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Introduction 
Every organisation, irrespective of its nature, size and the industry in which it operates has to connect with existing and potential customers for attaining short and long-term marketing targets. There are various ways through which such interactions could be carried out. As underlined by Schögel (2010), the importance of customer touchpoint is not just to explore new marketing opportunities but to learn directly from the customers about the product/service quality and to provide an idea about the company’s plans to the customers. Hence, from the perspective of sustaining business operations, it is imperative that customer touchpoints are taken into account as a critical part of marketing strategies. 

This assessment takes account of Apple Inc., one of the most popular smartphone and computer manufacturers in the world. The overall relationship of Apple with its customers is rather unique as the company aims at ensuring that the products and services offered to the customers are of top quality as they try to outdo their commitments through high quality products and services (Binns, 2021). The assessment has taken account of how Apple has used different customer touchpoints to interact with customers at different levels. In addition to this, a wide range of other factors that are critical in the overall relationship of a brand with the customers has been analysed in this assignment. The assessment has also considered a few critical models that will help in finding out how the overall interactions, communications, and coordination between a brand and the target customers could be improved. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566164]Background Information (Company) 
Apple Inc. is a global technology company which was setup in the year 1976. During the next few decades, the company evolved to become one of the most innovative companies that revolutionised the smartphone industry and changed the way people communicated and interacted with each other. Today, the company is one of the largest technology companies in the world (in terms of revenue) along with Alphabet and Meta. 

The flagship product of Apple: the iPhone is one of the most trustworthy smartphones and is considered technological leader in the industry (Spoonauer, 2022). In addition to this, the other products introduced by Apple including iPad, iTunes, and Macintosh computer are also quite popular and are well-accepted in the market due to the overall quality and performance it provides to the customers. 
Apple enjoys a huge customer base located in almost all parts of the world. The company, through years of well-planned marketing and provision of technologically advanced devices, has been able to win over a large number of loyal customers which could be attributed as a reason for the company’s success in the long-term. Even though the enterprise has witnessed a few criticisms and issues related with privacy concerns, it still provides high quality products in most markets in which it operates. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566165]Communication
In this part, the communication strategies adopted by Apple in order to interact with different stakeholders and the customers shall be taken into account. The process starts with the analysis of Shannon and Weaver Communication Model. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566166]Shannon and Weaver Communication Model 
This model of communication has been designed in the 1940s with a view to elucidated the communication process between two people. It is one of the most widely-used models of communications and has been described well by the following diagram:
[image: ]
Figure 1.0: Shannon-Weaver’s Model of Communication

As per this model, message originates from the information source (sender) who encodes such message and transmits it through a channel of their choice. This is received and decoded by the receiver and feedback is provided to the sender who is the original source of information. In the process of transmission, there is often the role of external disturbances, known as noise. 

This is a simple model that helps in understanding how effective communication can be transmitted from a sender (which could be a company like Apple) to the receivers (which could be different stakeholders including customers). 

[bookmark: _Toc113566167]Integrated Marketing Communications 
The next aspect here would be to take account of Integrated marketing communications process. As explained by Reinold and Tropp (2012), it is a process through which different marketing processes and strategies generally scattered and decentralised in nature can be unified. Such marketing strategies include social media, mass media, PR, audience analysis, business development and promotions through advertising. As claimed by Ojha, Bist and Bhatt (2021), Apple is one of the most efficient companies when it comes to IMC execution. The company takes account of both online and offline promotional strategies (discussed later) with a view to gain attention of the existing and potential customers and create a buzz around the company’s brand and products.  

[bookmark: _Toc113566168]Promotional Strategies
As discussed in the previous part, Apple is one of the most efficient companies when it comes to making the best usage of marketing and promotional techniques. The company has effectively utilised both online and offline promotional strategies with a view to ensure that the brand’s message, updates, and overall presence is strong around the world. This part of the assessment takes account of online and offline promotional strategies introduced by the company. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566169]Online Promotional Strategies 
Dudovskiy (2021) explains that there are a number of factors which could be taken up from the way Apple carries out its online (and offline) promotions. The author claimed that the biggest strength of the online promotional strategies of the company is to ensure that the brand is represented in a minimalistic yet efficient manner. 

