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Abstract

This research aimed to identify and rank factors affecting customer experience for purchasing luxury
brands. Therefore, a phenomenological approach was used in the qualitative stage to identify the
components of the customer experience for purchasing luxury brands. Then, the model was tested
and ranked using the SWARA method and structural equations. The data collection instrument was
a semi-structured interview with Apple brand products sales managers. In order to ensure the return
of a sufficient questionnaire (10% confidence margin), the sample number of 384 customers and sales
manager of the Apple brand was determined, and the questionnaire was randomly distributed. The
researcher achieved theoretical saturation through 18 interviews and finally provided 130 concept
codes in six main dimensions, including luxury brand, consumer experience, brand prestige pricing,
brand trust, brand thinking, and brand satisfaction.
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1. Introduction

In the consumer behavior culture, the word ”customer experience” has been around for a long
time. Companies are spending extensively in understanding the customer experience because they
perceive it as a vital determinant in success in the new world. As a result, the importance of
customer experience as a strategic element in the success of manufacturing companies is apparent
today. The growing importance of economic and trade exchanges has created the circumstances for
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forming a network of interconnected systems and organizations. One of the essential tasks for every
organization’s senior management is to develop solid names and brands that may grow in strength
and capability through time while keeping their promises and obligations. A competitive advantage
can be gained by creating a customer experience [2].

2. Theoretical literature of research

2.1. Customer experience

The concept of customer experience was first introduced by Holbrooke and Herchman. This
concept initially focused more on customers’ rational decision-making to fulfill their promises and
commitments to improve their behavior over time, as they tend to behave. Studies have shown
that the customer experience effectively increases the financial performance of businesses, which can
improve the position of businesses in the minds of customers. Customer experience requires strategic
thinking in managing the customer and company experience and has a special place. Recognizing
the factors affecting consumer behavior helps organizations drive their strategies in customer and
brand to achieve maximum goals [26].

Investing in customer experience has been touted as a strategic advantage, and companies are
aware that they need to build credibility for their business to improve the quality of their brand
value. A strong brand results from a positive customer service experience, which can be the basis
for creating an engaging and unique experience [3].

According to studies, customer experience reflects a company’s performance, which is divided
into three parts:

1. The customer experience allows customers to shape their perceptions based on the technical
performance of the services provided (task section).

2. Physical and tangible factors related to services (mechanical part).

3. The behavior and appearance of service providers reflect the human part of customer experience
management.

3. Definition of customer experience

Everyone believes that the customer experience is a product of the interactions between people,
processes, systems, and relevant emotions.

� Morio et al. believed that the customer experience is a creative and analytical process that
focuses on strategy and performance. This process challenges organizations is completely
customer-focused and can differentiate organizations [27].

� Kim et al. stated that customer experience management is a concerted effort to achieve spe-
cific goals by improving the quality and continuity of customer interaction. Some people define
customer experience as a state in which a customer feels value and remembers it, with character-
istics such as freshness, learning, personal communication, or delighting customers. Customer
experience, according to this definition, is the consequence of a consumer’s mental reaction to
direct or indirect communication with a brand, which encompasses all aspects of a product
and service, such as capabilities, advertising and promotion, appearance, reliability, and so on.
It also incorporates messages such as which brand, how and by what means, and by which
customers should be sensed and defined as part of service marketing [22].
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� According to researchers, the customer experience is described as obtaining pleasurable en-
joyment from interacting with a brand. Every time a consumer and an organization contact,
the customer learns something about the company and alters their behavior because of their
interactions, which affects the company’s profitability.

� A new technique to measure customer satisfaction, according to Kranzbühler et al., is the
customer experience, which helps managers in organizations and creates a strong relationship
foundation. This strategy uses technological advantages to ensure the best possible communi-
cation between the consumer and the company [24].

The customer experience aims to take customers from satisfaction to loyalty and advocacy. Creating a
high level of customer focus, i.e., the stage of operational efficiency, income production, and assisting
in the maximization of customer satisfaction, is the consumer experience [4].

