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[bookmark: _Toc172813548]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc172813549]1.1– Research Background
In the past few decades, the smartphone industry has undergone a remarkable transformation, evolving from a specialized market segment to an indispensable component of everyday life for a vast majority of the global population (Lee, Jung and Kwon,2024). This exponential growth can be attributed to the relentless pursuit of technological innovation by industry leaders. Consumers have benefitted from this relentless progress, with smartphones offering ever-increasing processing power, significantly improved camera capabilities, and seamless connectivity (Blahnik and Schindelbeck,2021). The functionality of these devices has transcended the realm of basic communication, maturing into multifunctional tools that empower users to manage a wide range of tasks, encompassing entertainment, navigation, mobile banking, and productivity applications (Ünal, Temizel and Eren, 2016). The smartphone market is very competitive, with major brands like Apple, Samsung, Huawei, and Xiaomi all aiming for customer attention. Because the market is saturated and consumers are becoming more informed, it is crucial for brands to stand out from the competition (Robert and John ,2023). This means clearly communicating what makes their product unique and building a strong emotional connection with their target audience. Marketing plays a key role in influencing how consumers perceive brands, ultimately impacting their purchase decisions and brand loyalty (Schmitt and Simonson,1997).
The way smartphones are marketed has changed significantly in recent years. While traditional media like television and print ads are still used, digital marketing has become increasingly important (Wertime, and Fenwick, 2011). Consumers are constantly exposed to information and advertising through various online channels. To be successful, brands need to develop targeted and engaging marketing strategies that resonate with specific consumer groups. Understanding the complexities of the smartphone industry and its customers is essential for crafting effective marketing campaigns that get results (Kumar and Mittal,2020). Today smartphone users are constantly connected, interacting with brands and information through their devices. Social media platforms provide a space for brand engagement, allowing consumers to discover new products, share experiences, and interact directly with brands (Wang, Limbu and Fang ,2022). This two-way communication fosters a sense of community and allows brands to gain valuable customer insights that can be used to improve their marketing strategies. Innovation is critical to success in the smartphone industry. Brands constantly push boundaries with new features, stylish designs, and cutting-edge technology. Marketing campaigns need to effectively communicate these advancements and highlight the benefits they offer to consumers. Storytelling and emotional connection are important for capturing consumer imagination and creating excitement for the latest innovations (Moin,2020). The smartphone market caters to a diverse range of consumers with varying needs and preferences. Budget-conscious users might prioritize affordability, while tech enthusiasts might seek top-of-the-line features. Effective marketing strategies need to segment the market effectively, tailoring messages and campaigns to resonate with specific consumer groups (Onwezen,2018).
[bookmark: _Toc172813550]1.2 Rationale 
The rapid evolution of the smartphone industry and the ever-increasing importance of digital marketing necessitate a deeper understanding of how marketing strategies impact brand equity. While existing research explores the individual effects of IMC and digital marketing, a gap exists in comprehensively analysing their combined influence. This study aims to bridge this gap by examining how integrated marketing communication strategies and digital marketing tactics work together to shape brand equity for smartphone brands. This research offers valuable insights for industry professionals. By analysing successful marketing campaigns and their impact on brand equity, the study will provide practical recommendations for crafting effective marketing strategies. Understanding the interplay between IMC, digital marketing, and brand equity empowers smartphone brands to optimize their marketing efforts, build stronger customer relationships, and ultimately achieve sustainable competitive advantage in the digital marketplace.
[bookmark: _Toc172813551]1.3 Significance of Research 
The smartphone industry is a dynamic and ever-evolving landscape where brand success hinges on effectively building brand equity. While existing research explores the individual effects of integrated marketing communications (IMC) and digital marketing on brand equity, a gap exists in understanding their combined impact. This research aims to bridge this gap by investigating how these strategies work together to influence consumer perceptions and ultimately drive brand success. The significance of this research lies in its potential to offer valuable insights for industry professionals. By analysing successful marketing campaigns and their impact on brand equity, the study will provide practical recommendations for crafting effective marketing strategies. This knowledge will empower smartphone brands to:
· Optimize Marketing Efforts: Understanding the interplay between IMC, digital marketing, and brand equity allows brands to allocate resources strategically and maximize the effectiveness of their marketing campaigns.