Just like any other technology brand, the company makes use of latest tools for carrying out digital and online marketing. The company has a quite strong social media presence along with SEO results. However, as noted by Arica (2020), the overall success of the company depends on not just the usage of the latest tools of digital marketing but to ensure how effectively these are put into use. 

For instance, the company acts mysteriously on social media, blogs, and leak images about what it has been doing with the latest offerings. Days and months before the new iPhone range is launched, Apple creates a mysterious buzz in the social media about what people can expect in the forthcoming designs. Whether or not the actual products live up to the expectations is a different factor altogether. However, the critical factor is that the company knows how to make the best usage of available social media presence. 

Another important part of the online and digital promotional strategies of Apple could be attributed to experiential marketing, something in which the brand has excelled in the past few years. As claimed by Arica (2020), Apple created the idea of providing the best experiences to the customers including the introduction of augmented reality for introducing iOS app for kids. The company has used the art of storytelling quite effectively. The company also pays heed to the customer reviews and listens to the requirements and needs of the customers. The product placement strategy of Apple is one of the best in the business and the products often provide the feeling of luxury through the clever placements in mainstream and social media.   

[bookmark: _Toc113566170]Offline Promotional Strategies 
Apple has not only concentrated on online and digital promotional strategies but has done an instrumental task of ensuring that the offline promotions and advertisement processes are well up to the mark. Customers often want to feel good about a product that they are using and owning. Apple’s offline promotional strategies are designed in a way that they help the users in standing out from the rest. For instance, here is a billboard used for offline promotional strategies implemented by Apple in one of the cities in the US:
[image: ]
Figure 2.0: Billboard demonstrating simplistic yet effective placement (Arica, 2020)
It is a simple picture clicked by a user but it demonstrates the efficiency of the camera and performance of the phone in a very subtle manner, something which the company wishes to include in the offline marketing strategies. 

There are different sources of offline or traditional marketing strategies starting with mass media, PR, and advertising through all the conventional ways except the digital and online technologies (Tagashira and Minami, 2016). 

One of the best examples of Apple’s innovation in traditional marketing processes could be attributed to the mega launch events which the company has been carrying out for quite some time now. Apple events are not merely a way to showcase their new products, these are an integral and critical parts of their overall marketing and promotional strategies (White, 2022). The Apple events are something which have been aped by a wide range of other technology companies including Samsung and OnePlus. However, none of the two other smartphone manufacturers have been able to recreate the buzz and excitement about their products as done by Apple. 

From an offline and traditional marketing’s perspective, there are different reasons for which these events could be deemed as a crucial part of the entire marketing process of the organisation. First, these events demonstrate new launches for which a build-up has been going around for weeks and months. The product presentation at the events meticulously structured so that it precisely reflects the company’s brand image. The products are displayed and showcased in a manner that everything that the company stands for is depicted. The overall level of customer engagement (both existing and potential) achieved by such events is huge. Whether an individual would eventually buy or reject an Apple product does not matter, it is more critical that such launches are marketed in a way that something important has been going on. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566171]Brand Equity 
It is often difficult to understand the reasons for which a particular brand gets more attention and public support as compared to others (Finkle, 2020). This could be attributed to the overall brand equity or as explained by the author, the overall value of the brand due to which customers are often seen spending more than they would otherwise do for a similar product. As explained by Gessner (2022), Apple has built a significant brand equity due to which people do not think twice before spending a significant amount of money on flagship products. 

