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This study investigates factors affecting the customer  
experience when buying affordable luxury sports cars in Germany. 
The findings contribute to the current knowledge by identifying 
differences between first-time and experienced buyers and  
mapping out two different customer experience journeys.

Dr. Philipp Schnierle, Prof. Dr. Yuksel Ekinci, Prof. Dr. Marco Schmäh,  
Christina Weidemann, B.Sc.
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of Customer Experience

62

Schwerpunkt  Customer Experience of Luxury Sports Cars



Marketing Review St. Gallen    5 | 2022

Dr. Philipp Schnierle 
Brand Manager, Audi AG, Ingolstadt, Germany
philipp.schnierle@audi.de

Prof. Dr. Yuksel Ekinci
Professor of Marketing, University of Portsmouth, 
Portsmouth, United Kingdom
yuksel.ekinci@port.ac.uk

Prof. Dr. Marco Schmäh
Marketing & Sales Management,  
ESB Business School, Reutlingen, Germany
marco.schmaeh@reutlingen-university.de

Christina Weidemann, B.Sc. 
Research Assistant,  
Department of International Management,  
ESB Business School, Reutlingen, Germany
christina_luisa.weidemann@student.reutlingen-university.de

The consumption of luxury goods is at a 
peak, due to increasing global wealth and 
low interest rates, resulting in a vast supply 
of goods and services (Statista, 2022). The 
importance of the experiential aspects of 
consumption can be traced back to Hol-
brook and Hirschman (1982) who argue 
that consumers no longer simply purchase 
goods or services based on the fact sheet; 
they are also interested in brand expe-
rience. According to the prominent brand 
gurus, a brand is “a name and a symbol”, a 
“design or mark that enhances the value of 
a product beyond its functional purpose” 
(Farquhar, 1989; Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993) 
and has positive  influence on customer 
decision-making processes (Truong et al., 
2008; Atwal & Williams, 2009; Brakus et al., 
2009; Puccinelli et al., 2009; Esch et al., 2012). 

In the digital age traditional car manufac-
turers face considerable challenges when 
confronted with rapidly changing custo-
mer behaviours and attitudes. Customer 
experience is more relevant than ever. 
Thus, successful brands must develop and 
maintain a positive image to sustain their 
competitive advantage and build a brand 
equity that is beneficial for customers and 
companies. Existing research on customer 
experience and brand equity has mainly fo-
cused on functional aspects and on regular 
industries such as fast moving consumer 
goods, retail, fashion brands or non-luxury 
consumer goods (Iglesias et al., 2011; Ra-
maseshan & Stein, 2014). This underpins 
the need for additional research within 
a luxury segment. Therefore, this study 
aims to identify the factors that determine 
customer experience in the affordable lu-
xury sports car sector in Germany and to 
explore the crucial touchpoints from the 
consumers’ perspective.

Affordable Luxury 
Brands and Customer 
Experience
 
A generic formula of “luxury” is difficult 
due to different perceptions and cultural 

changes in consumer behaviour have re-
defined the meaning, interpretation, and 
perception of luxury and luxury brands 
(Atwal & Williams, 2009). Some authors 
have described this phenomenon as 
“premium-to-luxury” (D’Arpizio et al., 
2017) or “new luxury” (Silverstein & 
Fiske, 2003). Affordable luxury typically 
characterises the high end of a product 
or service segment and is accessible by 
consumers outside the distinct segment 
with higher purchasing power than the 
average (Duma et al., 2016). Affordable 
luxury caters to a target group seeking 
a prestige–price trade-off (Truong et al., 
2009; Kumar et al., 2020). 

A recent report on the automotive in-
dustry has shown a segmentation of the 
luxury car market into affordable and 
absolute luxury (Daedal, 2018). Brands in 
the affordable luxury price segment have 
experienced significant growth over the 
past few years and have expanded their 
line-up to reach a wider clientele, while 

differences (Dubois & Paternault, 1995). 
However, the concept of “affordable 
luxury” can be differentiated from 
“luxury”. This study builds upon the 
research results of Kapferer and Bastien 
(2009) who introduce several criteria re-
levant to luxury brands. Here, luxury is a 
subjective, hedonistic experience, offered 
at a price that far exceeds its mere func-
tional value. Luxury is often tied to a her-
itage or to unique know-how and is only 
available in limited quantities. Lastly, 
luxury represents a sense of privilege or 
access to a social group and is usually 
accompanied by personalised services. 