4. Dimensions of customer experience

Researchers such as Mahours and Hares consider the customer experience as a set of interactions
between the customer and the product, identified as different dimensions of the customer experience.
This identification is a strategy and performance-oriented creative and analytical approach. Based on
customer knowledge, improving customer satisfaction leads to a pleasant experience since customers
appreciate the quality of their contacts with the organization just as much as the quality of the
products and services, and the organization is responsible for creating this perception. Payne and
Gilmour address the value of experience in today’s society, as well as the benefits that businesses
may receive by providing positive client experiences [25].

Peña et al. have identified the dimensions of experience, including emotional and cognitive ex-
periences (thought), physical (action), and social identity (relationship) [1]. Reyhani considered the
customer experience a set of perceptions, emotions, and thoughts that include feelings, cognition,
relationships, and behavior, and a multidimensional concept that includes cognitive, emotional, be-
havioral, emotional, and social components [31]. [21] intended three dimensions, including brand
experience, service experience (service provider), and after-consumption experience, to measure and
measure consumer experience [21].

5. Brand experience

This dimension of consumer experience relates to the time before purchase, consumer perceptions
about the brand, features, and criteria in the decision-making process. Options in the evaluation pro-
cess reflect brand experience, consumer perception of product value, and pricing against competitors’
services.

Service Experience (Provider): this section of consumer experience includes consumer per-
ceptions of ease of use and access to various channels, employee encounters, and the environment in
which products are delivered.

Post-purchase experience (consumption): This dimension of the consumer experience is
related to post-purchasing and acquired experience.

Brau et al. referred to organizational processes and stated that brand would process can be
a critical factor in creating a pleasant experience and remains in the customer’s mind. According
to this study, there are numerous examples where the deployment of technology and systems helps
to create potential customer experiences. In addition, low-cost processes can significantly imaffect
customer experience without implementing an extensive system [5].
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Table 1: Organizational factors affecting the customer experience

The process of implementing and designing

2016 Kranzbühler (2018).

Customer Experience
Customer experience design

Measuring customer experience
Customer experience strategy

Leadership
Customer understanding

2016 Johnston. (2018).

Prioritization
Designing

Presentation
measurement

Culture
Cultural mindsets

2017 Jain, (2017).Strategic orientations
Company capabilities

6. Luxury brand

The interest in luxury is inherent in people as a fascinating matter so that even the most rational
managers and analysts of marketing and consumer behavior are affected. Luxury brands are usually
more popular than their peers. Furthermore, these managers are superior customers of these brands
who have high and quickly expendable income and mental preparedness for purchasing things that
reflect the taste and social status [6].

Money is a measure of wealth in today’s capitalist world, and the luxury of the brand reflects the
social class of individuals from past times [19].

For example, the rich in ancient Rome and Greece used expensive clothes and perfumes to show
their greatness to other classes. This high price made them feel more proud, prevented the access of
the lower classes, and maintained their uniqueness for a long time.

Luxury goods are usually expensive, and according to studies, brand luxury is a cultural phe-
nomenon among affluent people, which is unique, high-quality, leading to distinction, high social
class, and a sense of superiority and specialness [7].

7. Reason for luxury brand attractiveness

According to Schiffman, a theorist in consumer behavior, people use luxury brands to show
their higher social base to others rather than their needs. Hence, people use the luxury brand to
demonstrate their social base higher, and these brands usually have a strong focus on differentiation
strategy. For example, expensive Adidas shoes, MacBooks, or Apple phones usually differentiate
people, give them a sense of power and distinction, and induce the idea that they have a higher
social class. The luxury brand is a multidimensional and conceptual structure and includes physical
and psychological values in functional and symbolic terms. There are other definitions of luxury
brands, such as exclusivity, scarcity, price, and (much) higher quality [8].

There are two reasons why people become interested in luxury brands:
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7.1. Luxury brand profitability

Luxury brands’ financial charts show that luxuryism remains an ATM that can generate high
income and capital returns. Louis Vuitton’s net profit-to-investment ratio in 1994 was more than
120%, while the optimal minimum ratio of financial managers in other industries was 15%. The same
ratio was not available to all companies, but it could be on the other side of the coin.

7.2. Tendency and desire

Creative designers are born every day to add new codes of taste and excellence and create their
fashion and luxury homes. These people should remember the three primary conditions for creating
a luxury strategy at the beginning of the activity:

� The product should create social value for its owners.

