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Introduction 
 

For decades, extraordinary experiences, such as river 
rafting (Arnould & Price, 1993), skydiving (Celsi, Rose, & 
Leigh, 1993),and  surfing (Canniford & Shankar, 2013), have 
attracted a lot of attention from consumer researchers. In 
interpreting the meanings behind the consumption of 
these extraordinary experiences, consumer researchers 
have reached a consensus that the allure of extraordinary 
experiences as stemming from the all-consuming attraction 
of entering a temporary anti-structure, liminal communita, 
which is characterised by collaborative interaction, shared 
goals, attenuated differences, and detachment from real 
life (Turner, 1969; Husemann, Eckhardt, Grohs, & Saceanu, 
2016). Albeit Tumbat and Belk’s (2011) seminal work on 
climbing Mount Everest has shed light on that structure 
and anti-structure can coexist in extraordinary experiences, 
still, there is a lack of research on the interplay between 
structure and anti-structure in extraordinary experiences. 
To address this theoretical oversight, this research 
ethnographically studies escape rooms – a team-based, 
real-life adventure game where players are “locked” in a 
themed room and have to work collaboratively to escape. It 
aims to answer two research questions: how social 
structure extends into anti-structure, extraordinary 
experiences? And how anti-structure experiences further 
construct structured social lives?  
 

Methods 
 

This research project follows the ethnographic research 
tradition to inquire into extraordinary experiences (Arnould 
& Wallendorf, 1994; Tumbat & Belk, 2011). Data were 
collected from multiple sources: 
•Online Observation 
Three online escape room communities, the Codex, Room 
Escape Artists, and Escape The Roomers were observed. An 
observation was also concurrently made on the Facebook 
page, Escape Room Enthusiasts - Australia & New Zealand.  
•Participant Observations  
Four rooms were played. The typical field work consisted of 
taking photos of escape room facilitates, playing escape 
room games, gaining feedback from game masters, and 
reflecting on games played with team members.  
•Semi-structured In-depth Interviews  
14 in-depth interviews were conducted in parallel with 
online and participant observation. Informed by survey 
data, informants were sought out across three levels of 
proficiency, namely, beginner (less than 50 rooms), 
intermediate (50-100 rooms), and enthusiast (over 100 
rooms).  
•Netnography 
Complimentary netnographic data – social media posts and 
comments, secondary interviews with room designers and 
owners on YouTube, podcasts, and escape room 
publications ¬– were collected and analysed. 

Key References 
 

Arnould, E. J., & Price, L. L. (1993). River magic: 
Extraordinary experience and the extended service 
encounter. Journal of consumer Research, 20(1), 24-45.  
Arnould, E. J., & Wallendorf, M. (1994). Market-oriented 
ethnography: interpretation building and marketing 
strategy formulation. Journal of marketing research, 31(4), 
484-504.  
Bradford, T. W., & Sherry Jr, J. F. (2015). Domesticating 
public space through ritual: Tailgating as vestaval. Journal 
of Consumer Research, 42(1), 130-151.  
Husemann, K. C., Eckhardt, G. M., Grohs, R., & Saceanu, R. 
E. (2016). The dynamic interplay between structure, 
anastructure and antistructure in extraordinary 
experiences. Journal of Business Research, 69(9), 3361-
3370.  
Keinan, A., & Kivetz, R. (2011). Productivity orientation 
and the consumption of collectable experiences. Journal 
of Consumer Research, 37(6), 935-950.  
Turner, Victor W. (1969), The Ritual Process: Structure and 
Antistructure, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
Tumbat, G., & Belk, R. W. (2011). Marketplace tensions in 
extraordinary experiences. Journal of Consumer Research, 
38(1), 42-61.  
 