There are different reasons due to which brand equity is targeted by managers of an organisation. First, it results in higher revenues (which has been demonstrated well in case of Apple) and income for an organisation. Second, the overall cost of operations can be controlled and the overall credibility of the product can be increased. There can be a lot of jokes around the launch of new iPhones and memes surrounding how a new iPhone is similar to its predecessor. However, in no circumstances, the credibility, quality, and value of the brand and the product is made fun of. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566172]Keller’s Brand Equity Model 
In order to evaluate the brand equity enjoyed by Apple, it would be critical to take account of Keller’s Brand Equity Model which helps in dividing different aspects that contribute directly in building a rapport between a brand and target audience. The model takes account of four critical factors which further helps in evaluating the overall performance:
[image: “keller]
Figure 3.0: Keller’s Brand Equity Model (Sharma)
Based on the above diagram and implementation of the model, the following levels are discussed whilst taking account of Apple Inc:

Level I: Analysis of brand identity: 
As claimed by Black and Veloutsou (2017), brand identity refers to how they look up to a particular brand and how it is distinguished from the other. In the context of Apple Inc, there are a number of positive factors which could be attributed to the company starting with high quality and high-performance innovative products for which the company is often known for. In addition to this, the brand is also regarded as a luxury item that is often deemed as overpriced. However, the brand identity, as far as the product quality and performance are concerned, is often positive for different products offered by Apple Inc. 

Level II: Brand Meaning (What are you)
There are two critical considerations that can help in understanding the brand meaning. First one is the brand performance. The products and services (including operating systems) of Apple have been trusted by customers because of the excellent performance over a period. The brand performance aspect takes account of different features, reliability of products, customer service, design and style, and pricing of the product. In all the factors, Apple manages to project itself as a premium brand which is not only highly priced but also has impeccable design and service. 
The second aspect here is the brand imagery. Apple is a highly diversified brand that could be imagined as the dream product for people based in different parts of the world. 

Level III: Brand Response
Once a customer purchases a product, there is a significant expectation about the performance. Since the customers spend a significant amount of money in purchasing an Apple product, there are ought to have expectations and ensuring that they receive value for money. There can be both positive and negative outlook and feedback for a product depending on a customer’s perspective. 

Level IV: Brand Resonance
The customers of Apple are highly invested with the product and brand they are carrying. Unlike other phone users, an iPhone user shall be prouder and would not consider it merely a product used for communication or office usage. There is a significant level of emotions attached with such resonance as people feel connected and the brand makes them feel special due to their association with an iPhone (or any other product offered by the company).

[bookmark: _Toc113566173]Stages of Customer Journey 
In order to evaluate the overall interaction of a brand with the customers, it is critical to take account of different stages of customer journey. For Apple, the stages of customer journey are explained as follows:

Awareness: Before any company can put its products or services before the potential customers, it is critical to ensure that there is a bit of awareness around the brand, the quality of products, and ensuring that the public knows about the presence of the brand on a whole. For a considerable period of time, Apple has managed to achieve a reputation for ingenious ad campaigns. However, advertisements are not the only source of creating awareness as utilised by the company. As explained by Anderson (2020), the company with a view to create awareness among the target consumers has relied upon product placements, PR activities, and media reviews. Around in 2007, the company parted ways from paid advertising processes as WOM (Word of Mouth) publicity was doing a significantly good job for attaining the goals. 

Consideration: It is the point where an enterprise needs to evaluate different alternatives and carry out a competitive analysis. It is impossible for Apple to enter in a price war with its competitors and hence it concentrates heavily on UVP (Unique Value Proposition). The design and performance of the phones and introducing something unique and fresh in every new launch of products is something which Apple has tried to follow for a considerable period now. 

Acquisition: Apple’s customer acquisition process is smooth and helps in achieving the target of customer engagement. There are multiple payment, device protection, and insurance options which is forwarded to the customers. Apple removes every impediment that could stand in the way of a sale. The company has tie-ups with major banks and Fintech companies so that the entire process of customer acquisition is smooth and seamless. 

