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Introduction
Customer touchpoints are critical parts of marketing processes and procedures that an organisation introduces to sustain and expand in a market. As explained by Iftikhar, Bielozorov, Pourzolfaghar and Helfert (2022) customer touchpoints could be different contacts (indirect or direct) which an individual has with a brand before, during or after purchasing a product or service offered by such enterprise. The overall importance of customer touchpoints plays a critical role in the entire customer journey. As underlined by Venkatesan and Kim (2021) customer journey refers to the integrated experience that an individual customer has whilst communicating with a brand in different capacities. It is critical that a brand should take account of the importance of integrated marketing communications and ensure that an organisation should make the best out of every opportunity it gets to interact with an existing or potential customers. The objective of spending a significant amount of money on marketing processes and campaigns is to ultimately achieve customer loyalty and engagement. However, an enterprise must ensure that if it gets a chance to interact with customers in whatsoever manner, it should try to put its best foot forward. 

In this context, this assessment takes account of Aston Martin, one of the most popular luxury cars (and luxury) brands in the world. The assessment will take account of the IMC (Integrated Marketing Communications) strategies that the company has introduced in the past few years which has made it one of them most dominant and successful brands in the world. Furthermore, the customer touchpoints that the company has to take into account along with the areas in which the IMC tactics of the company have been lagging behind its contemporaries shall also be analysed. 

[bookmark: _Toc113588612]Background Information (Aston Martin) 
The company taken up for the assessment is the UK-based luxury car manufacturer: Aston Martin. The company has an extremely rich history of over 113 years and today it is one of the biggest luxury brands based in England. From a cultural perspective, Aston Martin is regarded as a British cultural icon (Foreign & Commonwealth Office, 2013). The company is well-respected due to its contribution to the luxury market in the UK and has a rather distinct record of surviving bankruptcies seven times over the past few decades. 

In the past few decades, the company did not change much about its integrated marketing communications and brand image. The company heavily relied on WOM (Word of Mouth) marketing process and concentrated on a small demographic of target audiences that it served or intended to serve in the future. However, in the past few years, the overall perception of the company has evolved as it looks forward to expand its marketing presence and introduce a wide range of cars that include electric vehicles (Stafford, 2022). The company also plans to introduce marketing processes so that the overall appeal to the women customers can be enhanced. 

Definition Of Communication :- 
[bookmark: _Toc113588613]Communication is the act of sharing , giving and receiving, information or a process by which information exchanged between individuals through a common system of signs, symbols, or behavior

Analysis of Communications
[bookmark: _Toc113588614]Shannon and Weaver Communication Model 
The first aspect here would be to understand the process of communication that is followed by an individual or an organisation. This could be explained through taking account of Shannon and Weaver Communication Model. This model has been extensively used to elaborate the process of communication and has become synonymous with the entire process. The model has been elaborated as per the following diagram:
[image: Shannon and Weaver Model of Communication -]
Figure 1.0: Shannon and Weaver Model of Communication

The model above explains that when a sender (can be an individual or other person) has an idea, expression or message, the first step is to encode such message and pass it on through a transmitter that uses a channel of communication. Such message is delivered to the receiver who decodes the same and provides feedback to the sender. In the entire process, there is a chance for the communication process to be disrupted due to the noise (external disturbances). 

[bookmark: _Toc113588615]Integrated Marketing Communications 
Moving from communication systems evaluated from the given model, the next step is to understand the integrated marketing communications model. For an organisation, it is critical to understand the concept of integrated marketing communications as it eventually helps them in implementing the most appropriate marketing techniques. 

As explained by Ewing (2009), this process can be used to define as an effort by the decision-makers of an enterprise to integrate different marketing elements such as advertising campaigns, PR strategies, business development, and analytics, which often work in isolation. The process of IMC not only helps in measuring the effectiveness of different marketing efforts of an enterprise, it also ensures that an enterprise is able to have a unified and seamless relationship with the target audience. The target of taking account of omnichannel marketing can be achieved through the proper introduction of IMC. 

