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[bookmark: _Toc213883906][bookmark: _Toc213977521]1.1 Background and Context
The intense competition of the casual dining and Quick Service Restaurant (QSR) industry requires ongoing customer loyalty for long-term commercial viability (Jones and Sasser, 1995). Within this landscape, brand image as the perception and beliefs held by consumers about a brand are an important value in differentiation process, transcending the product itself as core value, to include the experiential and symbolic associations (Keller, 1993). In a more saturated market, companies need to use non-functional attributes to develop long-term customer relationships with them.
Nando's, a multinational casual dining restaurant chain specialising in Portuguese African peri-peri style chicken is an intriguing case in point. The image of the brand is not simply established through the quality of its food production but is dependent to a large extent on the use of unique symbolic features, such as South African heritage, artistic design and irreverent advertising. This unique, experiential positioning requires working through in detail the nuanced ways in which these aspects of images translate into predictable, long-term customer loyalty. Therefore, the present study is undertaken with the intention of critically scrutinising the complex relationship between the unique brand image that Nando's has created for its brand and the resultant attitudinal and behavioural loyalty of its customers.
[bookmark: _Toc213883907][bookmark: _Toc213977522]1.2 Problem Statement
A good body of literature provides evidence of the positive relationship between brand image and customer loyalty in general retailing (Aaker, 1996; Fornell et al., 1991). However, a clear gap exists in the literature regarding the causal mechanism in the niche, high involvement casual dining brands that use heavy reliance on unique experiential and symbolic cues, such as Nando's (Oliver, 1999). Specifically, in existing research, the effect of various dimensions of images (functional vs. symbolic vs. experiential) in moderating duality (attitudinal vs. behavioural) of loyalty is usually not disaggregated.
The problem, therefore, is an insufficient understanding of what dimensions of Nando's significantly unique brand image are the best predictors of both behavioural loyalty (repeat visits) and attitudinal loyalty (willingness to recommend) among its customer base. It is important to address this as it is essential for Nando's management to optimise marketing expenditure as well as an important focus for the academia to refine models of brand equity in the experience economy.
[bookmark: _Toc213883908][bookmark: _Toc213977523]1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
The overarching aim of this research will be to critically analyse and establish the differential impact of the distinctive brand image components of Nando's (functional, symbolic and experiential) on the attitudinal and behavioural loyalty of its customers.
To meet this aim, the research will have the following four detailed objectives:
1.Explore the different dimensions of the brand image of Nando's, in the eyes of its target customers, distinguishing functional dimensions (e.g. food quality, efficient service, etc.) from symbolic dimensions (e.g. heritage, advertising tone, brand personality) and experiential dimensions (e.g. in-store atmosphere, decor, in-store interaction).
2.Assess the predictive power of each of the brand image dimensions (functional, symbolic and experiential) on the behavioural loyalty of customers expressed through self-stated repeat purchase frequency and propensity to increase patronage
3.Investigate the mediating role of emotional connexion in the brand image-loyalty relationship by finding out the extent to which the symbolic and the experiential components of the image of Nando's elicit positive emotional responses (e.g., pleasure, excitement, feeling part of it) which in turn channel attitudinal loyalty (e.g., brand commitment and recommendation willingness).
4.Evaluate empirical results to develop recommendations and recommendations for Nando's management on how to focus and improve on particular aspects of the brand image to maximise customer retention and advocacy over the long term - considering the significance (statistical) and implications (practise) of the research

[bookmark: _Toc213883909][bookmark: _Toc213977524]1.4 Research Question and Hypotheses
Research Question:
To what extent does the functional dimension of Nando's brand image have more impact on the behavioural and attitudinal loyalty of its customers than do the symbolic and experiential dimensions?
Research Hypotheses:
Based on the preliminary literature review, the following hypotheses will be tested:

· H1 (Null Hypothesis): The symbolic and experiential dimensions of Nando's brand image are not statistically significantly greater influences of customer loyalty (both attitudinal and behavioural) than the functional dimension.
· H1 (Alternative Hypothesis): The symbolic and experiential dimensions of the brand image of Nando's have a statistically significant and higher positive impact on customer loyalty (i.e. attitudinal loyalty and behavioural loyalty) than the functional dimension.
· H2 (Alternative Hypothesis): The emotional connexion (affective brand relationship) mediates the relationship of Nando's experiential brand image and attitudinal customer loyalty.

