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Introduction
The relationship between a company and its customers is essential for the success of any organization, regardless of its size, industry, or nature. Establishing and maintaining a connection with current and potential customers is crucial for meeting both short-term and long-term marketing goals. Customer touchpoints, or points of interaction between a company and its customers, are not only opportunities for exploring new marketing strategies but also for gathering valuable feedback about product and service quality and for communicating the company's plans to its customers. Therefore, effective customer touchpoints should be considered a vital part of any marketing strategy.

This report examines the customer relationships of Apple Inc., a well-known manufacturer of smartphones and computers. Apple is known for its commitment to providing top-quality products and services to its customers and constantly striving to exceed their expectations. The assessment will examine the various customer touchpoints that Apple uses to interact with its customers at different levels and will also consider other important factors that contribute to a successful brand-customer relationship. Additionally, the assignment will explore several models that can help improve communication, coordination, and overall interactions between a brand and its target customers.
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Background Information (Company)
Apple is a globally recognized technology firm established in 1976. Over the years, it has become known for its innovative products, particularly in the smartphone industry, which has changed the way people communicate and connect with one another. Today, Apple is among the largest tech companies in the world based on revenue, along with Alphabet and Meta.

The iPhone, Apple's main product, is widely considered a leading smartphone in terms of reliability and technology. Apple's other products, such as the iPad, iTunes, and Macintosh computer, are also popular and highly regarded for their quality and performance (Tucker, 2008). The company has a large customer base in various parts of the world, with a significant number of loyal customers due to its effective marketing strategies and advanced devices. Despite facing criticism and concerns over privacy issues, Apple continues to offer high-quality products in most of the markets in which it operates.
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Figure 1.0: Growth curve of Apple over past few decades. (Statista, 2019)

[bookmark: _Toc124187680]Communication
Effective communication is a crucial aspect of any company, particularly when it comes to interacting with a diverse range of stakeholders and customers. There are various communication strategies adopted by Apple in order to effectively convey information and messages to its various stakeholders and customers. One model in this context is the Shannon and Weaver Communication Model, which is a widely-utilized framework for understanding the communication process between two individuals. This model consists of five elements: the sender, the message, the encoding process, the channel, and the receiver. This report has explore the concept of Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC), which is a holistic approach to marketing communication that involves the coordination and integration of various marketing channels and tools in order to effectively reach the target audience (Reinold, and Tropp, 2012). 

[bookmark: _Toc124187681]Shannon and Weaver Communication Model
The Shannon and Weaver Communication Model, developed in the 1940s, is a widely-used model that illustrates the communication process between two individuals. According to this model, the sender encodes a message and transmits it through a chosen channel to the receiver, which decodes the message and provides feedback to the sender. The process of transmission may be disrupted by external factors known as noise. This simple model helps to understand how effective communication can be transmitted from the sender to the receiver.
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Figure 2.0: Shannon-Weaver’s Model of Communication

[bookmark: _Toc124187682]Integrated Marketing Communications
Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) is a strategic marketing approach that coordinates and unifies all marketing communication tools, channels, and sources within an organization into a seamless, consistent, and integrated message that is delivered to target audiences. This includes a wide range of tactics and strategies, such as advertising, public relations, social media, events, experiential marketing, content marketing, and more. According to Ojha, Bist, and Bhatt (2021), Apple is known for its highly effective and efficient implementation of IMC, using a combination of online and offline promotional strategies to reach and engage both existing and potential customers, and create a strong brand presence and buzz around its products. This holistic approach helps Apple to effectively communicate and deliver its marketing message to its target audience and build brand awareness and loyalty over time.
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Promotional Strategies 
Apple is a global brand that has consistently demonstrated its ability to effectively utilize a wide range of marketing and promotional strategies to maintain a strong brand presence and drive customer engagement and loyalty. These strategies have included a variety of online and offline tactics, such as advertising, public relations, social media, events, experiential marketing, and content marketing, among others. Through its integration of these tactics into a cohesive and consistent marketing plan, Apple has been able to effectively reach and engage its target audience, create buzz and anticipation around its products, and build brand awareness and loyalty over time (Tagashira, and Minami, 2016). The company's success in implementing promotional strategies has played a significant role in its continued growth and success in the highly competitive tech industry.
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Online Promotional Strategies
Apple has a robust online presence, making use of the latest tools and techniques for digital marketing and maintaining a significant social media presence. The company has a reputation for generating excitement and anticipation for new products through various online channels, including social media and blogs. In addition, Apple has excelled in experiential marketing, using storytelling and customer feedback to provide exceptional experiences for its customers. The company's product placement strategy is also highly effective, with products often being placed in mainstream and social media to create a sense of luxury.

