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lives” (p. 10). It is here that much is to be gained from an exploration of the dynamics 

between digital and non-virtual experiences. For instance, Fox and Bailenson (2009) 

report that individuals who viewed an avatar of themselves exercising in a virtual online 

environment were more likely to voluntarily exercise in the real world the next day. 

Molesworth and Denegri-Knott (2013) also emphasize that digital virtual spaces make 

liminoid experiences available where the virtual and the material are always interwoven 

such that a digital experience is only meaningful through its reference to the non-virtual 

experiences in real-life.  

The distinction between the virtual and the real is becoming increasingly blurred 

with digital spaces emerging as a fundamental dimension of reality (Castells 2010; 

Llamas and Belk 2013; Shields 2003). Recently, researchers have been interested in the 

ways virtual and material possessions reflect upon each other in terms of consumption 

motives, consumer satisfaction, and attachment (e.g., Belk 2013; Lehdonvirta 2010). 

However, there is an established distinction between the consumption of possessions and 

experiences (Carter and Gilovich 2012; Nicolao, Irwin, and Goodman 2009; Van Boven 

and Gilovich 2003). Thus, there is a need to expand the research focus to include “doing 

digital things” in addition to “having digital things.”  

2.2.2 Digital Experiences 

Prior research has distinguished between the consumption of experiences and 

possessions in a theoretically meaningful and intuitively profound way (Carter and 

Gilovich 2012; Nicolao et al. 2009; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003). Accordingly, the 

consumption of material possessions is associated with tangible goods that can be carried 

around and kept in possession, whereas the consumption of experiences focuses on an 
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event or series of events that is bound by time, which the consumers live through. 

Experimental research on this distinction has illustrated that the purchase of experiences 

makes people happier than the purchase of material goods. Van Boven and Gilovich 

(2003) attribute this significance of experiences to their openness to positive 

reinterpretations, being more central to one’s identity, and their considerable social value. 

However, traditionally, experiences have attracted far less attention among consumer 

researchers than have consumer choices or buying decisions (Holbrook et al. 1984). 

This pattern persists when it comes to consumer research in digital spaces. 

Although both consumer possessions and consumer experiences are the subject of digital 

consumption, consumer behavior research has recently focused more on the 

dematerialized or nonmaterial possessions such as music, photos, and virtual goods 

(Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Belk 2013; Lehdonvirta 2010; Martin 2008). This 

stream of research discusses the comparisons between digital and material possessions in 

terms of consumer satisfaction and attachment. Lehdonvirta (2010) states that consumers’ 

desires for consumption of virtual objects do not differ from those of material objects, 

whereas Belk (2013) suggests that virtual possessions lack certain characteristics 

associated with material possessions that may alter the way consumers are attached to 

material ones. In addition to this discussion on how digitalization influences the 

consumption of possesions, Denegri-Knott and Molesworth (2010) emphasize that digital 

spaces are especially accommodating for consumers to easily engage in new forms of 

virtual experiences such as consumption-like activities in digital simulations, and there is 

a need to explore how such activities match with and incorporate into non-virtual 

experiences.  
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2.2.3 The Concept of Sociotechnical 

Experiences represent a socially valuable phenomenon (Raghunathan and 

Corfman 2006; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003), and digital experiences are the product of 

technology consumption. Thus, I adopt a sociotechnical perspective for the interpretive 

account of my study on digital experiences. Having been extensively studied in 

management and sociology literature, the concept of sociotechnical “refers to an 

ensemble, a practice, or even an analysis of any of these that integrates social and 

technical elements in a way that reveals their interactions and interpenetration” (Kling 

and Courtright (2003, p. 222). Sociotechnical theories in the field of management focus 

on the optimal integration of the social systems and the technology used for 

organizational improvement. These theories recognize the interaction between the social 

and the technical components as well as the interaction among the social components 

using the technology. For instance, the Sociotechnical Systems Theory studies not only 

the integration of individual employees with the technical requirements, but also group 

behavior among the employees (Denison 1982). In this regard, sociotechnical theories 

have provided a relevant platform for developing organizational change through 

strategies and experiments in sociotechnical systems (Pasmore and Sherwood 1978). 

Among the concepts studied are skill development, technological change, selection of 

peers, team approach, facilitative leadership, action group, autonomous work groups, and 

customer interface (Pasmore et al. 1982). 