· Build Stronger Customer Relationships: Effective marketing fosters a sense of community and emotional connection with consumers, leading to higher customer loyalty and brand advocacy.
· Gain a Competitive Advantage: By leveraging the combined power of IMC and digital marketing to build strong brand equity, smartphone brands can differentiate themselves in a competitive market and achieve sustainable success.
The research contributes to the broader body of marketing knowledge by providing a comprehensive understanding of how marketing strategies shape brand equity in the context of the ever-evolving digital landscape of the smartphone industry. This knowledge can be valuable for researchers and practitioners across various industries that rely heavily on digital marketing strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc172813552]1.4 Aim & Objectives 
[bookmark: _Toc172813553]Aim
[bookmark: _Hlk172762539]The aim of the research is to investigate the impact of integrated marketing communications and digital marketing strategies on brand equity within the smartphone industry
[bookmark: _Toc172813554]Objectives
· To determine the current digital marketing communication strategies utilized in the smartphone industry
· ⁠To investigate the integrated marketing communication strategies implemented in the smartphone industry
· To analyse impact of moderating effects of online and offline promotional strategies on brand equity in the smartphone industry
[bookmark: _Toc172813555]1.5 Research Questions 
· What are current digital marketing communication strategies utilized in the smartphone industry?
· ⁠What are the integrated marketing communication strategies implemented in the smartphone industry?
· What is the impact of moderating of online and offline promotional strategies on brand equity in the smartphone industry?


















[bookmark: _Toc172813556]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc172813557]2.1 Digital marketing communication strategies utilized in the smartphone industry
The digital marketing revolution has transformed the way smartphone brands connect with consumers. Gone are the days of relying solely on traditional media to spread brand messages. Digital marketing models, like the RACE framework (Reach, Act, Convert, Engage) and the SOSTAC model (Situation, Objectives, Strategy, Tactics, Actions, Control), provide structured approaches for planning and evaluating digital marketing activities. These models can be used to assess the effectiveness of different digital channels in contributing to brand equity as shown in figure 1. Today, a robust digital marketing ecosystem reigns supreme (Mardhiyah and Safrin,2023). Consumers are constantly interacting with information and advertising across various online channels, from social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube to search engines and mobile apps. This digital landscape presents both challenges and opportunities for smartphone brands (Bahcecik , Akay and Akdemir,2019) . The challenge lies in cutting through the online noise and reaching the right audience with targeted and engaging content. The opportunity lies in leveraging the power of digital tools to create interactive experiences, build brand communities, and showcase product features in real-world scenarios. Social media marketing allows for direct engagement with consumers, fostering a sense of community and encouraging user-generated content that builds brand trust and authenticity. Content marketing, through product reviews, tutorials, and influencer collaborations, educates consumers and sparks excitement for the latest smartphone innovations (Joao, Rosário and Loureiro,2021). Search engine optimization ensures brand websites rank high in relevant searches, driving organic traffic and potential customers. Mobile advertising delivers targeted messages directly to consumers' smartphones, increasing brand awareness and driving conversions (Smith, 2016). By embracing these diverse digital marketing tools and tailoring them to specific demographics, smartphone brands can effectively reach their target audience, build brand loyalty, and ultimately drive sales success in the ever-evolving digital landscape
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[bookmark: _Toc172633290]Figure 1 RACE model framework Source: (Race planning)

[bookmark: _Toc172813558]2.2 Integrated marketing communication strategies implemented in the smartphone industry
Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) plays a critical role in the success of smartphone brands. This approach aims to create a unified and consistent brand message across all communication channels (Chakraborty and Jain, 2022). Communication models, such as the AIDA model (Attention, Interest, Desire, Action) as shown in figure and the hierarchy of effects model, can be used to understand the consumer journey and the impact of IMC on brand equity. For example, (Odike,2024) applied the AIDA model to analyse the effectiveness of smartphone advertising campaigns in driving consumer behaviour. In the dynamic smartphone landscape, where consumers are bombarded with information, a well-developed IMC strategy helps brands cut through the noise and establish a strong presence. IMC ensures a consistent brand message is delivered across all channels, whether it's television commercials, social media posts, or print advertisements. This consistency reinforces brand identity and fosters brand recognition among consumers (Luxton, Reid and Mavondo,2015). IMC leverages the strengths of different communication channels to create a cohesive marketing experience. For example, a television ad promoting a new smartphone's camera capabilities can be supported by social media campaigns showcasing user-generated content captured with the phone. This synergy amplifies the reach and impact of the message. IMC allows for tailoring messages to specific audience segments. Brands can leverage social media analytics and other data-driven tools to understand their target demographics and tailor their communication style and content accordingly. This targeted approach ensures messages resonate with the right consumers. While digital marketing dominates, traditional media like television commercials and print advertisements still play a role in reaching a broad audience, especially older demographics less active online. Strategic use of these channels can create brand awareness and generate initial interest in new smartphone models. Digital marketing is the backbone of modern smartphone marketing strategies. Social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube are ideal for engaging with target audiences and fostering brand communities. Creating engaging content, such as product reviews, tutorials, and influencer collaborations, can generate excitement and showcase product features in real-world scenarios. Search engine optimization (SEO) also plays a vital role, ensuring brand websites rank high in relevant search queries, driving organic traffic and potential customers (Bhandari and Bansal, 2018). Building positive relationships with media outlets allows brands to secure press coverage and product reviews. Engaging media events showcasing new products and improving relationships with tech journalists can generate positive word-of-mouth and enhance brand image (Bernadas and Minchella,2016). Interactive and engaging content across digital platforms fosters two-way communication with consumers, building stronger brand relationships and loyalty. Leveraging the strengths of different channels can create a more cost-effective marketing strategy by reaching the right audience at the right time. A well-coordinated IMC approach can portray a professional and trustworthy brand image, influencing consumer purchase decisions.
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[bookmark: _Toc172633289]Figure 2:AIDA Model   Source: Stefan, (2021)
[bookmark: _Toc172813559]2.3 Moderating effects of online and offline promotional strategies on brand equity in the smartphone industry
Keller's Brand Equity Model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the different components of brand equity. The model highlights the importance of brand knowledge (awareness and image) and brand response (consumer feelings and responses) in building strong brands(Keller,1993) as shown in figure 2.3. In competitive smartphone industry, brand equity is a critical asset that differentiates successful brands from the rest. Brand equity refers to the total value of a brand, encompassing consumer perception, brand loyalty, and the positive associations consumers hold with the brand name (Huang and Shih, 2017). It goes beyond the physical product, representing the emotional connection and trust consumers have with the brand. Strong brand equity translates to a premium price point, higher customer retention, and a competitive edge in the market. Building brand equity hinges on four key pillars: brand awareness, brand image, brand loyalty, and perceived value (Zia et al.,2021). Brand awareness ensures consumers recognize and remember the brand. Brand image encompasses the overall perception consumers have of the brand, including its attributes, personality, and values. Strong brand loyalty fosters repeat purchases and advocacy, encouraging consumers to recommend the brand to others. Perceived value reflects how consumers assess the benefits they receive from the brand compared to its cost. Models like Keller's brand equity model can be used to assess the impact of marketing efforts on brand equity. This model evaluates brand knowledge, brand relationship, and brand response, providing insights into how marketing strategies influence consumer awareness, perception, and ultimately, purchase behaviour (Keller,2016). By leveraging the combined power of IMC and digital marketing, smartphone brands can strategically shape consumer perceptions, build strong brand equity, and achieve lasting success in the competitive digital age.