Derived from this definition, affordable 
luxury represents a recent shift in con-
sumption trends. Due to a continuous 
growth of the middle class over the last 
decades, not only super-rich individuals 
can now afford luxury goods (Albrecht 
et al., 2013; Riley et al., 2015) but the 
upper middle class as well (Vigneron & 
Johnson, 2004; Duma et al., 2016). Recent 
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factors affecting customer experience in 
the affordable luxury sports car sector?

Theoretical Framework
 
In order to address the research ques-
tion, two complementary conceptual 
frameworks were employed in the 
present study. The first one is a psycho-
metric model that captures customer 
experience with regard to affordable 
luxury cars from the car owner’s point 
of view based on the consumer-based 
brand equity model (CBBE) introduced 
by Çifci et al. (2016). CBBE consists of 
three layers that are relevant to this 
study: the cognitive (rational), emotional 
(symbolic), and behavioural aspects of 
the brand. According to Çifci et al. (2016) 
brand awareness, physical quality, and 
staff behaviour are cognitive factors. 
Self-congruence, brand identification, 
and lifestyle congruence are emotional 

Management Summary

Management Summary
This research combines two 
models – customer-based brand 
equity and the process model of 
customer experience – to provide 
an in-depth understanding of 
customer experience in the sector 
of affordable luxury sports cars 
in Germany. The findings from 32 
semi-structured interviews provide 
new insights into customer journey 
mapping for this sector. The 
customer journey mapping reveals 
customer experience touchpoints 
and differences of customer 
experience in the pre-purchasing, 
purchasing and post-purchasing 
stages. Customer experience 
journeys were found to differ 
depending on customers’ previous 
experience with sports cars.

the absolute luxury car segment is gover-
ned by the notion of exclusivity (Daedal, 
2018). In both segments customer expe-
rience plays a crucial role. “Customer 
experience is a multidimensional cons-
truct focusing on a customer’s cognitive, 
emotional, behavioural, sensorial, and 
social responses to a company’s offerings 
during the customer’s entire purchase 
journey” (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016, p. 
71). Customer experience does not only 
influence purchasing decision but also 
customer loyalty (Torres et al., 2017). 
Although the luxury brand segment is 
growing, there is a limited amount of stu-
dies exploring the customer experience 
journey and purchasing decision in this 
sector (Khan & Rahman, 2015). When 
speaking about luxury goods, it may be 
assumed that the drivers and success fac-
tors of customer experience in the auto-
motive industry may differ immensely 
from the non-luxury sector, which leads 
to the following question: What are the 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework Based on the Consumer-Based Brand Equity  
and the Customer Experience Journey Models
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factors. Brand loyalty is a behavioural 
factor. Consumer satisfaction with the 
most recent brand experience mediates 
the effect of cognitive and emotional 
factors on brand loyalty. 

The second model is a process-oriented 
model by Lemon and Verhoef (2016) that 
captures the customer experience journey 
(CEXJ) in three consumption stages: pre-
purchase, purchase and post purchase. 
The process model guides the analysis of 
customer experience touchpoints along 
these three consumption stages. 

As can be seen in figure 1, CBBE is ap-
plied in three consumption stages in 
order to explore the customer experience 
of affordable luxury sports car brands 
from a car owner’s point of view.

The methodology and study findings are 
discussed in the next sections.

Research Methodology
 
A total of 32 respondents participated 
in 60-minute long, semi-structured, in-
depth interviews. For the demographics 
of the sample see table 1. Since it is hard 
to gain access to the owners of luxury 
brand cars and most people do not have 
the time to participate in an interview, 
snowball sampling was used (Saunders 
et al., 2016). This means that after iden-
tifying a group of respondents, the next 
person was identified based on their 
recommendations. 

The interviews were recorded, transcri-
bed, and coded. Afterwards, the data ob-
tained were subjected to content analysis 
(Krippendorf, 2004; Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005; Saunders et al., 2016) based on the 
procedures suggested by Cavana et al. 
(2001). In accordance with the recommen-
dations by Kumar (2011), a computer-as-
sisted qualitative data analysis software – 
NVIVO – was used. Thus, clear keyword 
data could be put in context to evaluate 
meanings and subconscious information.