In relation to the field of sociology, the study of the sociotechnical centers on the 

directionality of the relationship between technology and society (Bijker and Law 1997). 

These studies focus on a simultaneous thinking about the social and the technological, 
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balancing the social shaping of technology and the technological shaping of the society. 

These studies are specifically important for the wellbeing of society since sociotechnical 

theories also focus on the social costs of using technology (Cummings 1978). In this 

regard, a number of sociologists define the study of consumers as an optimal medium to 

investigate the sociotechnical because of the apparent social impact of technology in the 

consumer-level (Callon 1987) and the reorganization of social structures through 

technological diffusions (Cowan 1987). Thus, the concept of the sociotechnical provides 

a great opportunity for marketing and consumer behavior literature to integrate its own 

theory that would synthesize and organize consumer studies pertaining to technology 

consumption with a specific focus on social interactions among consumers. Furthermore, 

it would provide a theoretical infrastructure for consumer researchers to investigate the 

interaction and the optimization of the social and technological components of 

consumption experiences.  

2.3 Method 

2.3.1 Research Context: Fantasy Football 

I focus this essay on the digital experience of fantasy football, which has become 

the most dominant online fantasy game with approximately 26 million participants just in 

the US (Fantasy Sports Trade Association [FSTA] 2013). Online fantasy games, 

examples of which include many digital entertainment experiences ranging from fantasy 

basketball and fantasy survivor to fantasy congress and fantasy Wall Street, are based on 

real information (i.e., participants keep score of any real-world performances), and 

represent an inclusive relationship between the digital and the non-virtual consumer 

experience. Accordingly, online fantasy football allows consumers to experience the NFL !
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through self-created digital virtual teams that operate in relation to the real statistical 

performances of NFL players. Thus, the context of this essay, as shown in Figure 2.1, 

incorporates an informative connection from the non-virtual to the digital. Recently, 

fantasy football experience has been associated with numerous online service providers, 

informational custom websites, TV and radio programs, magazines, and experts. 

Furthermore, a transformative connection from the digital to the non-virtual is also 

evident in that fantasy football creates a participative spectatorship game that has been 

altering the consumer experiences in NFL spectatorship, and to some extent, the real 

games’ focus and presentation (Belson 2013; Carter 2012; Daileda 2013). Finally, in 

addition to these informative and transformative connections, the social aspect of the 

digital experience represents a relation between the digital and the non-virtual worlds: the 

fantasy teams are virtual and they do not actualize in the real world, but the social 

interactions associated with fantasy football participation create a shared experience that 

is quite real in spite of lacking material existence. For instance, portraying social 

interactions in virtual worlds, Fleck, Dalmoro, and Rossi (2013) refer to digital games as 

a notably influential way to bond with one’s social circle that can bolster both real-life 

and online socialization. 

From being defined as a nerdy subculture activity, fantasy football has evolved 

into an extremely popular contemporary phenomenon (Berry 2013; McCormick 2012). 

Given the shift from game-related calculations by hand to computer-based statistical 

applications, the substantial role of digital technologies cannot be ignored in this rapidly 

expanding consumption phenomenon (Evans 2007; Fabiano 2007; Spitznagel 2010). The 

digital technologies in this regard empowered fantasy football players to do everything 
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related to their fantasy teams once they went online such as checking fantasy teams’ stats, 

updating rosters any time of the day, sending trade proposals by instant messages or e-

mails, displaying points without any necessary calculations by hand and customizing 

each league according to the demands of the players. Likewise, a recent study on the 

general trends of fantasy sports reveals that Internet websites are the most widely used 

source of information; however, there’s also a current trend among fantasy sports players 

towards using a mobile device or app to get their information (FSTA 2013), indicating 

the recent emergence of mobile technologies as an important player in digital 

consumption.  

