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[bookmark: _Toc224233016]1.1 Research Background
The coffee house market worldwide has experienced rapid growth in the last ten years and is intensely competitive. In 2023, the coffee market worldwide earned USD 200 billion, and the growth price stayed steady with the urbanisation, lifestyle shifts and premium drink consumption patterns (Akash Raskar, 2025). Starbucks, Costa Coffee, and Dunkin are international chains that do not just compete based on the quality of their products but also on the store experience, brand identity, and interactions with their customers. The competitive landscape is no longer based on price and product differentiation but on experience-based positioning. In more advanced prices, customers demand more coffee shops to serve as social centres, remote work stations, and lifestyle destinations as opposed to basic beverage stores. Consequently, service ambience, setting and emotional appeal have formed a primary competitive strategy in hospitality and retail.
Experience demonstrates that there is an increasing demand towards experience consumption. According to PPWC (2025), more than 70% believe that customer experience prominently reflects in the purchasing decision of the consumer, and most consumers are ready to pay more to get a better experience. On the same note, McKinsey (2023) emphasises that customer experience leaders experience a revenue growth rate that is much higher than that in the industry. These results illustrate the increasing significance of value creation that is based on experience. The key distinguishing aspects in the coffeehouse industry are shifting towards store ambience, customised service, online reward systems, and community involvement projects. Competition has also been transformed by technology. Digital rewards, mobile ordering, and app-based interaction make it more convenient and build a stronger brand interaction that extends outside of the brick-and-mortar. Customer experience, hence, acts as a differentiation strategic lever along with a long-lasting brand equity.
In this transformation, experiential marketing is involved. Experience marketing can be defined as strategies that establish sensory, emotional, cognitive and relational contacts between customers and brands, in lieu of the conventional feature-based marketing. Experiential marketing, as opposed to the traditional marketing approach, places emphasis on experiences with the brand. Attitudes and behavioural intentions are determined by sensory design, storytelling, interactive touchpoints, and personalised engagement. It has been argued that experiential features enhance recall and emotional reactions and, as such, aid in loyalty and recommendations (Fakhrurozi et al., 2025). The consumers are demanding genuine and valuable brand experiences that resonate with their lifestyle and identity.
This topic has become more relevant in the experience economy. Customer experience management is now a board-level concern in the service industries. Omnichannel engagement strategies combine both phylogical and online interactions to improve brand interactions (Chawla, Chawla and Jain, 2024). Nevertheless, in spite of the intensive spending on experiential programmes, most organisations do not know how to transform experiences into sustainable emotional brand attachment. The emotional connection is something that is presupposed to be clear and not directly measured. Starbucks is commonly regarded as the originator of the experiential branding that it pursues with its concept of the third place, the store design, and digital ecosystem. However, less research is conducted in a systematic manner to understand the application of experiential marketing strategies in the relationship between these strategies and the attachment of emotions to the brand in a coffeehouse setting. This paper fills this gap by examining Starbucks as a case study.
[bookmark: _Toc224233017]1.2 Research Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc224233018]1.2.1 Theoretical Justification
The available literature gives solid grounds for experiential marketing, customer experience management, and emotional branding. Experiential Marketing Theory, which is put forward by Schmitt (2010), insists that consumers react to the brand based on five experiential modules: sense, feel, think, act and relate. This model describes how brands can structure the stimulus of senses and emotions to build immersive experiences. Likewise, Brand Experience Model created by Brakus, Schmitt and Zarantonello (2009) show that sensory, affective, behavioural, and intellectual brand-related stimuli affect consumer satisfaction and loyalty. Studies indicate that positive brand experiences influence perceptions, attitude and intention to behave. Customer experience management also highlights that the various touchpoints should be integrated to offer a uniform value to the customer, both on the physical and digital platforms. Emotional branding theory portrays the significance of establishing emotions between consumers and brands. According to Brand Attachment Theory, the more such positive interactions become repetitive, the more psychological attachments develop, and long-term loyalty ensues (Boateng et al., 2020). These theories combine to point out that experiential factors have an impact on consumer behaviour through memory, identity, and emotional resonance shaping. Emotional branding is thus essential in maintaining loyalty even after the business experience is conclusive.
Even with such developments, significant loopholes still exist in the literature. The majority of researches concentrate on the results of customer satisfaction or service quality instead of attachment to the brand. The fact of satisfaction does not always result in profound psychological attachments (Oliver, 1999). Furthermore, the experiential marketing (as a concept) is frequently studied using empirical data regarding general retail settings, but not regarding particular hospitality industry (such as coffeehouse brands). The operation of the experiential strategies in branded service facilities such as Starbucks has received little scholarly attention. A lot of the available studies are based on quantitative survey research that captures the perceptions of experience and provides minimal contextual clues as to how the strategy of experience is implemented into life. Depending on the studies, the evidence is not always consistent on the role of experiential elements in driving loyalty. There are studies that indicate strong mediation effects via satisfaction and weak or indirect ones (Deng, Chen and Zhao, 2023). There is also little research on the suitability of the combination of physical store experiences and online interaction. With the trend where brands are turning towards omnichannel strategies, a closer study is needed into how in-store ambience can be incorporated with digital loyalty programmes.
Thus, there is an apparent gap in research. Experience in marketing and emotional attachment to a brand is an under-researched area in the hospitality and retail industries. Little is known about the influence of experiential factors on creating emotional brand relations in coffeehouse brands like Starbucks (Asyhari and Dermawan, 2024). This discrepancy has some theoretical interest since it limits the application of the experiential marketing theory in relation to attachment-based models. Experience-based branding models are not complete without analysing emotional attachment directly. Conceptually, by learning how immersive experiences result in emotional attachment, we can gain more insight into how processes that lead to long-term loyalty work. This research thus explores the contribution of experiential marketing to the process of emotional brand attachment using a case study in Starbucks.