To ensure the reliability and validity 
of the findings, the questions were 
pilot-tested and a consistent approach 
to content analysis was applied. The 
validity of this study was enhanced 
by utilising a specific coding scheme 
and a two-step analysis to combine the 
deductive and inductive approaches to 
theory building. 

Findings

Cognitive, Emotional, and 
Behavioural Aspects of Affordable 
Luxury Sports Car Brands

Brand awareness describes the precondi-
tion for the existence of a brand as part 
of a purchase evaluation. While feedback 
was provided by 19 respondents, the 
number of coded statements was less 
than a fifth compared to physical quality or 
staff behaviour. Nonetheless, the findings 
support the literature, defining brands 
as a symbol of quality, trust and status. 
Several participants expressed that trust 
in a brand that has been established 
over time rapidly shortens the decision-
making process. It also decreases the 
likelihood of brand switching, making 
it hard for the competition to win over 
customers.

Staff behaviour refers to the competence 
of the staff, mainly sales and customer 
service employees. All participants re-
peatedly stressed that excellent product 
knowledge provided by the staff is par-
ticularly important. The possible long-
term negative effects of feeling pressured 
by persuasive selling strategies or of not 
being treated as an equal partner are 
worth mentioning. What is surprising 
and novel is that many informants men-
tioned the dimension of trust especially 
within the concept of staff behaviour. 
According to the interviewees, it is an 
important prerequisite for doing busi-
ness and is influenced by the appearance, 
behaviour and demographic attributes of 
the salesperson or mechanic. 

n = 32. Source: Own depiction.

• �Gender Male 	 (n = 23)

Female 	 (n = 9)

• �Age groups over 50 	 (n = 7)

47 – 49 	 (n = 5) 

34 – 37 	 (n = 2)

24 – 28 	 (n = 2)

n/a 	 (n = 16)

• �Buying 
experience

Experienced	 (n = 18) 

First time 	 (n = 14)

• �Region Munich 	 (n = 9)

Cologne 	 (n = 13)

Hamburg 	 (n = 10)

• �Sole purchasing decision maker

• �Has purchased a new affordable luxury 
sports car within the last 5 years

• �Intention of repurchasing a  
new luxury sports car

• �Experienced with after-sales services

Table 1: Demographics  
of the Sample

Main Propositions

1	 A recent report on the 
automotive industry has shown 
a segmentation of the luxury 
car market into affordable and 
absolute luxury.

2	 In both segments customer 
experience plays a crucial role.

3	 To maintain customer 
satisfaction, an affordable 
luxury brand should deliver 
sensory pleasure and cognitive 
stimulation.

4	 The drivers and factors 
affecting brand experience in 
the affordable luxury sports 
car sector differ from a general 
customer experience map. 
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Physical quality encompasses more than 
just product quality and experience; it 
also describes the quality at relevant 
touchpoints, such as the showroom. Al-
most all the participants (29) provided 
feedback regarding physical quality 
issues. According to the participants, 
the product design remains one of the 
top purchase criteria for luxury cars. 
The participants mostly agreed that a 
high-priced car should not be equip-
ped with the same design, material, or 
technology features as a lower-priced 
car. Additionally, they expressed their 
desire for a separate showroom, which is 
a clear indication for separation efforts. 
Slightly surprisingly, many participants 
pointed out that their car also needs to 
offer everyday suitability to some extent. 

Within the symbolic concept, brand 
identification was the most important 
component mentioned (32 participants). 
206 answers were grouped that imply 
social status, symbolic value, or the in-
tegration of social groups. In accordance 
with status-linked theories (Mason, 1992; 
Grace & O’Cass, 2002; Nam et al., 2011), 
various interviewees cited the reactions 
of others as their underlying motivation. 
Furthermore, some participants mentio-
ned the possibility of meeting like-min-
ded people as well as getting access to 
certain exclusive groups as an appealing 
benefit. As a result, consumers positively 
value brands with a high reputation in 
the groups they belong to or aspire to 
belong to. 

Additionally, 30 respondents provided 
information regarding lifestyle, however, 
in nearly 50 % fewer coded statements 
than on brand identification. They 
described their lifestyle as highly in-
dependent, requiring a representative 
vehicle to reach high-society destinations 
or participate in exclusive hobbies. Self-
reward was also occasionally mentioned 
as a purchase motivation for luxury cars, 
e.g. a childhood dream car, an aspect that 
might have some potential with regard to 
marketing strategies. 

a feeling of overall trust and confidence 
in the brand, the organisation, and its 
employees (Batra & Keller, 2016). Brand 
trust has not been explored in previous 
consumer-based brand equity models, 
thus providing an incentive for further 
research.