2.3.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

In this essay, I have adopted an inductive theorizing process to investigate the 

interplay between digital and non-virtual experiences in the context of fantasy football 

with a phenomenological perspective, through which I interpret in-depth interviews 

conducted with 26 fantasy football participants throughout a 3-year time span. The 

interpretation of the participants’ experiences is derived from constant interaction among 

emerging themes and facilitating reviews of relevant literature: (1) digital consumption, 

(2) digital experiences, and (3) the concept of sociotechnical. However, it is typical for 

qualitative studies to identify their final conceptual backgrounds upon the completion of 

the research (Taylor and Bogdan 1998). Thus, I delved into these key literatures after I 

had completed my first set of interviews. Following Glaser and Strauss (1967), I adopted 

a constant comparative method, in which I coded and analyzed data simultaneously in 

order to develop my framework, and a theoretical sampling method, which included 
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selecting new cases to study according to their potential for helping to expand on or 

refine the concepts and theory that had already been developed.  

First, I started with designing a flexible and dynamic interview plan with 

nondirective, unstructured, nonstandardized, and open-ended questions (Taylor and 

Bogdan 1998). Thus, my participants were the primary source to construct the interviews 

and I, as the interviewer, only led the conversations to cover a list of previously set 

issues. In most cases, these issues emerged spontaneously through the course of the 

conversation. I had not had any personal experiences with the phenomenon of fantasy 

football prior to the research. My committee members, who contributed to this essay with 

the coding and the analyzing of the themes, actively participated in fantasy football 

leagues during the course of the research. This deviation of the experience and 

knowledge about the phenomenon between me and my contributors supported a multi-

perspective approach during coding and analyzing processes, allowing me to benefit from 

both familiar and naïve perspectives. 

During the interviewing process, each participant was assured of full anonymity 

and signed a consent form that explained the preliminary purpose of the study. Adopting 

both the constant comparative and theoretical sampling methods, I conducted two sets of 

interviews for each qualitative research strategy. The first set of interviews were 

conducted with a constant redesigning of issues to address and codes to analyze as a 

consensus of all the contributors until the emerging themes started to repeat themselves in 

a series of interviews with no additional insights to the theoretical construction of the 

study (Glaser and Strauss 1967). This first set consisted of twenty interviews and resulted 

in approximately 300 single-spaced pages of written transcripts. The second set of 
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interviews was conducted upon the theoretical construction of the study to further 

contribute to the developed theoretical framework. This set of interviews was conducted 

with six additional participants and two participants from the previous set of interviews to 

follow up with their experiences upon starting to play fantasy football. These two 

participants were selected due to their geographic proximity and their diverse take on the 

experience: one continued to participate in fantasy leagues, whereas the other one 

decided to stop playing although they were competing in the same fantasy league. The 

list of all the participants can be viewed at Table 2.1.  

After the coding and analysis were conducted in a simultaneous manner with the 

first set of interviews, the interpretive process began. In this process, I investigated and 

adopted key literatures along with phenomenological interpretations. This developing 

thematic structure throughout the interpretive process was continuously challenged and 

revised through a collaboration of the contributors along with the analysis of the second 

set of interviews.  

2.4 Findings 

My findings illuminate that the digitally empowering as well as the socially 

interactive attributes of online fantasy football are central to its dominant influence on 

NFL consumption. Thus, this essay provides a theoretical account on the meaning of 

shared virtual experiences in digital spaces and their role in consumers’ daily realities. 

First, I evaluate how in-depth interviews reveal fantasy football as an empowering digital 

experience with the social exchange of the virtual, which is a derivative of a non-virtual 

consumption experience—the NFL games. Following this, I analyze four interrelated 

themes that were evident across the narratives of my participants: control, camaraderie, 
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customization, and competition. These themes demonstrate how fantasy football (digital 

experience) deviates from the traditional NFL consumption (non-virtual experience). 

Although some of these themes are not necessarily mutually exclusive, for the sake of 

clarity, I will refer to them separately. Finally, I lay out an integrative model to discuss 

the dynamics between digital and non-virtual experiences. 

2.4.1 Digital Consumption of Fantasy Football: The Social Sharing of an 

Empowering Virtual Experience  

Kozinets (1999) describes online communities of consumption as “affiliative 

groups whose online interactions are based upon shared enthusiasm for, and knowledge 

of, a specific consumption activity or related group of activities” (p. 254). Thus far, 

consumer research on online communities has mostly focused on brand communities, 

peer-to-peer communities (e.g., online blogs, forums), and online stores, investigating a 

multitude of topics ranging from self-representation (e.g., McQuarrie et al. 2013; Schau 

and Gilly 2003) and social dynamics (e.g., Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002; Jayanti and Singh 

2010; Mathwick, Wiertz, and de Ruyter 2008) to eWOM activities (e.g., Kozinets et al. 