[bookmark: _Toc113588616]Promotions and Aston Martin
As part of the IMC assessment, it is important to take account of the different promotional campaigns and efforts by Astron Martin that has helped in maintaining a good rapport with the existing and target customers. Promotion is the endeavour to boost the sales of an organisation. Promotions by defining the what, when and how becomes the very soul of the marketing strategy.

Presence of other luxury car makers in the market has given stiff competition to Aston Martin’s sales. With that in mind, re-inventing themselves and designing more cars to engage a greater audience is a viable option. Cars to sustain the needs and wants of the younger audience and women is an untapped segment with great potential. Adapting to the present trends aids in increasing sales. To stay up with the trends, the company launched Aston Martin merchandise, including keychains, etc.

Popular magazines and other forms of print media have also been included in the marketing mix. Aston Martin has also created a strong online presence via their social media to share photos, highlight the experiences of customers, and introduce upcoming cars. Advertisements and shoutouts on FM and Radio are also a regular occurrence.

It would be correct to divide promotions into online (digital) and offline (traditional mechanisms) which have been discussed as follows: 

[bookmark: _Toc113588617]Online Promotional Strategies 
There are different measures through which online promotion of a brand could be executed. As claimed by Enyioko and Nwokah (2019), even though there are a number of new digital processes in place today, social media still remains one of the most effective and preferred ways of carrying out online and digital marketing for a brand. 

In regards to Aston Martin, the company has not traditionally relied on digital sources of promotions and marketing. However, a couple of years ago, the company unveiled its new brand identity which aimed at expanding the reach of the brand and making it more diverse. The purpose of this rebranding exercise was to ensure that emotional value of the brand could be communicated to a range of new target audiences. For this, the company took an extensive usage of YouTube and other sources of social media including Facebook and Instagram.

Furthermore, as reported by Collantine (2021), since the brand is an integral part of racing car events, the rebranding campaigns on social media were intensified in order to bring fans right to the heart of the team. As part of the Formula One team, Aston Martin wanted to expand its presence to different markets around the world. Hence, to ensure that the youngsters are part of the marketing campaigns, the company improved upon its social media presence. 

[bookmark: _Toc113588618]Offline Promotional Strategies 
There are different things that the marketing team of Aston Martin has been trying in order to ensure that the overall reach of the company goes beyond the traditional markets and demographics. As underlined earlier, the company has come up with plans in order to make changes in the designs to attract women buyers. In addition to this, the company has collaborated with brands from different industries and sectors (such as luxury clothing) with a view to expand its presence and brand name across different dimensions. The collaboration with other luxury brands is a recurring part of its promotional strategies. 
[bookmark: _Toc113588619]Brand Equity 
Brand equity could be defined as the value of premium that a company is able to generate from a product or service having a recognisable name when compared with a rival product or service. As explained by Hayes (2021), when a product has positive brand equity, customers are often willing to pay an extra price for the products or services offered even when similar (not exactly the same) products are available in the market. This premium that a customer is willing to pay is quite common in the context of the luxury market. 

[bookmark: _Toc113588620]Keller’s Brand Equity Model 
It shall be critical from the perspective of this assessment to evaluate the brand equity enjoyed by Aston Martin. Whilst carrying out secondary data collection on the topic, it was found that most of the reports and analyses are about the brand value of Aston Martin and not the brand equity. Hence, it is decided to introduce Keller’s Brand Equity Model in the assessment. 
The model has been presented and illustrated as follows:
[image: Keller's Brand Equity Model - Strategy Tools From MindTools.com]
Figure 2.0: Keller’s Brand Equity Model

Hence, to evaluate the exact brand equity of an organisation, there are different aspects which should be answered. For Aston Martin, the assessment is as follows:

Identity of the Brand: In the first part of the model the identity of the brand is evaluated from the perspective of customers and other stakeholders. The company and its products are rated as one of the best luxury offerings from a UK-based enterprise. The identity of brand as a British cultural icon is also a popular depiction of its salience (Night of Bond Glamour showcases UK’s reputation for creativity, 2013). This identity has ensured that the company has sustained successful operations for past so many years. However, at the same time such an identity can also be crippling for the long-term growth of the enterprise as it could easily result in limiting the identity of the brand to a limited geographical area. This might be one of the reasons why the company has not expanded in other parts of the world like the German contemporaries. 