Touchpoint Analysis: Customer 
Journey Maps of Affordable 
Luxury Sports Car Brands

Based on the analysis of the data, two 
different types of potential customer ex-
perience clusters emerged, represented 
by first-time buyers (43 %) and experien-
ced buyers (57 %) as shown in figure 2. 

Pre-purchase Stage
 
The most substantial differences bet-
ween the two groups can be seen in the 
total number of relevant touchpoints 
and the length of each process step. For 
example, actions preferred by first-time 
buyers, such as a visit to the dealer or a 
test drive, take more time than reading a 
magazine article. Thus, the pre-purchase 
stage is longer for first-time buyers than 
for experienced buyers.  

Although the touchpoint dealer is import-
ant for both groups, experienced buyers 
tend to regard dealers as less important. 
The strongest difference concerns the 
touchpoint test drive. While more than 
71 % of all first-time buyers expect a test 
drive, this is not essential for more than 
44 % of the experienced buyers. 

Concerning brand information, the brand 
page is slightly more relevant for first-
time buyers, while online configurators are 
of high relevance for both groups. The 
touchpoint internet in general plays an 
important role for both groups, too, but 
the channels used are different. While 
experienced buyers prefer to browse the 
online pages of automotive magazines, 
first-time buyers tend to gather informa-

The scope of self-congruence in the data 
set was limited (mentioned by 22 par-
ticipants only). Thus, the results in this 
field are not representative and have 
to be evaluated critically. The findings 
lead to the assumption that a luxury car 
should represent values that are relevant 
to the target group in terms of self-es-
teem. Thus, a luxury car can be used to 
complement or even create the image of 
its owner, which sometimes might lead 
to a discrepancy between the ideal and 
the actual self. 

Most of the participants (30) repeatedly 
mentioned the dimension of brand trust 
across all the analysed concepts. Thus, 
it was interpreted as a consequence of 
affective and cognitive associations and 
defined as an additional symbolic com-
ponent in this study. Brand trust is gene-
rally understood as the willingness of the 
average consumer to rely on the ability of 
the brand to perform its stated function, 
thus reducing uncertainty and perceived 
risk (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). Also, 
brand trust lays a strong foundation for 
brand loyalty and long-term satisfaction. 
All aspects encountered during the cus-
tomer journey should therefore engender 

Lessons Learned

1	 Two different customer journey 
maps can be created based on 
different customer experience 
clusters: first-time buyers and 
experienced buyers.

2	 A touchpoint analysis from the 
customer perspective identified 
differences in purchase 
stages and the relevance of 
touchpoints.

3	 Staff behaviour and brand trust 
were found to be key factors 
for customer satisfaction and 
brand identification.
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Source: Own depiction.

Fig. 2: Customer Journey Map – First-time Buyers vs. Experienced Buyers
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tion via social media. This may be linked 
to the fact that social and external influen-
ces play a significantly more important 
role for first-time buyers (64.29 %) than 
for experienced buyers (33.33 %). The last 
group feels more informed by doing their 
own research. 

Another interesting finding was that all 
answers were negative when the parti-
cipants were asked whether they could 
imagine having a 3D animation or vir-
tual experience instead of a real product 
experience. Furthermore, the touchpoint 
event is not important for first-time buy-
ers and only slightly relevant for expe-
rienced buyers.

Purchase Stage
 
Differences between the two groups can 
also be observed during the purchase 
stage. This stage is again longer for first-
time buyers. Experienced buyers tend to 
complete this process rapidly, often re-
ducing it to the minimum of formal acts 
between seller and buyer. The majority 
of experienced buyers stated that they 
know what they want, which gives them 
control over the process and most of the 
variables. In comparison, only 7.14 % of 
all first-time buyers showed a similar 
behaviour. 

Additionally, first-time buyers pointed 
out more often that price- and finance-
related negotiations play an important 
role (28.57 %). Experienced buyers men-
tioned this aspect less often (11.11 %). 
Both groups consider the sales represen-
tative a crucial touchpoint and stressed 
the wish to have only one contact person 
to deal with. However, for experienced 
buyers the personal contact and trust 
and therefore the importance of a sales 
representative ranked higher (33.33 %) 
than for first-time buyers (21.43 %).