2010; Ward and Ostrom 2006). Introducing the idea of brand community, Muniz and 

O’Guinn (2001) refer to the three defining characteristics of communities—shared 

consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral responsibility. My findings are 

also indicative of these characteristics residing in the fantasy football experience. In 

Table 2.2, I attend to the voices of my participants to depict fantasy football experience 

as a community with reference to these characteristics.  

The notion of sharing in online communities of consumption enhances the sense 

of community among its users (Belk 2013), and, particularly, sharing experiences 
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contributes to even more successful social relationships (Raghunathan and Corfman 

2006; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003), fostering this community feeling. Consequently, 

shared digital platforms, which offer communal consumer experiences, may stand out 

among online communities of consumption with their elevated social value. Fleck et al. 

(2013) support this notion by defining online gamer communities as a place where the 

social interactions, in some cases, are more potent than the games themselves.  

Jeff has been playing fantasy football with his friends from high school for seven 

years, and, like many of my respondents, he talks about this experiential sharing aspect of 

his fantasy football league: 

Jeff: It’s a shared experience that we all kind of cherish a little bit. We have our 
draft meeting, we do all these things [related to having a virtual NFL team]. It’s 
kind of like this block of time where it’s just us, and we can revert back to our 
high school ways … Having all the stuff online, it makes it so much easier to stay 
in touch, and so now it gives us an excuse to see each other all the time … It’s a 
pretty big mix of guys. There’s one guy who works at an art gallery, another guy 
who’s a teacher, another guy who’s a lawyer, another guy who’s a financial 
advisor, another guy is a general manager of a lacrosse team. There’s just a wide 
range of guys but we all have this common thing. And it brings us together, lets us 
talk trash to each other for four months of the year. 

According to Jeff, as much as it is a virtual competition, fantasy football provides an 

online digital platform for him and his friends where they can keep on creating shared 

experiences just like when they were sharing the same classroom in high school. Thus, 

their online fantasy football community allows them to re-experience their friendship 

dynamics even though they went on different paths in their lives. On the other hand, the 

fantasy football experience also represents an online community that “has the potential 

for new experiences of sociality” (Willson 2010, p. 748). Such is the case of Eric who 

appreciates fantasy football for offering him and his life-long friends for the last twenty 

years something that is fresher than continuing to talk about high school. These 
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manifestations of Jeff and Eric are indicative of fantasy football being a shared 

experience that is capable of keeping social ties alive in a both nostalgic and reviving 

way.  

Here, it is important to note that this shared activity is made available within the 

digital virtual platform of fantasy football leagues. As it is evident in the above narrative 

of Jeff, for the experience to be shared readily, the participants need the digital 

empowerment to easily create their virtual NFL teams as well as the league rules 

associated with managing these teams. For my other participants too I have found this 

association in phrases such as “closest thing of actually being in a front office position” 

(Gary), “it’s best to be a virtual manager” (Kenneth), and “the tiniest sliver of one little 

aspect of a job of a pro GM” (Richard). These reflections inform us that fantasy football 

represents a shared digital simulation of managing an NFL team. Consider Gary’s 

complete narrative of this digital simulation: 

Gary: I want to reiterate the fact that initially, before I started doing it, I really 
thought that it was an absurd concept. I didn’t understand why people got so into 
the technology and just changing around an electronic team. But now, I can say, 
it’s definitely – for the closest thing of actually being in a front office position, 
being a general manager so to speak. I mean, we watch these guys on TV, which 
I’m a Jets fan. It’s just fun to see what you can do about putting a team together of 
seemingly all stars and just seeing how they progress through the season. 

As it is evident in Gary’s case, most of my participants emphasize the empowerment 

associated with fantasy football that allows them to create and manage their own teams. 

This digital power, that provides experiences that are not available through material 

goods and services, deviates from the previous perspectives on consumer empowerment, 

which predominantly focus either on the enhanced availability of information through 

consumer-to-consumer communication technologies (e.g., Berthon et al. 2000) or on the 
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new digital interaction opportunities with suppliers to participate in production (e.g., 

Ramani and Kumar 2008).  