[bookmark: _Toc224233019]1.2.2 Practical Justification
This study is very much applicable in business practise. Customer experience plays a crucial part in achieving competitive advantage in the hospitality and retail industries. Coffeehouse brands do not just compete based on the quality of the product they sell, but also on store environment, service interaction, and brand storytelling. The third place concept at Starbucks makes its stores more of social and community places instead of mere beverage shops (Starbucks, 2024). Digital loyalty programmes and mobile applications increase the level of engagement beyond the physical store. According to PwC (2023), over 70% of buyers find customer experience to be one of the motivators that make purchases. Customer experience in companies that are leaders is better than the competitors in terms of increasing revenues and retaining customers.
But managers have serious difficulties. Emotional brand attachment can hardly be measured and controlled. It is complicated to design homogeneous experiences on the physical and digital channels. Global and local relevance have to coexist in a brand (Okonkwo et al., 2023). In the absence of a clear insight into how experiential marketing builds emotional connections, organisations may find themselves spending a lot of money on experiential campaigns without attaining long term loyalty. The cost of the alternative is high. Lack of building emotional attachment will potentially diminish brand equity and decrease competitive advantage in the experience-based economy. This research is a source of information that can be used to make more successful experiential branding strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc224233020]1.3 Research Contribution and Motivation
[bookmark: _Toc224233021]1.3.1 Theoretical Contribution
The study makes its contribution to the marketing theory by combining the experiential marketing theory with the brand attachment theory. Although these streams are commonly studied separately, experiential marketing research concentrates on the sensorial and affective levels of interaction with brands (Schmitt, 2010), and the brand attachment theory addresses psychological connections between a consumer and a brand (Shimul, 2022). The study fills the gaps in these lines of thought by describing how emotional brand attachment is constructed using experiential elements of marketing like store environment, customer experience, storytelling, and online interaction. The study excludes attachment theory to narrow the gap between immersive brand experience and attachment results, which enhanced the insights into the formation of emotional bonds in service environments. It also builds on the extend literature of experiential marketing in the service based retail industry, especially hospitality and coffeehouse industry where the core of competitive positioning in experiential.
[bookmark: _Toc224233022]1.3.2 Empirical Contribution
Applying the qualitative method of a single case study, the study is empirical and based on Starbucks. This method enables the profound discussion of the strategies of experience marketing in an actual organisational environment (Fakhrurozi et al., 2025). The study will examine the design and implementation of experiential branding in practise through the use of secondary data, such as scholarly literature, industry reports and corporate publications. The use of case studies allows going into more detail when analysing the organisational strategies and offers a contextual view of customer experience management. This method, unlike the large-scale survey, elucidates the multi-tendency of the experiential marketing between the physical and digital touchpoints. It thus provides context-sensitive and rich data on the workings of experiential branding in one of the dominant brands in the coffeehouse industry across the world.
[bookmark: _Toc224233023]1.3.3 Practical Contribution
The study has practical implications for marketing managers, brand strategists and practitioners in the service industry. It gives information on the effects of using experiential marketing to create emotional attachments with customers. Learning about such mechanisms can assist organisations to create immersive experiences that enhance loyalty, repeat customer opting, and brand referencing (Deng, Chen and Zhao, 2023). The results also encourage further strategic coordination of the store environment, service provision, and digital interaction activities.
[bookmark: _Toc224233024]1.3.4 Originality of the Study
This research is one of the first to explore the connection between experiential marketing and emotional brand attachment in a coffeehouse brand environment. It focuses on Starbucks to add to the current literature of experiential marketing and the hospitality branding research with a combination of theoretical and contextual analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc224233025]1.4 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc223645862]Research Aim
To examine how experiential marketing strategies contribute to building emotional brand attachment using Starbucks as a case study through secondary research.
[bookmark: _Toc223645863]Research Objectives
1. To explore the concept and importance of experiential marketing in modern branding.
2. To examine how experiential marketing strategies are implemented in Starbucks.
3. To analyse how experiential marketing influences emotional brand attachment among customers.
4. To evaluate existing literature on experiential marketing and emotional branding.
[bookmark: _Toc223645864]Research Questions
Main Research Question
· How does experiential marketing contribute to emotional brand attachment in Starbucks?
Sub-questions
1. What are the key elements of experiential marketing used by Starbucks?
2. How do experiential marketing strategies influence customer emotions and brand connection?
3. What evidence exists in literature linking experiential marketing with emotional brand attachment?
[bookmark: _Toc224233026]1.5 Dissertation Structure
	Chapter
	Description

	Chapter 1: Introduction
	This chapter presents the background of the research and the industry environment. It describes the rationale of the research, the research gap, and the research aim, objectives and questions. It provides the academic and practical significance of the research.

	Chapter 2: Literature Review
	This chapter is a critical review of the literature on experiential marketing, customer experience management, emotional branding and the brand attachment theory. It formulates the theoretical basis and conceptual framework of the study.

	Chapter 3: Methodology
	The chapter describes the interpretivist philosophy, inductive approach and qualitative single-case design. It describes secondary data gathering, the use of purposive sampling, thematic analysis and ethics.

	Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis
	The chapter offers a thematic analysis of the experiential marketing strategies of Starbucks. It establishes the primary aspects of experience and analyses the impact of emotion on brand attachment.

	Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion
	This chapter explains findings against existing literature, answers the research questions, outlines the theoretical and practical implications, and finally gives recommendations and future research directions.
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