Brand Meaning: Aston Martin cars are synonymous for high performance and luxury. The company is making a few changes in its iconic branding procedures by introducing a more emotional connection with the customers. The objective of such activity is to ensure that untapped markets and demographics could be explored for improving the long-term performance of the company. 

Brand Response: The customers of Aston Martin have historically appreciated the high-quality cars and vehicles offered by the company. The performance of the vehicles is impeccable and the overall trust level of customers, especially in the UK for the brand has been rather impeccable. Aston Martin as a luxury cum sporty car brand popular for its style and performance. An Aston Martin, being a luxury product, is highly customizable, meaning that the customer will own a car that is exclusive to them only, making all the heads turn on the road. With the lustrous touch of luxury, the cars are also equipped with mega horsepower. The car as a product screams opulence and deserves attention. Aston Martin dishes a status quo and screams of the owner’s estate coupled with great taste. With new cars rolling out every few years, the current product mix of the brands includes the following, amongst others:
• Aston Martin DB11
• Aston Martin Rapide S
• Aston Martin Vanquish; Vanquish Volante
• Aston Martin V8 V12 Vantage
• Aston Martin Vulcan

Brand Resonance: The small user base of Aston Martin consists of extremely brand loyal customers. The cars that the company makes are not used as means of transportation but rather a source of luxury and adventure/racing purposes. The luxury associated with the brand makes the owners feel special when they own and ride an Aston Martin car.  

[bookmark: _Toc113588621]Customer Touchpoints 
Customer touchpoints refer to the different points of contact that a customer has with the brand before, during and after the process of sales is carried out. For a luxury car brand such as Aston Martin, the customer touchpoints can be divided into the following:
[image: ]
There are a number of aspects which can be included in the customer touchpoint process and have been categorised based on the journey of the customer with the Aston Martin. 

[bookmark: _Toc113588622]Stages of Customer Journey and Customer Touchpoints
Awareness Stage: This is the first stage of the customer journey whilst getting aware about different brands available in the market. This is the point where a customer looks for recommendations from friends and family members and want to learn about their experiences with a brand. However, a critical change has been witnessed in this context as the customers have started to look for online recommendations and used forum based and social media sites for gaining information about a particular brand or product. In the current scenario, the importance of digital tools such as videos and interactive features of the marketing campaigns has become largely important. In addition to this, companies such as Aston Martin can take account of metaverse which is dubbed as the future of marketing and promotions in the digital age (Bello, 2020). 

Customer touchpoints during awareness stage: During the awareness stage, the critical customer touchpoints can include events, auto shows, websites, media releases, social media, traditional media, and WOM. In the case of Aston Martin, the company has not traditionally relied on paid source of marketing. The importance of digital marketing and including social media marketing processes as part of the promotional campaigns has been recently introduced. Hence, in order to succeed in the future where most of the luxury brands would focus on improving their presence on digital mediums, this is the appropriate time for the company to invest some money and resources in these critical touchpoints. In the post covid era, the overall importance of shows and events is also increasing which can also be introduced by Aston Martin, especially whilst taking account of the new market expansion.  

Consideration Stage: This is the stage where the customer has enough information about the market, sector, and different players within the luxury market. This is point where a customer starts to compare the performance of different models of cars through test rides. In addition to this, brand experiences are also enhanced. The customer gets nearer to buying decision once they reach the consideration stage (Bello, 2020). 

Customer touchpoints during consideration stage: This is a highly critical stage from the perspective of the potential relationship between the customer and the brand. This is where the role of dealership is extremely critical. Besides the touchpoints illustrated in the awareness stage (events, auto shows, websites, media releases, social media, traditional media, and WOM), the overall role of dealers shall be critical in order to explain the customer about the features, specialities and qualities of the car (selected model).