As noted by Arica (2020), the success of Apple's online promotional strategies lies not only in the use of advanced tools for digital marketing but also in the effectiveness of their implementation. For example, the company creates buzz on social media and blogs and leaks images about its upcoming products, building anticipation for the new iPhone range before its official launch (Brindha, 2014). While the actual products may or may not live up to expectations, the important factor is that the company knows how to effectively utilize its social media presence to generate interest and curiosity among its target audience.
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Offline Promotional Strategies
In addition to its focus on online promotional strategies, Apple has also effectively utilized traditional marketing methods such as mass media, PR, and advertising. The company's launch events are a key part of its marketing strategy and have been emulated by other technology companies. Apple also uses product placement and clever advertising to create a feeling of exclusivity for its products.

One example of Apple's innovation in traditional marketing is the use of billboards, like the one shown in Figure 2.0 (Arica, 2020). This simple image, taken by a user, demonstrates the efficiency of the phone's camera and performance in a subtle yet effective manner, reflecting the company's approach to offline marketing. Through the use of such creative and eye-catching advertisements, Apple has been able to effectively promote its products to a wider audience (Spoonauer, 2022).
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Figure 3.0: Billboard demonstrating simplistic yet effective placement
Apple's promotional strategies, both online and offline, have played a crucial role in maintaining its position as a leader in the technology industry. The company has utilized a range of tools and techniques to generate excitement and anticipation for its products and to provide the best experiences for its customers. Through its use of social media, experiential marketing, and traditional marketing methods, Apple has been able to effectively promote its brand and products to a global audience.
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Brand Equity
Brand equity refers to the overall value and perception of a brand in the minds of consumers. It is often difficult to understand why certain brands receive more attention and support from the public compared to others. This could be attributed to the brand's overall equity or the value that consumers place on the brand, which leads them to spend more money on it than they would for a similar product.

One example of a brand with strong equity is Apple. The company has successfully built a significant amount of brand equity, leading customers to not hesitate to spend a significant amount on its flagship products (Jacques, 2013).

There are several reasons why managers of an organization may target the development of brand equity. Firstly, it can result in higher revenues and income for the organization, as demonstrated by Apple's success. Secondly, the overall cost of operations can be controlled, as consumers are willing to pay a premium price for a brand they trust and perceive as high quality. Additionally, the credibility of the product can be increased through strong brand equity, as consumers are more likely to trust and recommend a product from a reputable brand.
It is important to note that, despite the occasional joke or meme about the launch of new products, the credibility, quality, and value of a well-established brand are rarely called into question. In fact, strong brand equity can often protect a brand from negative criticism and enhance its reputation in the eyes of consumers.
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Keller's Brand Equity Model
Keller's Brand Equity Model is a framework that helps companies understand the strength and value of their brand. It does this by examining the various factors that influence the relationship between the brand and its target audience. By analysing these factors, companies can identify areas for improvement and develop strategies to enhance their brand equity. The model consists of four levels: brand salience, brand performance, brand imagery, and brand judgments (Cho, et al. 2015). These four levels help to understand the overall brand equity of a company and how it is perceived by its target audience. 
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Figure 4.0: Keller’s Brand Equity Model

Level 1: Analysis of Brand Identity
Brand identity refers to the way a brand is perceived and distinguished from others. According to Black and Veloutsou (2017), Apple has a strong brand identity due to its high-quality and high-performance, innovative products. The brand is also seen as a luxury item that is often perceived as overpriced. However, in terms of product quality and performance, Apple's brand identity is generally positive.

Level 2: Brand Meaning
There are two key considerations in understanding the brand meaning of Apple: brand performance and brand imagery.