� The product should have the power of dreaming for a sufficient number of people.

� The company must be small enough [15].

8. Luxury brand and customer experience

Today, customer experience management has a unique position in all industries, even mobile
and computer equipment, because identifying factors affecting consumer behavior helps companies
achieve their customer and brand strategies to obtain maximum marketing goals [17].

Investing in quality products is a strategic advantage, and many companies increase the value of
their brand for the customer by raising the level of products [9].

The customer experience of the luxury brand is the main challenge of this research because today,
the experience can engrave in the customer’s mind as one of the most potent factors that can lead
the customer to return and purchase or recommend the organization to others.

The customer experience has several significant benefits:

1. Improving and maintaining existing customers by creating a pleasant experience

2. Improving the long-term customer loyalty

3. Increasing customer retention

4. Reducing the cost and time of training

5. Enhancing income from cross-sectional and continuous sales

6. Making the relationship between central values of the organization

7. Ensuring the acceptance of laws and regulations

8. Creating a competitive differentiation [10].

Organizations invest in customer experience management to ensure steady and positive customers
interaction and reduce costs. The primary element of the customer experience is the quality review,
organization assessment, and human resource training. Generally, customer experience management
is based on a 360-degree cycle of continuous performance improvement.

A good product can be made, but creating an excellent experience for return is not easy. From
product shows, such as music concerts to high-quality advertising, and physical and online stores
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that have transformed the shopping experience indicate that Apple has transformed the customer
experience. An important aspect of Apple advertising is storytelling to create an experience in the
customers, engage their emotions, and convert an ordinary purchase of Apple into an exciting event
[14].

Apple never engages in price warfare, generally keeps the price, which is often high, steady, and
pays attention to its unimaginable, beautiful, and well-made value instead of thinking about price.
Apple always emphasizes enriching the user experience through its products and accessories. Every
time Apple launches a product, it ensures that it is worth paying this high price. This method can
be used for any product and service by distinguishing the whole market [11].

Apple has a long history of promoting its products through brand ambassadors and prominent
people. Actors and actresses promote Apple products and participate in Apple advertisements on
their social media platforms, such as Instagram. When a highly influential person introduces a
product and tells their fans that it is good, a long and fruitful process begins [16].

Every year, the Interbrand Institute announces the world’s most valuable brands, and its most
recent report (2020) published a list of the finest brands in the world, in which Apple is still one
of the ten most valuable brands. This Institute evaluates a company’s entire worth based on three
factors: financial performance, brand impact on customer decisions, and brand strength. Many
celebrities, actors, musicians, and athletes worldwide use Apple phones concerning the attractiveness
of the products of this brand [13]. People who use Apple products, such as celebrities, think that
they are more attractive to others. Apple products have a considerable profit margin, and Apple
does not want to change this approach. Given that in today’s young society, people are influenced
by virtual media, celebrities, and their attitudes toward brands, one of the tools of difference are the
use of Apple products, which have a relatively higher price than other phones [18].

One of the reasons that attract Iranians to buy Apple iPhones is related to the feeling of luxury
and opulence. Rich people like to flaunt their expensive possessions on social media, and Apple
iPhones are a popular choice. Therefore, Apple is considered a symbol of luxury, and those who
purchase an Apple product feel superior to their peers. Buying Apple in Iran, especially the newer
models offers a sense of luxury because of the way the company designs and prices its products.

The second point is to create a sense of self-confidence. Apple iPhones, for example, have excellent
technological features and appeal, which instills confidence in its users [12].

This research aimed to rank factors affecting the customer experience by using luxury brands,
which is acceptable for the audience to be luxurious and includes a wide range of customers in addition
to the high price so that they can use the interview to find out more about the customer experience.
Therefore, this research considered the products of the Apple brand (iPhone or iPad and tablet)
as a luxury brand, which have been accepted by young people because of the sense of distinction.
According to the researchers’ review, no research has been conducted on the customer experience of
purchasing luxury commercial brands using qualitative and phenomenological approaches. Therefore,
the main problem of the research is understanding the customer experience of purchasing luxury
commercial brands using a phenomenological approach.