Furthermore, this experiential perspective on empowerment is intensified through 

social sharing as evidenced in the narratives of the fantasy football participants on being 

able to experience how their self-created teams would perform in the common virtual 

platform that they share with other fantasy team owners. Steven illustrates this 

experiential empowerment as he mentions “fantasiz[ing] about having an all-star football 

team where you have all these guys who wouldn't normally play on the same team,” and 

how these fantasies are then not just virtually but also socially experienced through 

digital simulations in online platforms such as Yahoo, ESPN and NFL.com. Denegri-

Knott and Molesworth (2010) refer to such digital simulations as “manifestations of 

consumer culture rather than just economic exchanges” (p. 112), deriving this notion 

from the wide range of consumption-like activities in digital virtual spaces. Fantasy 

football, in this regard, is representative of this unique consumer culture, developing 

around the social exchange of the digitally empowering experiences. This social 

exchange may vary in relation to online and offline dynamics among the members of the 

digital experiential communities (Fleck et al. 2013). I observe this variation in the 

reflections of my participants on their experiences with public leagues that are available 

online for anyone to sign up for until they fill up. Consider how Richard compares public 

and private leagues: 

Richard: The pleasure of beating old college buddies and high school buddies, the 
pleasure of going up against them and the smack talk and all that, I don’t need to 
play for money when we have that. It’s not the same in a public league obviously. 
In a public league, if there is money on the line fine, if there’s not money on the 
line fine, but you are mostly playing for your own edification there to challenge 
yourself. There’s not the same connection to the league. I’ve never been in a 
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public league where I felt any great emotional attachment to it that I really cared 
at the end of the day if I won that league. All the bad beats and big wins I have 
had, the ones you talk about or whatever, are all leagues full of friends. 

Richard is a fantasy football analyst for a well-known online platform, and like 

several of my participants, he refers to the obvious difference in attachment between 

participating in a public league and being in a private one with familiar others. The 

communication among league participants, in this regard, may be based on both online 

and offline social interactions (e.g., Scott’s and Jerry’s narratives in Table 2.2). It is also 

interesting that Richard replaces the socialization motive in private leagues with 

monetary or personal improvement motives in public leagues, which represents another 

distinction for varying levels of social interactions derived from sharing this experience.  

Thus, for fantasy football, the amount and quality of the social value associated 

with the sharing of the digital experience elevates the consumer attachment and varies the 

motives for consumption. This makes social sharing an evident and substantial factor in 

the theorization of consuming digital experiences. In their seminal paper on play as a 

consumption experience, Holbrook et al. (1984) reflect upon this significance of social 

sharing regarding experiences by removing social rewards from the experimental design 

of their investigation and classifying social factors among future research opportunities. 

In a study on massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs), Cole and 

Griffiths (2007) demonstrate that 81% of gamers play with real-life friends and family, 

while also reporting a high percentage of participants making life-long friends and even 

partners out of their digital experiences shared with unfamiliar others. This variation in 

the integration of the social and the technical (i.e., digital technologies) calls for a 

systematic sociotechnical perspective on consuming experiences in digital spaces. 
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2.4.2 The Deviations of Fantasy Football from Non-Virtual NFL Consumption 

Denegri-Knott and Molesworth (2010) suggest that digital experiences should be 

explored in terms of their integration to and reflection upon consumers’ non-virtual 

experiences. My in-depth interviews reveal several themes that are associated with how 

the digital fantasy football experience deviates from the non-virtual NFL consumption, 

transforming and enriching it through virtual simulations. In Figure 2.2, I organize these 

deviations around four subsections: control, camaraderie, customization, and competition. 

A summary of these deviations along with their illustrative quotes can be viewed at Table 

2.3. 

2.4.2.1 Control  

The Internet has been a substantial digital platform for consumers to be 

empowered with—and thus have control over—their consumption decisions and 

experiences (Day 2011; Deighton and Kornfeld 2009; Denegri-Knott et al. 2006; 

Kozinets 1999; Ramani and Kumar 2008). Online fantasy football, taking place in this 

empowering digital platform, offers its consumers a feeling of control that does not exist 

in the non-virtual sport spectator experience. Like several of my participants, Thomas 

merged his fantasy football experience with the notion of being in control when he was 

comparing it to his NFL team spectatorship. His narrative in Table 2.3 is interesting in 

that he attributes a childlike pleasure to the non-virtual experience with the excitement of 

waiting for something to happen such as a Christmas present, whereas he associates the 

digital experience with a more adult pleasure that results from control over the consumer 

experience. Another manifestation of control is evidenced in Dennis’s description of how 

he and his peers experience fantasy football participation: “You know you have to build 
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the teams up. We do drafts, we do trades, we do everything involving having a team.” 