 

Results and Findings 
 

This research adopts an assemblage analytical lens. Since it views the social world as being composed of 
interconnected actors and actants and highlights their heterogeneity and the interactions that take place 
amongst them, it provides a means of dismantling the boundary between the structure and anti-structure dyad 
and further sheds light on the interplay between structure and anti-structure in extraordinary experiences.  
      The findings have revealed that, in escape room experiences, social structure exists on a continuum of 
stratification, de-stratification, and re-stratification. The findings have been organised into four themes as 
outlined below: 
 

• Theme 1: Preparing to Escape: Assembling a Heterogeneous Team 
An escape room team is an assemblage of social relations and interactions among heterogeneous players who 
have accentuated differences in skills, personality, and occupation. All these components, generally regarded as 
the crucial building blocks of social structure in prior literature, have now come to the fore in the context of 
escape rooms. 

“I'm more conservative. I'm the person who is willing to try things that other people suggest. I'm more, 
they [office staff] wake up before 9:00 to go to work, 5:00 come home, follow rules. I guess when it comes 
to thinking in a very structured way, and like logic puzzles, I’m good at this. My partner, she’s very creative, 
she often thinks outside the box in rooms.” 

 

• Theme 2: Escaping in Escape Rooms: Collaborative Interaction between Heterogeneous Actors and 
Actants 

In escape rooms, a room assemblage (consisting of puzzles, set design, and storylines) emerges, interacts with 
the team assemblage, and finally, forms a team-room assemblage. The findings reveal that a room can take on 
an agentic role, enabling whole assemblages and empowering players by enabling them to detach themselves 
from the structural world. 

“It generally takes two minutes for all of us to get immersed in the room, figuring out where things are or 
bring locks out and just have them in our eye sights. So we are aware of them. Then we break up into 
roles, certain puzzles were attracted to certain people to focus on that. And then we try to work on 
puzzles,…either split or come back or bounce off each other. So it's more of adapting into a room.” 

 

• Theme 3: Escaping in and out of Escape Rooms: Collaborative Interactions in Game Master-Room-Team 
assemblages 

Player experiences are further impacted by game master-team-room assemblages, within which the game 
master acts as a catalyst, mobilising teams and room actants to interact with each other and also assigning story 
roles to players. 

“One game, they have really clever hints systems. One of the rooms, there was a telephone in it. And we 
were stuck in this room and then all of a sudden we got a call on the phone. We pick up the phone and it'd 
be like a telemarketer, “did you know that most banks don't approve of you hiding your money in your 
couch? Perhaps you'd like to store your money in our bank instead of just hiding it away in a piece of 
furniture.”... And then that would give us a clue that we should probably look at the couch.“ 

 

• Theme 4: Escaping out of Escape Rooms: Structure Re-stratification 
In escape rooms, players assume different roles in solving puzzles and completing storylines. When players 
return to the mundane world, previous de-stratified social roles in the structural world start to re-stratify again 
and social relations with other players become even more strengthened.  

“Me and my wife, we both do escape rooms together. That's kind of our bonding time. So it's the time that 
I get to share with my wife. It's time that we both do something we both enjoy and are passionate about.” 

 
Furthermore, a central value of western societies, productivity orientation – achieving more in limited or less 
time (Keinan & Kivetz, 2011) – has been identified as another meaning of playing escape rooms,  

Obviously we're both competitive and we play to win, we play to escape, we play the escape rooms as fast 
as we can. 

 

Discussion 
 

•An Assemblage Perspective of Structure and Anti-
Structure in Extraordinary Experiences 
The vast majority of prior research has argued that anti-
structure liminal spaces level out participants’ social 
relations, roles, norms, and occupation in the structured 
social world (e.g.,Bradford & Sherry Jr, 2015; Kozinets, 
2002a). This study adopts an assemblage analytical 
framework and sheds light on the fact that anti-structure is 
merely an alternate way of re-assembling actors and 
actants from the way they are arranged in the structural 
world. It is the re-assemblage of the heterogenous players 
and resources that gives rise to extraordinary experiences. 
 
•Productivity Orientation  
Extant literature has defined the act of consumption as a 
form of escapism, from which it derives its significance and 
meaning. This study has found that meaning is not always 
concerned with forms of escapism but is rather associated 
with the betterment of oneself and being able to adapt to a 
structural world. A strong productivity orientation was 
identified, running through the full gamut of the players’ in-
game experiences. 