9. Research methodology

The research population was the purchasers of Apple products, including iPad, iMac, iPhone,
Apple Watch, Apple TV, and Apple tablet, as well as academic experts who investigated in the field
of customer experience and luxury brands. The sampling was continued until theoretical saturation,
and phenomenology and mixed-method were used to conduct the research. The two basic approaches
in phenomenology were descriptive and interpretive phenomenology.
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An interpretive approach was used to deeply interpret the participants’ experience, in which the
researcher and participants have a prior understanding of the subject, which cannot be interpreted.
Six steps have been recommended for hermeneutic phenomenological strategy, which has also been
used to consider components in sampling in qualitative research. These steps include orienting
towards the nature of the experience of living, explaining the experience as it is lived, analyzing
the data using phenomenological cognitive reflections, phenomenological writing similar to grounded
note-taking, maintaining a continuous and robust relationship with the phenomenon, and establishing
balance in the research context. The phenomenological cognitive reflections can identify concepts,
themes, and categories similar to coding in other qualitative methods such as grounded theory.
Therefore, sampling in this section is based on objectives in applied research to identify the factors
affecting the customer experience of purchasing luxury brands. Hence, 18 people were selected to
participate in this study using the snowball method. The critical point of selecting participants was
purchasing Apple products in the past year. In addition, it is crucial to pay attention to theoretical
adequacy (saturation) regarding the sample size and volume in qualitative research. The saturation
adequacy was achieved when adding new units to new information to build a theme in this study
after 17 people reached saturation adequacy. Table 2 shows the demographic characteristics of the
interviewees, who were 13 female and 5 male between the ages of 17 and 38.

Table 2: Demographic characteristics of the participants

The researcher studied young people aged 19 to 30 in Tehran who have bought Apple products
such as iMac, iPhone, Apple Watch, Apple TV, and Apple tablet from specialized shopping malls and
passages of phones and computer equipment such as Paytakht, Reza, Aladdin, and Kourosh. The
sampling was performed by the convenience method according to the assurance of adequate return
of the questionnaire (10% confidence margin) and the use of Cochran’s table (384 questionnaires).
The questionnaire consisted of 28 questions based on a five-point Likert scale from strongly disagree
(1) to strongly agree (5). The Structural Equation Model (SEM) technique was used by Partial
Least Squares (PLS) path modeling method to evaluate the validity of the structure (convergent and
divergent validity). In addition, three criteria of Factor Loading coefficients, Cronbach’s alpha, and
Composite Reliability were used to evaluate the reliability of the questionnaire.

10. Results

The results of the interviews were analyzed by phenomenological method, and the text of the
interviews was reviewed several times. Then, the data were broken down into semantic units in
sentences and paragraphs related to the primary meaning, which were reviewed several times. Then,
the appropriate codes of each semantic unit were written, and the codes were classified based on
semantic similarity. The analysis process was repeated in the same way with the addition of each
interview, and the interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached. The criterion for
achieving theoretical saturation was repetition in the extracted codes. In the open coding stage, 130
codes were identified, presented in Table 3 with the considerations made to the six main dimensions.
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Table 3: Customer experience model indicators of luxury brand

The researcher determined the weight factors affecting the customer experience of purchasing
luxury brands using the Step-Wise Weight Assessment Ratio Analysis (SWARA) method. This
method is one of the new multi-criteria decision-making methods introduced in 2010 by Violeta
Kershaline and Zavadskas, and Turskis. In this method, the experts first arrange the criteria in
order of importance, and the critical criterion is placed first and gets a score of one. Then, the
relative importance of each criterion compared to the previous criteria was determined, and finally,
the existing indicators are ranked based on the average values of relative importance [23] (Table 7)
(Si).

In the third step of the SWARA method, the coefficient (Ki) was calculated, which is one for
the index of creating a pleasant experience, which is the most important. This value has also been
calculated for other model indicators of customer experience management. The following equations
were used to calculate the initial weight of each criterion.

Qi =
Qi−1

Ki

Q1 = 1

Q2 =
Q1

K2

=
1

1.09
= 0.917

Q3 =
Q2

K3

=
0.917

1.24
= 0.740

These values are listed in the ”Initial Weight” column in Table 7. The linear normalization method
was according to the following equation to calculate the final weight.