A substantial difference was apparent 
regarding delivery time. Experienced 
buyers expect a fast delivery (within a 

from the customer perspective identified 
differences between first-time and expe-
rienced buyers in the various purchase 
stages regarding the relevance of certain 
touchpoints. Touchpoints such as social 
media, test drives and delivery time 
were of high relevance but played a va-
rying role depending on the customer’s 
experience. 

The results of this research complement 
the CBBE model introduced by Çifci et 
al. (2016) and extend it by adding the 
concept of brand trust. The findings 
highlight the importance of trust, iden-
tification, and product quality for the 
customer experience in the segment of 
affordable luxury sports cars. Brand 
trust influences brand loyalty, thus im-
proving and complementing the existing 
model.

However, although the six brand equity 
concepts proposed by Çifci et al. (2016) 
are broadly applicable for understanding 
customer experience in the affordable 
luxury sports car industry, the content 
of these concepts differs from that sugge-
sted by the original authors. For example, 
staff behaviour was found to be one of 
the key factors for customer satisfaction 
and brand identification. Moreover, the 
concept of lifestyle congruence was 
strengthened. Here, the individual stage 
of life is relevant and key drivers such as 
self-reward and self-esteem bring a new 
element to the debate. 

Adding to previous research regarding 
satisfaction and loyalty, this study sug-
gests that physical quality, staff behavi-
our, brand identification, and brand trust 
are the key aspects for brand satisfaction 
and loyalty in the luxury automotive 
industry. This important insight is sig-
nificant for both scientists and practitio-
ners and may inform future research on 
consumer psychology.

This study introduced valid and relia-
ble information on determinants that, 
if met from the consumers’ point of 

few weeks), while first-time buyers are 
comfortable with a longer delivery time.

Post-purchase Stage  
 
For the post-purchase stage, which is 
chiefly concerned with after-sales and 
service-relevant topics, no major distinc-
tion between the two groups could be 
observed. Also, there was no difference 
in the length of the post-purchase pro-
cess step. The most interesting aspect 
at this stage concerned the treatment 
the buyers expect with regard to prefe-
rential treatment during servicing and 
obtaining an appointment at the de-
alership. Interestingly, the experienced 
buyers scored lower (44.44 %) than the 
first-time buyers (50 %) regarding their 
expectation of preferential treatment. An 
explanation could be the more appealing 
offer for first timers than for experienced 
customers.

Regarding the exchange with others and 
joining a club or community, a large num-
ber of buyers were not interested at all. 
This trend could also be observed for the 
touch points factory tour, brand events, 
and car assembly which turned out to be 
rather irrelevant for both groups. Interes-
tingly, first-timer buyers showed a higher 
number of positive and negative attitudes 
towards the exchange with other buyers 
(–28.57 % and +28.57 %) compared to ex-
perienced buyers (–11.11 % and +22.22 %). 

Conclusion 
 
The aim of the present research was to 
explore the spectrum and determinants 
of the customer experience within the 
segment of affordable luxury sports 
car brands in Germany. The findings 
of this study contribute to the current 
knowledge by mapping out two diffe-
rent customer experience journeys for 
luxury sports cars in Germany, based 
on Lemon and Verhoef’s (2016) customer 
journey model. A touchpoint analysis 
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view, lead to a successful evaluation, 
ending in brand or product loyalty. It 
gives practitioners and managers a 
compass indicating which touchpoints 
are relevant to which customer group. 
Retail managers should also take into 
consideration the social environment of 
a customer, which plays a significant role 
in the pre-purchase phase. In this con-
text, new marketing concepts could be 
derived involving the friends and family 
of a prospective customer.

longer period of time and with a grea-
ter sample size. It might also consider 
new regulatory initiatives or changes in 
the social acceptance of luxury sports 
cars. Regarding the different customer 
journeys of first-time and experienced 
buyers, using a circular model instead 
of a linear one for experienced buyers 
might be worth considering, since pre-
vious customer journey experience can 
influence preferences in the repurchase 
stage. �

Since this study has several limitations 
such as a small sample size and hetero-
geneous demographic characteristics of 
the sample, the findings cannot be ge-
neralized and may be subject to biases. 
However, by relying on a strong litera-
ture body and two established concep-
tional frameworks, the study still pro-
vides relevant insights into the niche 
market of affordable luxury sports cars 
in Germany. Future research could 
revisit the same study setting over a 
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