These virtual activities elevate the impact of the consumer on the experience when 

compared to the ineffective nature of the traditional sports game experience, where 

spectators can only engage in imaginary interactions with the game “creat[ing] and 

play[ing] out a fantasy in which they are managing, in charge of play on the field” (Holt 

1995, p. 7). Accordingly, fantasy football deviates from the restricted experience of 

rooting for an NFL team by providing a mighty and influential level for the consumers 

that can be acted out in the shared digital spaces of online fantasy leagues in a social 

reality beyond imagination. 

2.4.2.2 Camaraderie 

People use consumption objects not just to satisfy their needs but also to 

commune and socialize with others (Holt 1995). Consider how Eric, in Table 2.3, 

describes his reason to participate in fantasy football for the last 20 years. Just like he 

defines fantasy football as an ideal way to keep in touch with his childhood friends, most 

of my participants agreed on the community aspects of this digital experience. When we 

consider non-virtual NFL consumption, we see that sport, as a consumption object, has 

also been widely studied as a means to socialize and be part of a community (Holt 1995; 

Melnick 1993; Wann 2006). What differentiates the digital fantasy football participation 

from the non-virtual sport consumption—whether it is watching an NFL game or 

participating in recreational football—is that it provides a means to shift time and space 

for experiencing the NFL consumption in a socially interactive virtual community with 

people who may be temporally and spatially apart from each other. Kozinets and Kedzior 

(2009) define this power of digital technologies freeing us from the constraints of time 
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and space as “re-worlding” (p. 12). Accordingly, fantasy football experience provides a 

digital world, where the non-virtual NFL games are socially re-shaped with an alternative 

perspective regarding the virtual distribution of players in the shared reality of fantasy 

football leagues. Thus, the participants of a particular league can consume the same 

experience without restriction of time and space. Another manifestation of this is 

evidenced in Sophia’s narrative of the fantasy league she has constructed with her family 

members. Sophia and her sister are geographically distant—one lives in California and 

the other in Massachusetts—and she states, “to be so far apart geographically but to share 

something you both put a lot of time into each week is a lot of fun.” Thus, time-shifting 

and space-free shared experiences in digital platforms provide a distinctive form of social 

interaction, differentiating digital experiences from other online communities as well as 

from temporally and spatially restricted non-virtual experiences.  

2.4.2.3 Customization 

According to Fuchs et al. (2010), consumers develop a stronger feeling of 

psychological ownership with empowerment that allows them to be a part of the 

production process. Central to the literature on this consumer empowerment is 

customization of market offerings (Bendapudi and Leone 2003; Chan, Lim, and Yam 

2010). Consistent with this literature, the concept of customization is manifested in my 

participants’ narratives through the depictions of empowerment, allowing a psychological 

ownership of the customized fantasy teams and leagues. Such is the case of Douglas, who 

emphasizes the notion of “my decisions” and “my players” that is inherent in fantasy 

football experience compared to the common experience for rooting for an NFL team 

(Table 2.3). Molesworth (2008) acknowledges this notion among different entertainment 
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experiences as consumers’ discourses on their online game experiences entail the use of 

first person and possessive nouns whereas those on books consist of referrals to 

characters in third person. With respect to non-virtual NFL consumption, this similar 

pattern can be traced back to studies in social psychology where sport fans are 

investigated for their basking in reflected glory (BIRGing) behavior (Cialdini et al. 1976). 

Accordingly, BIRGing allows engagement in the success of the team during sport 

consumption. A well-known behavior related to this concept is the using of the term—

“we”—to describe a team in material speech, indicative of a form of psychological 

ownership. However, this ownership is common to every other fan of that team and is not 

associated with any kind of personal customization. The feeling of psychological 

ownership associated with the digital experience, on the other hand, allows for a diffused 

and customized level that constructs its meaning in its shared digital space, and deviates 

from the non-virtual experience.  