Wi =
Qi∑
Qi
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Table 4: Prioritization of customer experience indicators of purchasing a luxury brand using the SWARA method

11. Evaluation of measurement model variables

11.1. Reliability (factor loads, Cronbach’s alpha, and composite reliability)

The most basic reliability criterion is the examination of factor loads, which must be above
0.5 to be approved. The numbers shown in reflective models on the path between structures and
representations represent the factor load. The results indicate that the variance between the structure
and its characteristics is greater than the measurement error variance of that structure. The factor
loads resulting from the implementation of the model reveal that all measures have a proper factor
load (Table 5).
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Table 5: Variables and factor loads

Cronbach’s alpha is an indicator for reliability analysis, representing a solid tradition in structural
equations to estimate reliability through the internal correlation of representations. The composite
reliability is another criterion with advantages over the traditional Cronbach’s alpha method for
calculating reliability. In the advantage of composite reliability, the structure reliability is calculated
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according to the correlation of their structures. In addition, the indicators with higher factor load are
more important to calculate the composite reliability. Therefore, both of these criteria are used to
better measure reliability. Values above 0.7 indicate acceptable reliability of the measurement models
in the case of Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability. According to Table ??, the reliability of
the measurement model is confirmed from the perspective of Cronbach’s alpha and the composite
reliability.

Table 6: Organizational factors affecting the customer experience

Structure Brand Brand Brand Customer Pricing Brand
behavior trust Awareness experience Pricing satisfaction

Alpha ≥ 0.7 0.936 0.859 0.926 0.779 0.941 0.869
CR≥0.7 0.807 0.830 0.769 0.844 0.852 0.866

12. Validity (convergent and divergent)

Fornell & Larcker introduced the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) criterion for convergent
validity, which shows the degree of correlation of a structure with its characteristics. All measurement
models of this study have good convergent validity because the value of Average Variance Extracted
for all structures is more than 0.5.

Table 7: Organizational factors affecting the customer experience

Structure Brand Brand Brand Customer Pricing Brand
behavior trust Awareness experience Pricing satisfaction

AVE≥0.5 0.698 0.622 0.557 0.685 0.589 0.698

Divergent validity is another criterion for measuring the fit of measurement models in the partial
least squares method. Divergent validity is acceptable when the value of the second root of variance
recovered for each structure is more significant than the common variance between that structure
and the other structures in the model. Table 8 shows the divergent validity of the model at the
structural level in terms of the Fornell-Larcker criterion.

Table 8: Divergent validity of research using Fornell-Larcker matrix
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13. Structural model evaluation

The fit of the measurement model examines the model, and the relationship of the hidden variables
is explained in the structural model. The coefficient of determination and t-statistics are used to
evaluate the model among the criteria of path coefficient. The numbers on the path of the structures
are called the path coefficient, the standardized beta in regression, or the correlation coefficient in
the structure to investigate the direct effect of variables. The numbers inside each circle represent
the R Squares (R2) of the parent structure, whose value continuously varies between zero and one. A
more significant coefficient of determination indicates that the regression line could better attribute
the dependent variable changes to the independent variable.

Table 9: Explained eigenvalues of variables



Identifying and ranking of factors affecting customer experience for purchasing luxury brands 2397

14. Hypothesis testing and significance coefficients based on the structural model

The correlation of dependent and independent variables is examined in a significant way. The
relationship between the two variables higher than the absolute value of 1.96 indicates a significant
relationship between the two variables. The model with factor loads analyzes how independent
variables affect the dependent ones. In Figures 2 and 1, since the coefficients t for all paths were
greater than 1.96, this path is significant, and the model is approved at a 95% confidence level.

Table 10: Research path coefficient

15. Criterion R Squares (R2) or the coefficient of determination

The coefficient of determination is the main criterion for evaluating the endogenous variables of
the structural model, which varies between zero and one. Determination coefficients of 0.67, 0.33,
and 0.19 in PLS route models are described as significant, moderate, and weak, respectively.