Retention: Besides providing some of the best-in-class products, the retention process by Apple concentrates on providing the highest quality of customer support for which the organisation has introduced Apple Care and the Genius Bar. It is critical for the company that people keep on coming back to the Apple stores so that an opportunity to serve the customers can result in selling them the updated products. The retention process is also critical in ensuring that the level of customer engagement and loyalty is higher. 

Advocacy: There is often an ongoing social media war between Apple fans and other brands. Whereas the other brand users try to pull Apple users by reminding them of the high price and limited connectivity of the iPhones, the loyal customer base of Apple is often ready with the arguments of high performance and privacy standards that are provided by an iPhone. Apple has a global dedicated fanbase that advocates high prices of the products and tries to defend the brand in the public forums. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566174]Customer Touchpoints 
There are a wide range of customer touchpoints that can be related with the company and its interaction with the customers. As explained by Zimmermann, Weitzl and Auinger (2022), customer touchpoints refer to any direct or indirect contact that a customer might have with a brand. Such touchpoints need not happen during the purchase process but can happen before, during, and after the sales has been executed. 

There are different customer touch points that have been used in an effective manner by Apple. The most critical aspects have been described as follows:
1. Easy to navigate and clean website: A snapshot of the Apple (US) website has been provided as under:
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Figure 4.0: Apple Store
The design of the website is rather minimalistic and neat. It is easy to navigate and is often preferred by the users due to the good experience. 

2. Packaging quality: The packaging quality of an Apple product is quite top notch and radiates high quality and design. The way boxes are unpacked demonstrate their unique and special designs. 
3. Demo units in stores: There is often a lot of rush where excited youngsters can be seen using an iPhone or Macintosh PC displayed in the store. The company believes that their product is superior and hence they are not shy to use sampling method as an effective marketing tactic which has work exceedingly well for them (Greenwald, 2014).
4. Overall store designs: The stores are designed uniformly and are extremely bright and clean, thereby offering a familiar and positive vibe to a customer walking in. One cannot find any clutter or mess in an Apple store. 
5. Store Locations: The stores are located at key areas which are easily accessible and are often surrounded by people. 
6. In-store events: There are a number of in-store events that grab attention of routine visitors and customers of the company. 
7. Feedback mechanism: As mentioned at a couple of occasions in this assessment before, the company takes account of the feedback process quite seriously. If there is anything which an existing or potential customer does not find right, it could be communicated to the customer support and they are always prompt in replying. 

[bookmark: _Toc113566175]Total Engagement Model 
The company has been a leader in smartphones and other technology products. However, despite the massive size and the overall following that the enterprise has, it has not stopped looking for new opportunities in different markets. In regards to implementing total engagement model in the working process, Apple has ensured that customer experience should be provided utmost experience for attaining the revenue and profitability goals of the enterprise. The engagement model of the company concentrates on appealing customers and ensure that the total customer base of the enterprise swells with time. 

The customer engagement targets have been reached by Apple through taking account of the following factors:
1. The marketing strategy is simple but quite persuasive: Apple’s older campaign, ‘If you don’t have an iPhone’ was quite popular and is an excellent example of advertising done with simple techniques. Building an effective Customer engagement is a subjective matter, but buyers love Apple products and become loyal customers. The products and their quality speak for themselves.
2. Brand message and storytelling: The marketing teams have been creative and built stories to let the people know of their worth and providing good reasons to buy such phones and other gadgets. 
3. Including innovation in every product: The company does not concentrate on its flagship product only but provides innovation and highest quality of usage and performance in each type of gadgets offered. 
4. Buying experience and cult loyalty: Apple customers are deemed as some of the most loyal followers as they continue buying and upgrading their phones or other products. This has been possible due to the best in class buying experience offered to the customers. 
[bookmark: _Toc113566176]Conclusion 
This assessment took account of the marketing tactics, customer touchpoints, and assessment of customer journey assessment of Apple. The company’s success and popularity among users demonstrates how efficiently marketing techniques of the company have been executed which has made it one of the most successful enterprises in the world. The company has ensured that the brand loyal customers are created due to the consistent experience they offer them. 
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