2.4.2.4 Competition 

Shields (2003) emphasizes the integration of the virtual with the material not only 

through the digital experiences becoming a part of daily activities but also as a result of 

everyday life becoming mixed up in the digitally virtual. Certainly, there are aspects of 

digital experiences, which derive from the desired attributes of respective non-virtual 

experiences. I define these attributes as experience-specific reflectors. Digital experiences 

should possess or relate to at least one dominant experience-specific reflector to satisfy 

the needs of consumers virtually in a similar way as their respective non-virtual 

experiences do. In the context of this exploration, the feeling of competition resides in the 

heart of sport consumption (Schaaf 1995), representing an experience-specific reflector 
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that has an influential role on the dynamics between the digital and the non-virtual 

experiences. Sophia’s discussion in Table 2.3 points out how the notion of competition in 

fantasy football experience deviates from that in the NFL spectatorship experience. In 

NFL spectatorship, the real competition is shared among the players who are physically 

active on the field, and spectators can only relate to vicarious achievement with regard to 

competition. Fantasy football, on the other hand, virtually imitates the feeling of 

competition that a consumer would get from actively participating in sport by providing a 

shared cerebral competition among the fantasy players on predicting the physical 

competition on the non-virtual field. Defining his and his friends’ experience with sport 

participation by “never get[ting] a chance to go to any level passed high school,” Jeff also 

provides his insights on competition as “a very good feeling to still have a competitive 

edge and beat people over the computer.” Thus, the fantasy football experience provides 

a cerebral level in competition, deviating from the physically restricted competition of 

NFL consumption. 

2.4.3 The Dynamics between Digital and Non-Virtual Experiences 

Thus far, I have explored the digitally empowering as well as the socially 

interactive nature of digital experiences, and illustrated how these experiences deviate 

from non-virtual experiences with reference to the context of fantasy football 

participation. The illustration in Figure 2.3 organizes these previous themes to address the 

research question of how digital experiences reflect upon and integrate into non-virtual 

experiences from a consumer behavior perspective. Accordingly, digital empowerment 

and social interactions create a sociotechnical level for digital experiences to drive the 

attraction of consumers through making it easier to do things together in empowering 
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digital realms. This sociotechnical level feeds into the psychological ownership 

associated with the digital experience as well as strengthens the appeal of experience-

specific reflectors. These four elements, through which digital experiences differentiate 

themselves from their non-virtual counterparts, each contribute to the psychological 

attachment to digital experiences. Finally, varying levels of psychological attachment 

assist digital experiences to complement, substitute, and/or transform respective non-

virtual experiences. 

A sociotechnical level requires the integration of the social and the technological 

in a way that reveals their interactions and interpenetration (Kling and Courtright 2003), 

and online fantasy football encompasses this level as an experience that has both social 

and technological components in its offering. Richard summarizes the sociotechnicality 

of fantasy football for us: “There is a nice network that we built up in fantasy and it’s fun. 

It’s nice to know that on game days, on Sundays, there are millions of us out there 

watching Red Zone and refreshing our browsers and watching scores.” First, this 

sociotechnical level feeds into the psychological ownership associated with the digital 

experience. Pierce, Kostova, and Dirks (2003) define psychological ownership as “the 

state in which individuals feel as though the target of ownership or a piece of that target 

is theirs” (p. 86). The narratives of almost all of my participants use the terms—“my 

players,” “my team,” and “my decisions,” indicating the psychological ownership they 

associate with their experience. This association is shaped dynamically with the social 

interactions of the shared experience as well as with the digital empowerment that allows 

the control to customize. For instance, in his interview, Scott reveals that his experience 

with respect to customizing his team is enhanced by the thought that he has outsmarted 
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his friends, referring to the social aspect of the customization during the draft. This social 

comparison of fantasy teams through psychological ownership would not have occurred 

if it were not for the mighty and influential level that is made available through digital 

empowerment. Consequently, the social sharing of the digitally customized—and 

therefore psychologically owned—virtual teams constitutes a substantial part of the 

dominance of this experience in the non-virtual NFL consumption. 