Brand Performance: Apple's products and services, including its operating systems, have gained the trust of customers due to their excellent performance over time. The brand performance of Apple takes into account various factors such as product features, reliability, customer service, design and style, and pricing. In all of these areas, Apple positions itself as a premium brand with impeccable design and service, albeit at a higher price point.

Brand Imagery: Apple is a diverse brand that can be imagined as a dream product for people around the world. The brand has a strong presence in various markets and industries, making it a highly recognizable and aspirational brand.

Level 3: Brand Response
Brand response refers to the emotional and psychological response that a brand evokes in its customers. Apple's brand response is generally positive, with customers often feeling a sense of pride and exclusivity in owning an Apple product. The brand's marketing campaigns and product launches are highly anticipated events that often generate a lot of buzz and excitement among consumers.

Level 4: Brand Resonance
Brand resonance is the final level of Keller's Brand Equity Model and refers to the extent to which a brand is deeply ingrained in the lives and identities of its customers. Apple has a strong brand resonance, with many customers viewing the brand as a central part of their lives and identifying with its values and principles. The brand has a large and loyal customer base that consistently advocates for and supports the company.
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Stages of Customer Journey
The customer journey is a critical aspect for any brand, as it helps to evaluate the overall interaction and engagement with customers. In this context, it is important to consider the various stages of the customer journey. This paper aims to examine the stages of the customer journey for Apple, one of the leading technology brands in the world (Schögel, 2010).

Awareness: The first stage of the customer journey is awareness, which involves making potential customers aware of the brand, its products, and its presence in the market. Apple has traditionally relied on creative and innovative advertising campaigns to create awareness among its target customers. However, the company has also employed other strategies, such as product placements, PR activities, and media reviews, to generate awareness about its brand. In fact, Apple stopped using paid advertising in 2007, as word-of-mouth publicity was sufficient to achieve its goals (Dhebar, 2013).

Consideration: The next stage in the customer journey is a consideration, where customers evaluate various alternatives and carry out a competitive analysis. Apple cannot engage in a price war with its competitors and therefore focuses heavily on its unique value proposition (UVP). The company has consistently emphasized the design and performance of its products and has introduced something new and unique in each new product launch.
Acquisition: The acquisition stage involves the actual process of purchasing a product or service. Apple has streamlined its customer acquisition process to ensure a smooth and seamless experience for its customers. The company offers multiple payments, device protection, and insurance options and removes any barriers that could stand in the way of a sale. Apple has partnerships with major banks and fintech companies to facilitate the customer acquisition process.

Retention: Retention is an important aspect of the customer journey, as it helps to maintain customer engagement and loyalty. Apple provides some of the highest quality products in the market and also offers exceptional customer support through initiatives such as Apple Care and the Genius Bar. The company aims to keep customers coming back to its stores so that they can be served and potentially purchase updated products.

Advocacy: The final stage in the customer journey is advocacy, which involves customers promoting and advocating for a brand. Apple has a dedicated global fan base that frequently defends the brand in public forums and advocates for the high prices of its products. This is often in contrast to the arguments made by users of other brands, who may criticize the high prices and limited connectivity of iPhones.
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Customer Touchpoints
A customer touchpoint is any interaction or point of contact that a customer has with a brand or company. These touchpoints can occur at various stages of the customer journey, including before, during, and after a sale, and can take many forms, ranging from direct interactions with company representatives to more indirect forms of contact, such as online reviews and social media posts. Apple has been particularly successful in leveraging a wide range of customer touchpoints to engage with its customers and maintain a strong brand image. Some examples of customer touchpoints that Apple has effectively utilized include its physical retail stores, customer service hotline, website, social media platforms, and in-store demonstrations and product trials. By carefully managing and optimizing these touchpoints, Apple has been able to create a seamless and consistent customer experience that has contributed significantly to its overall success.
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Figure 5.0: Apple Store (India)
Easy to Navigate and Clean Website:
One important touchpoint for Apple is its website, which serves as a hub for customers to learn about and purchase products. The website is designed with a minimalistic and clean aesthetic, making it easy for users to navigate and find what they are looking for (Arkadan, 2022).