One critical thing here has been pointed out by Junge (2020) wherein the author illustrated how customer touch points have evolved due to digitalisation and the pandemic, especially for the luxury car segment. The importance of dealers is not just restricted to the in-store experience of the customers but to ensure that digital tools are introduced effectively to ensure that the customers have the access to considering different features of the car. By digitalizing the customer journey, manufacturers can use this data to achieve higher retail intelligence for better decision making, increased revenue and long-term customer loyalty. Manufacturers can identify additional customer touchpoints which can be critical in ensuring that the process of buying can be effective. Aston Martin will need to work pretty hard in introducing digitalisation in the selling process in case it needs to excel in the sector. 

Decision Stage: This is the stage where the customer either decided to buy a particular model of Aston Martin or rejects the purchase decision completely or goes ahead for any other luxury car model. This is where dealership and the communication mechanisms introduced by the dealership shall have a critical role to play in influencing the overall decision of the customer. 
Customer touchpoints during decision stage: There are various touchpoints such as phone and digital dealership and online platforms which shall be critical in ensuring that a positive decision is undertaken. 

Personalisation Stage: There might be a number of changes which a customer would want to make in the vehicle once the decision to buy it has been undertaken. A customer would want to meet brand and car experts for choosing the best option of customisation or personalisation available. 

Customer touchpoints during personalisation stage: The touchpoints are largely the same which were undertaken in the previous stage. 

Advocacy: This shall improve if the customer is part of social media interactions, attend different events, and share experiences with other potential customers of the company. 

Customer touchpoints during advocacy stage: There are various touchpoints including social media, WOM and digital dealership programs. This is where building trust shall be a critical aspect of the entire process. A loyal customer base is like a treasure for any company, trust of their customers being gold. Trust is what keeps the customers invested and make them return. With extensive marketing a company can increase the online and offline audience traffic. Still, with signals of distrust, they will not be able to convert a potential customer into an actual one.
To build trust and work upon it tirelessly is essential to attract and retain a loyal customer base. The management should develop a marketing strategy that embodies the reasons consumers have confidence in the company and persistently reinforce such trust signals. In simpler terms, growing trust indicators is crucial to fully utilise a marketing strategy. 

With a customer base consisting of the elite, Aston Martin cars have a premium pricing strategy in their marketing mix strategy. To deliver the luxury and power it is known for, the car cannot be served at a lower price. The argument to justify the pricing is, that when one splurges, they should not have to think twice. And a customer base that spend extravagantly is what the company cashes from.

[bookmark: _Toc113588623]Total Engagement Model 
Luxury brands such as Aston Martin which have been in market for a considerable period enjoy a significant brand following and loyalty. However, the objective of increasing the customer engagement is always in the minds of decision-makers. There are a number of things which Aston Martin can pick from the books of Lamborghini and introduce a total engagement model, as reported by Bergmann (2020). Some of the critical parts of the model include:
1. Adoption of an agile development model: The digital transformation is nothing new and has been going on for years. Aston Martin has understood the importance of digital marketing quite late. The insistence of the company to refrain from launching any EVs is also an example of how disconnected the brand has been from the external environment. It is critical that an agile development model is introduced that includes assessment of the customers’ needs and come up with minimum viable product model to test features and pivot accordingly.
2. Providing direct access to the customers to the brand: Aston Martin must understand that the customers are no longer willing to wait for months or years before having their hands on a particular car model. When a customer is paying a premium price, there should be efforts to provide better and direct access to the brand through provision of personalisation of services through applications and ensuring that the brand shows their care to the customers. 
3. Introduction of blockchain: Another significant step needed in improving the authenticity and overall connection between the brand and the customers can include development of something like of Salesforce Blockchain integrated with its CRM, which has been done by the Italian luxury carmaker in the past (Bergmann, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc113588624]Conclusion 
It is important that the company takes account of the issues which have been pointed out in the assessment. One of the biggest issues that the assessment pointed out is the fact that the company seemed to have a major disconnect with the external environment. Digitalisation of various processes so that the number of customer touchpoints can be increased should be among the top things to do for the marketing team of the company. Aston Martin has a strong and loyal customer base but the automobile sector is witnessing a significant transformation and it needs special effort from the marketing team of the company to ensure that the changes are introduced as early as possible. 
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