Second, the sociotechnicality of the digital experience may be influential in 

strengthening the appeal of experience-specific reflectors. In the context of fantasy 

football, competition is substantially interrelated to control and camaraderie as the feeling 

of competition is associated with both the influence of the consumer on the experience 

and the presence of others to be compared to. It is quite evident that the feeling of 

competition is transformed beyond the vicarious achievement associated with the NFL 

spectatorship through the digital empowerment to carry imaginative fantasized teams to a 

shared virtual reality. The influence of camaraderie on perceived competition is also 

evidenced through the level of social interactions offered by the digital experience. In his 

narrative below of the comparison of the two fantasy football leagues he is involved with, 

Dennis stresses the familiarity with the participants as a way to describe the 

competitiveness and the involvement depth in each league: 

Dennis: Well, the one with my college buddies is pretty competitive. I went to 
college with them, so I have known them for 5 to 9 years, some more than that. So 
they’re all friends that I’ve known for years. So it’s more competitive, there’s 
more involvement with that one. The other one is more people I’ve met at my job 
a couple years ago that I’ve just stayed in the league with. It’s competitive but it’s 
not as competitive or involved as the other one is.  

These dynamics among the deviations of digital experiences from non-virtual 

experiences plays a substantial role in forming the psychological attachment associated 
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with digital experiences. Thus, consumer attachment to digital experiences is developed 

through different (or at least deviated) dynamics than attachment to non-virtual 

experiences. Psychological attachment to consumer goods and services has been widely 

studied in consumer research as an indicator of commitment predicting loyalty to the 

object of attachment (Thomson, MacInnis, and Park 2005). The Oxford Dictionary 

defines commitment as the state or quality of being dedicated to a cause, activity, etc., 

and loyalty as the act of giving or showing firm and constant support or allegiance to a 

person or institution. Accordingly, the narratives of my participants have revealed many 

indicators of being dedicated and showing allegiance to fantasy football (Table 2.4). 

Specifically when they express their opinions on stopping their playing of fantasy 

football, their psychological attachment levels are evidenced through manifestations such 

as “hooked and not going back” (Liam), “[not stopping] unless I die or get too sick or go 

blind” (Jerry), and “stop playing when nobody else plays” (Steven).  

Diverse levels of psychological attachment are evidenced throughout the 

narratives of my participants as well as among real-life fantasy football stories in the 

media, ranging from defining fantasy football as “a hobby on the weekends” (Dennis) to 

Meat Loaf—an American musician and actor—dedicating his time to participate in as 

many as 60 leagues in one season (Diamos 2005). Denegri-Knott and Molesworth (2010) 

note that digital technologies provide easy access to so many experiences in virtual 

realms that “such developments may make excessive consumption (of digital virtual 

commodities, experiences and identities) even more central to individuals’ lives” (p. 

125). An article from the well-known New York Times N.F.L. Blog—The Fifth Down—

supports this notion and illustrates a number of excessive attachment behaviors of fantasy 
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football players (e.g., not caring about Super Bowl, stopping the car and climbing rocks 

to get one bar in the phone and update rosters during a mountainous drive, and leaving 

the bathroom door open enough to watch the players of the fantasy team) and explores 

fantasy football as an addiction (Carter 2012). One of the excessive attachment behaviors 

mentioned in the article—not caring about the Super Bowl—exemplifies how a digital 

experience may become a substitute for a non-virtual experience. Jerry’s narrative in 

Table 2.5 represents another manifestation of this substitution through his preference for 

his fantasy football team’s digital Super Bowl to his non-virtual NFL team’s playoff 

success. However, to the degree that consumer experiences in digital spaces influence 

their respective non-virtual experiences, I also observe positive effects that contribute to 

the enjoyment of the offline activity through the company of our imaginations and 

fantasies coming to life in a shared virtual realm as digital virtual spaces “combine 

aspects of both imagined ideals and material actualities” (Molesworth and Denegri-Knott 

2013, p. 231). An illustration of this contribution is provided by Gary, who has started to 

watch games he would not normally be interested in since one or more players from that 

game belongs to his fantasy team. The fantasy of owning a real NFL player in a team he 

manages contributes to his enjoyment watching the game as he experiences that real NFL 

players are scoring for him. Richard’s discussion in Table 2.5 also supports this 

complementary aspect of fantasy football experience. 

Whether digital experiences complement or are substitutes for non-virtual 

experiences, they have become more and more intertwined with our everyday life. As the 

line between the real and the virtual become more indistinct through digital technologies, 

the ways we consume goods and experiences are transforming (Llamas and Belk 2013). 


