling can influence their motivations in travel. As such, it could be of interest to do a 

cross-comparison study of the perceptions of luxury in low-experience Millennial travelers and high-

experience Millennial travelers.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, through in-depth interviews with Western European Millennials, we have been able to 

gain insight into the factors that contribute to their perception of luxury within travel. The analysis of 

their perceptions of luxury has been approached from an exploratory viewpoint, in which the semi-

structured nature of our data collection process enabled participants to openly speak about travel 

experiences. Through limiting the conversation to travel experiences, common themes of how luxury is 

perceived emerged from the participants. The outcome of the analysis was that we were able to discuss 

Millennial’s perception of luxury in relation to our theoretical development on luxury, as traditional 

luxury or new luxury. As a result, this provided us with insight into how Millennial’s perception of 

traditional luxury is that it is a socially constructed phenomena, in which their individual perception of 

luxury within their travel experiences sometimes defers from. As such, we retrieved common themes that 

Millennials discussed as contributing to their subjective perceptions of luxury and which form our new 

findings of luxury in travel experiences.  

 

Luxury within travel experiences is as such much more complex than taking a product-centric viewpoint 

on luxury. This is due to the fact that experience aspect of luxury within travel cannot be provisioned, but 

must rather be co-created through social interactions within a physical environment. Individual 

perceptions of social interactions and environment must as a result be taking into consideration when 

attempting to co-create luxury within travel. 

 

Yet luxury for Millennials does not always exist throughout the entire travel experience, but rather 

prospectively, in-the-moment or retrospectively. Thus, prospectively expectations that are shaped by the 

Internet and social media play an influential role in shaping the perception of luxury, whereas in-the-

moment is influenced by unexpected, spontaneous and unique events, and lastly retrospectively luxury is 

experienced through offline storytelling as well as sharing pictures on social media. 

 

Experiencing something for the first time, something that was considered to be out-of-the-ordinary in 

comparison to one’s everyday life, and local and authentic interactions, were the main contributors in 

creating unique moments or experiences. The perception of luxury for Millennials was as such deeply 

rooted in the events that they experienced as unique.   

 

Overall, Millennials’ perceptions of luxury within travel experiences are context-dependent, transient and 

subjective in nature. And while traditional luxury still exists for Millennials as a socially constructed 

concept, luxury is valued as something that Millennials can subjectively derive from their travel 

experience. Thus, the managerial-centric focus on luxury will be challenged within travel by the 

consumer-centric nature of experience, in which Millennials are the co-creators. Although some aspects 
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of traditional and new luxury were acknowledged, these concepts fail to fully encompass the needs and 

desires of experiential-driven Millennials. As such, our research is exploratory the outcome is suggestive, 

rather than conclusive in nature, and therefore our recommendation is that additional research be 

conducted in order to provide an in-depth understanding of each aspect within the consumer-centric 

perspective on luxury within travel experiences.   
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