High-Quality Packaging:
Another touchpoint that Apple has mastered is the packaging of its products. The company places a strong emphasis on design and quality, and this is reflected in the packaging of its products. From the way boxes are unpacked to the materials used, Apple's packaging stands out as being uniquely high-quality (Straker and Wrigley, 2016).

Demo Units in Stores:
Apple stores also serve as touchpoints for the company, and one key aspect of this is the presence of demo units. Customers can try out and interact with Apple products in the store, which helps to create a positive impression of the brand and its products.

Overall Store Designs:
In addition to the demo units, Apple stores are known for their bright, clean, and uniform design. This creates a familiar and positive vibe for customers entering the store and helps to reinforce the brand's image as being high-quality and well-designed.

Strategic Store Locations:
Another aspect of Apple's store touchpoints is the location of its stores. The company carefully selects locations that are easily accessible and surrounded by foot traffic, ensuring that its stores are visible and convenient for customers.

In-Store Events:
Apple stores also host a variety of in-store events, which can be a touchpoint for customers to engage with the brand and learn about new products. These events can include workshops, demonstrations, and more (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016).

Feedback Mechanism:
Apple places a strong emphasis on customer feedback and has a robust mechanism in place for customers to share their thoughts and concerns. The company is known for being responsive to customer feedback and taking it into account when making decisions.

[bookmark: _Toc124187690]Apple's Total Engagement Model
Apple's Total Engagement Model is a comprehensive approach to customer experience that aims to fully engage and connect with customers at every touchpoint throughout the customer journey. This includes everything from product research and selection to purchasing and post-purchase support. By focusing on the complete customer experience rather than just individual transactions, Apple is able to create deeper, more meaningful connections with its customers and drive long-term loyalty and advocacy.

In order to implement its Total Engagement Model effectively, Apple utilizes a variety of tactics and strategies, such as personalized marketing, seamless omnichannel experiences, and exceptional customer service. This holistic approach helps the company to create a consistent and cohesive brand experience for customers and sets it apart from competitors in the highly competitive tech industry. By investing in and prioritizing customer experience, Apple is able to drive customer satisfaction, retention, and, ultimately, revenue and profitability.

Marketing Strategy: Simple but Persuasive
Apple's marketing campaigns have been known for their simplicity and effectiveness. One such campaign, "If you don't have an iPhone," was particularly popular and demonstrated the power of simple yet persuasive advertising. Apple's products are known for their quality, and this, along with the brand's strong reputation, helps to attract and retain loyal customers.
Brand Message and Storytelling
The marketing team at Apple has been successful in crafting compelling stories about their products, highlighting their value and providing good reasons for customers to purchase them. This helps to create a strong brand message that resonates with consumers.

Innovation in Every Product
Apple is not just focused on its flagship product, the iPhone, but also strives to bring innovation and top-quality performance to all of the gadgets it offers. This attention to detail helps to ensure customer satisfaction and loyalty.

Buying Experience and Cult Loyalty
Apple customers are known for their loyalty, often upgrading to the latest versions of their products. This is partly due to the excellent buying experience provided by the company, which helps to create a sense of cult loyalty among its customers.
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Conclusion
Apple has achieved tremendous success and popularity among its users due in large part to the effectiveness of its marketing tactics and customer touchpoints. A thorough assessment of the company's customer journey has revealed that Apple has effectively executed various marketing techniques, resulting in the creation of brand-loyal customers through the consistent experiences they offer. This has contributed significantly to Apple's status as one of the most successful enterprises in the world.

The stages of the customer journey for Apple include awareness, consideration, acquisition, retention, and advocacy. Each stage is important for the company's overall engagement with its customers, and Apple has implemented various strategies and initiatives to ensure a smooth and successful customer journey.

Apple has effectively utilized a wide range of customer touchpoints to engage with its customers and maintain its strong brand image. From its website and packaging to its stores and in-store events, the company has created multiple opportunities for customers to interact with the brand and share their feedback. Furthermore, Apple's total engagement model has been successful in attracting and retaining customers through its simple yet persuasive marketing strategy, compelling brand message and storytelling, innovative products, and exceptional buying experience. These factors have contributed to the company's success and helped to build a strong base of loyal customers.
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