[bookmark: _Toc213883910][bookmark: _Toc213977525]2. Literature Review
The next part implies a critical synthesis of the theory foundations that are necessary to understand the proposed research topic.
[bookmark: _Toc213883911][bookmark: _Toc213977526]2.1 The Brand Image Conceptualisation 
Brand image is always perceived as an important part of the brand equity (Keller, 1993). It is worth recognising that scholars tend to widely categorise brand image into three main dimensions (Park et al., 1986):
Functional: Pertaining to something that can be seen, touched, and the extent of its performance (e.g. reliability, product quality). In Nando's case, this is the quality of the food, speed of service.
Symbolic: Pertaining to intangible or associations, such as the expressions of self, prestige or heritage (Aaker, 1996). Nando's strong south African and humorous identity is in this category.
Experiential: Relating to feeling and sensation that is generated by the consumption or interaction with the brand (Schmitt, 1999). For Nando's this comprises the atmosphere of the restaurants, the music and unique interior design.
Previous research has apparent that in the servicing and retail sectors, the symbolic and experiential dimensions tend to be more relevant to the development of emotional attachments than the functional aspects (Berry, 2000).
[bookmark: _Toc213883912][bookmark: _Toc213977527]2.2 Customer Loyalty Dual Dimensions
Customer loyalty is not one-sided construct but can be generally classified into two important components (Oliver, 1999):
Behavioural Loyalty: Refers to observed patterns of repeat purchase, frequency and duration of patronage (Dick and Basu, 1994). This is the quantifiable behaviour of going back to Nando's.
Attitudinal Loyalty: The psychological commitment, favourable disposition, and willingness to engage in positive word-of-mouth (WOM) and recommendation is defined as the attitude loyalty. It is reasonable to suggest that attitudinal loyalty is a better measure of long-term brand health in that it is less prone to effect of price promotions (Zeithaml et al., 1996).
One of the most important contributions of theory to this study is the discussion of the emotional or affective commitment that is the foundation for attitudinal loyalty (Ahn et al., 2018). It is necessary to look into the case if Nando's playful symbolic image directly promotes this emotional connexion, thus avoiding merely a functional fulfilment.

[bookmark: _Toc213883913][bookmark: _Toc213977528]2.3 Brand Image and Brand Loyalty in the Casual Dining Context
The casual dining environment, unlike pure QSR, is characterised by higher levels of service interaction, atmosphere as one of the most important product components and higher levels of consumer spending as a result, making the experiential dimension paramount (Mattila, 2001). It can therefore be argued that the symbolic and experience elements of the image of a brand are more important in driving loyalty in this context as compared to the case of fast-food chains.
Research on hospitality branding consistently highlights the importance of the service-scape, the design, decor and ambiance conditions, to the reinforcement of the brand image and the enhancement of customer experience (Bitner, 1992). The research that does exist, although often generic to the hospitality sector (e.g. Iglesias et al., 2011), fails to provide any specific understanding of the implications of a highly polarising or distinctive image such as that of Nando's (often linked to certain sub-cultures or social media presence) in terms of its impact on loyalty. This implies a severe lack of empirical evidence, which is to be addressed in the current research. The suggested research, based on research on cultural branding and restaurant services (Schmitt, 1999; Oliver, 1999), will yield a more in-depth and context-specific study by testing the hegemony of symbolic elements (H1a).
[bookmark: _Toc213883914][bookmark: _Toc213977529]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc213883915][bookmark: _Toc213977530]3.1 Approach and Justification of Research
The study will follow Qualitative Research Strategy using Secondary Data Analysis (also known as Documentary Analysis).
Justification: In the light of the objective to delve into the perceptions and meanings that the brand image of Nando's receives from a highly publicised brand at a highly symbolic level, a qualitative approach is the most appropriate strategy. Brand image is constantly being built and discussed in the public sphere (media, reviews, marketing), so the secondary textual data is a rich, non-reactive source of information about customer feelings and brand associations. This methodology is especially efficient in an MBA dissertation because it is possible to access a large volume of data (textual evidence) which are relevant to the functional, symbolic and experiential dimensions of the selected brand, without requiring the time and expense involved in primary data collection. Furthermore, through analysis of external commentaries (media, blogs) this approach is a powerful, real-world way to analyse customer loyalty, avoiding the biases associated with self-reporting (Saunders et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc213883916][bookmark: _Toc213977531]3.2 Data Collection and Sampling
The study is only based on secondary data. A purposeful sampling approach will be used to identify data sources in a manner that will be maximally relevant to the research objectives and address a range of image dimensions.
The secondary data sources will be as follows:
Corporate Communications, Brand Identity Documents:
Nando's official press releases and published brand manifestos.
Official marketing campaigns (analysing through videos/print materials published by the central authorities).