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[bookmark: _Toc172633291]Figure 3 Keller’s Brand Equity Model Source (Hawker, 2019)
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[bookmark: _Toc172813561]3.1 Research Design 
This research employs a quantitative (deductive) approach, aligning with a positivistic philosophy that emphasizes objective data collection and statistical analysis to test hypotheses about the impact of marketing strategies on brand equity in the smartphone industry. Quantitative research (Bryman,2012) relies on numerical data and statistical analysis to test hypotheses and draw generalizable conclusions. It is often conducted through surveys and experiments that utilize closed-ended questions with predetermined answer choices. This allows for the collection of large datasets that can be analysed statistically to identify patterns and relationships between variables. Qualitative research (Given,2008) focuses on understanding subjective experiences and meanings through methods like interviews, focus groups, and open-ended surveys. Qualitative data is typically analysed thematically, seeking to identify recurring patterns and insights within the collected text.
While both approaches have merit, a quantitative approach is better suited for this research due to its focus on measuring and analysing the impact of marketing strategies on brand equity. 
[bookmark: _Toc172813562]3.2 Sampling  
· Data Collection Methods: An online survey will be developed and distributed to a representative sample of smartphone users. The survey will include 8 closed ended and 2 open ended questions in Microsoft Forms about brand awareness, brand image, brand loyalty, and perceived value for various smartphone brands in UK. It will also inquire about respondents' exposure to different marketing channels (online and offline) associated with those brands.
· Sample Size & Methods -A sample size of 50 participants, using smartphones over an age of 18 has been determined for this research. This sample size is chosen based on the need to balance data collection feasibility and statistical power. A non-probability sampling technique, specifically convenience sampling, will be employed for this research. This method involves selecting participants based on their accessibility and availability. While this method may introduce some bias, it is suitable for this study due to time and resource constraints

The quantitative data collected through surveys will be analysed. This analysis will help identify correlations between exposure to different marketing strategies and brand equity metrics. By statistically evaluating the data, the research can explore how IMC and digital marketing, both individually and in combination, influence consumer perceptions and ultimately contribute to brand equity within the smartphone industry.
[bookmark: _Toc172813563]3.3 Analysis of Data 
Descriptive statistics will be employed to summarize the survey data, providing insights into the central tendencies and dispersion of variables such as brand awareness, image, loyalty, and perceived value. Frequency distributions and measures of central tendency (mean, median, mode) will be calculated to understand the distribution of responses using Microsoft Excel. Additionally, correlation analysis will be conducted to examine relationships between variables, such as the correlation between exposure to different marketing channels and brand loyalty. Thematic analysis will be applied to identify recurring patterns and themes related to content creation practices and perceptions of brand equity. By coding the interview transcripts, key themes will be identified, such as the most effective marketing channels, the role of influencer marketing, and the factors influencing brand loyalty from the perspective of content creators. These analytical approaches will provide a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between IMC, digital marketing, and brand equity in the smartphone industry.

[bookmark: _Toc172813564]3.4 Ethical Considerations 
To ensure the ethical conduct of this research, several key considerations will be addressed. First, informed consent will be a cornerstone. Participants in online surveys will be given clear information about the study's goals, how their data will be used, and their right to withdraw at any time. Anonymity and confidentiality will be strictly maintained. All collected data will be anonymized, and participants will not be identifiable in the final report. Deception will be avoided entirely. The research will be completely transparent about its objectives, and participants will not be misled in any way. As a researcher, I will be aware of potential biases and strive for objectivity in presenting the findings. By adhering to these ethical principles, the research aims to protect participant privacy, ensure their autonomy, and ultimately contribute valuable knowledge to the field without compromising individual rights.
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