When f the structures of a given internal path model describe an endogenous latent variable with
a small number (one or two) of exogenous latent variables, the mean coefficient of determination
is acceptable. However, when if the endogenous latent variable relies on several latent extrinsic
variables, the value of the coefficient of determination must be at a significant level, i.e., more than
0.67. Otherwise, doubts are raised about the theoretical basis of the model, which shows that the
model is incapable of describing the endogenous latent variables. The results are as follows after
execution in PLS software:

Table 11: Coefficient of determination of variables

According to Table 11, the coefficient of determination for all variables is greater than 0.67,
indicating the variables have been correctly identified.
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Figure 1: Structural model of research with standard coefficients

16. The Goodness of Fit index (GOF)

This index examines the overall predictive ability of the model to evaluate the success of the
tested model in predicting endogenous latent variables. The value is in the range of zero and one,
and the value closer to the number one, indicates the appropriate quality of the structural model.
This index is the square of the product of the average of the common values and the coefficients
of determination. The values of 0.01, 0.25, and 0.36 are described as strong, medium, and weak,
respectively. This index is between zero and one, and values close to one indicate the appropriate
quality of the model [25]. This criterion is calculated using the following equation:

GOF =
√
0.781× 0.682 = 0.72

The proper goodness of fit of the model is confirmed given the value obtained (GoF = 0.72).

17. Results of confirmatory factor analysis

The overall fit index of the model indicates that the model used has a good fit and the collected
data supports the conceptual model of the research. The model is close to its value, determining
that the model has a good fit.

18. Discussion and conclusion

The results revealed that a brand that creates value for people beyond meeting the normal needs
and necessities of life could be a luxury brand. In other words, luxury brands are distinct from
other brands due to their unique characteristics, so purchasing one is more of a differentiating social
strategy. Due to their distinct characteristics, marketing these brands necessitates various strategies
and a thorough understanding of market conditions. For the successful implementation of marketing
strategies in this area, it is critical to understand the behavioral traits and customer decisions of these
companies [28]. For a luxury brand, whether a product or a service, branding is one of the most
challenging and sensitive marketing operations. The distinctive position of these brands requires
different strategies to design their branding elements, including name, color, and logo design, which
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Figure 2: Structural model of research in a significance mode

were consistent with those of Rahmani et al. Customers’ belief in the luxury brand profoundly affects
their experience and loyalty. One of the elements of a pleasant experience of a luxury brand is loyalty,
which leads to word of mouth and advice to others. Creating a good brand experience is essential in
the successful sale of a new product. Luxury brand marketing is concerned with conveying an image
of quality, efficiency, and credibility and seeks to sell an experience relevant to the lifestyle defined
for consumers of luxury goods. These results are in line with those of Rahimi et al. who realized
that quality and efficiency are part of the luxury brand affiliation strategy [30].

19. Research limitations

Most of the studies in this field have been theoretical, but this research conducted a practical
evidence study from the perspective of various experts. Phenomenology in the present study is free
from the limitations of quantitative methods (including pre-designed limited answers and options).
Therefore, the interviewer is free to ask questions and express enlightening contemplative expressions
in each interview, open and interviewed (due to creating an intimate atmosphere and based on
research ethics), to provide desired answers in detailed language based on past experiences and away
from various concerns. However, no previous study was found whose primary goal was to determine
the factors affecting the customer experience while purchasing premium commercial brands. In other
words, just a small number of components have been examined (rather than explained) theoretically
or practically in previous studies. This study extensively and deeply explained the phenomenon of
customer experience of purchasing luxury commercial brands so that some of the concepts extracted
in the present study were not considered in previous studies, and therefore the present study could
help. Creating a luxurious customer experience is one of the tools to acquire customers. These
brands go beyond and provide unique customer service that should always be considered a factor of
success [29].

20. Suggestions for future researchers

Researchers should consider that the luxury brand is trying to create a highly focused experience
among real customers, which is the opposite of marketing operations in the public product market.
Companies have several concentrated efforts together to acquire a wide range of customers.
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Public brands define their customers and then place them in the heavy volume of creative adver-
tising to purchase their products.

The simple design used to be enough for luxury brand stores, but now they have to consider
multidimensional design so that the presentation space has to be integrated with the brand’s beliefs.
The luxury brand has the opposite role, and the customers are drawn to it [32].

In other words, extending the customers of a luxury brand reduces their value, and thus only
loyal customers remain. The length of interviews with participants, which is especially common in
qualitative research, is one of the most common limitations. In this study, the change of interview
time and re-coordination occurred many times.
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