External Media NEW Commentary:
Feature articles and business reports from established media outlets (e.g. The Economist, Financial Times) covering Nando's brand history, marketing and cultural impact.
Marketing industry analyses of Nando's Advertising and Every In-Store Experience
User-Generated Content (UGC) and Customers Perception Data:
Publicly available customer reviews (e.g. blogs, high-traffic customer restaurant review websites) that describe the experience and atmosphere.
Online discussion forums or social media thread (e.g. Reddit) where customers are discussing their emotional connexion with the brand.
Sampling Rationale: The selection will take into consideration data that will explicitly refer or describe the functional elements (food, service), the symbolic elements (heritage, personality) and the experiential elements (decor, atmosphere) of the Nando's brand and ensure that the variables outlined in the objectives are covered. A sample of about 50-70 documents (texts, articles or significant threads of review) are expected to reach theoretical saturation.
[bookmark: _Toc213883917][bookmark: _Toc213977532]3.3 Data Analysis
The data obtained will be analysed using Thematic Content Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This qualitative method is very effective for systematically finding, analysing and reporting the patterns (themes) in the textual data, which can directly favour the exploration of the dimensions of the brand image.
The analysis process will be comprised of the following steps:
Familiarisation: Reading Transcribing/logging the selected documents, noting initial impressions.
Generating Initial Codes: Getting the breakdown of the text into small and meaningful units and assigning descriptive codes (e.g. fast service, humorous adverts, South African art reference, strong recommendation).
Searching for Themes: Categorising the first codes into larger possible themes relating directly to the theoretical constructs (e.g., functional image, symbolic image, attitudinal loyalty).
Reviewing Themes: Refinement of the themes to ensure the coherence of the themes and the appropriate representation of data extracts according to the conceptual theme. This will focus on looking for what parts of the image are consistently associated with good levels of loyalty or emotional attachment.
Defining and Naming Themes: Finalising the core themes and being very clear about what each theme (e.g. 'Atmospheric Immersion' or 'Brand as Social Currency') is
Producing the Report: Stitching final themes with literature review, and agency strategic recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc213883918][bookmark: _Toc213977533]3.4 Ethical Considerations
It is imperative to consider ethical considerations throughout the research process as the type of study involves the use of only publicly available secondary data, problems of informed consent and direct harm to the individual are minimised. However, the researcher will ensure that any User-Generated Content made publicly available is anonymised and no direct usernames or identifying details are used in the research analysis and final report, respecting the privacy of online contributors (Data Protection Act, 2018). All sources will be fully and transparently placed in the works cited list
[bookmark: _Toc213883919][bookmark: _Toc213977534]4. Expected Findings of the Study
Based on the literature synthesis related to the concept of experiential branding in the casual dining industry (Schmitt, 1999; Bitner, 1992) it is expected that the study will reveal the following:
Hypothesis H1a will be supported: The experiential and symbolic brand image dimensions (e.g., the 'Afro-Portuguese' decor, the Nando's brand tone, the atmosphere) are expected to be statistically stronger predictors of both behavioural and attitudinal loyalty than functional image dimension (e.g., price, speed of service). This finding would support the perspectives that in high involvement service environments, emotional and symbolic capital is more important than just plain old functional utility (Aaker, 1996).
Hypothesis H2 will be supported: Emotional connexion will be expected to significantly mediate the relationship between the experiential image and the attitudinal loyalty. The data will probably prove that Nando's special atmosphere and symbolic signals do not cause allegiance directly but first induce emotions of enjoyment, familiarity or belongingness, which will translate into recommendation and brand commitment (Oliver, 1999).
Qualitative insights are expected to emphasise the notion of "social currency" with the brand image of Nando's becoming a vehicle for social identity and group affiliation,and explaining this from the high frequency visits of specific demographic segments.
These expected findings would provide Nando's management with actionable insights leading to investment that is more symbolic and experiential to create deeper relationships between customers and the brand.
[bookmark: _Toc213883920][bookmark: _Toc213977535]5. Limitations
The possible limitation which can influence the extent and generalisability of the study must also be discussed.
Data Reactivity/Bias: Although secondary data eliminates the control of the researcher on the participants, there is a risk that the UGC will concentrate on extreme opinions (satisfied or dissatisfied customer), which does not represent the general opinion. The researcher will avoid this by carefully mentioning the sampling limitations on the way he presents the results.
Causality: It is possible to develop high associations between image themes and expressions of loyalty through the documentary analysis, but it is impossible to prove with certainty the presence of causal relationship (cause and effect) as would be possible in an experiment.
Time Limit: The time constraint is based on the time of the MBA dissertation which restrains the time of doing a longitudinal study. Thus, the study will only be able to record the brand image-loyalty relation at one point at a time, so that the study cannot bring upon any real causality in the long-term.
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The following Gantt chart presents the proposed project timeline, broken down into key phases over a month’s period.
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This dissertation proposal has presented a strict, qualitative research based on thematic content analysis of secondary sources of secondary data that seeks to determine the difference between the role of the functional, symbolic and experiential dimensions of the unique brand image of Nando in determining customer loyalty. The analysis will be important in shifting away the generic brand-loyalty models in providing context specific, empirical information in one of the very unique casual restaurants brands. The study will accomplish its objective by examining communicative behaviours of the masses and the brand messages to identify the underlying psychological processes where the image and symbolic pasture of a restaurant are converted into long-term customer loyalty and word of mouth. To put it briefly, the proposed study is not only academically relevant but also strategically useful, as it can provide the management of Nando with its future brand investment direction, but also enrich the academic knowledge about brand equity in the experience economy.
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