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Abstract

In recent decades, consumer markets have faced the challenges of increasing brand
convergence, a lack of understanding of the differences between competing offerings, and the
reduction of switching costs. This has revised traditional customer-oriented practices
inevitably and forces organizations to struggle to find and implement a component beyond
technical requirements. Customer experience as one of the most promising management
approaches is a new solution to facing these challenges. The purpose of this study is to
identify factors on the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral experiences in pre-purchase touch
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points and determine which of the experimental strategies leads to exceeding the standards
and expectations of customers. The current research is planned with a mixed approach and in
the form of two consecutive processes. In the first phase, the factors affecting the pre-
purchase experiences of customers have been identified through the synthesis of existing
literature and studies. For this purpose, 1268 articles focusing on customer experience were
reduced to 26 final studies in the screening process. In the second phase, relying on the
combined approach of graph theory (matrix permanents), the governing internal relationships
between the research components and measuring their importance levels were determined. To
achieve this purpose, according to the value judgment of the evaluator group (selected from
the statistical population of handicrafts customers), the type of governing relationships
between the research components at the sub-system level has been determined and then, the
hypothetical values and the degree of proximity of each factor to the limit is evaluated. The
results indicate that the five main components of promotional actions, information, product,
brand, and social interactions can effectively guide customers' pre-purchase experiences. The
results of the analysis of the internal relations of the graphs show that among the mentioned
components, social interactions (with a coefficient of 0.482 close to the ideal hypothetical
value) have the highest level of importance in the industry of traditional and handicraft arts.

Introduction

Over the past decades, marketing activities have primarily focused on the cognitive and
physical aspects of products and services, with the belief that customers make purchasing
decisions based on rational cognitive analysis and avoid emotions and feelings. However, the
marketing landscape is changing, and the challenges of increasing brand similarity,
homogeneous consumer markets, and digitization have made it inevitable for organizations to
strive to find and implement a component beyond technical requirements.

Customer experience, as one of the most promising management approaches, is a novel
solution to address these challenges. However, the literature on customer experience is
generally limited to a few industries (particularly banking, hospitality, and retail) and
lacks a framework for customer experience formation in other industries. Craft arts, for
example, are one of the fields that have not received much attention in experiential
marketing studies. Today, the common meaning of craft arts (influenced by progressive
concepts such as cultural freedom, individualization, and anti-commercialism) has been
redefined and has taken on a symbolic and aesthetic form. The penetration of craft arts
into the mainstream of the society and the increasing tendency to buy traditional products
make it inevitable to adopt professional marketing strategies and approaches (including
the modern customer experience-oriented approach). Based on this, the present study was
conducted to identify the factors affecting cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
experiences at pre-purchase touchpoints and determine which of the experiential strategies
leads to surpassing customer standards and expectations.
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Methodology

The current research was conducted with a mixed approach and in the form of two studies.
In the first study, the factors affecting the pre-purchase experiences of customers have been
identified through the synthesis of existing literature and studies. For this purpose, 1268
articles focusing on customer experience were reduced in the title, abstract, and content
screening process. Finally, 26 articles with a Kappa coefficient of 0.73 and a content validity
ratio of more than 0.75 have been used as the basis for extracting codes. In the second study,
relying on the integrated approach of graph theory (matrix permanents, the internal
relationships between the research components and the measurement of their importance
levels were specified. To achieve this goal, according to the value judgment of a group of
evaluators (selected from the statistical population of craft arts customers), we have
determined the type of relationships between the research components at the system and
subsystem level. Then, internal relationships and the degree of closeness to the ideal were
determined. This means that the customer experience (system level) is ideal when all its
components (subsystems) are in their best state.

Findings

The results of the research indicate that the five main components of promotion,
information, product, brand, and social interactions can guide the pre-purchase customer
experience. The results of the analysis of the internal relationships of the graphs at the system
level show that among such components, social interactions (with a distance of 0.482 close to
the ideal value) are of the highest level of importance in the handicraft industry. Other
components including brand (with a distance of 0.553 close to the ideal value), product
(0.587), information (0.602), and promotion (0.613) are placed in the next priorities of the
organization to create unique and distinguished experiences. In addition, the analysis of the
internal relationships at the sub-system level shows that personalization (with an importance
level of 0.626), product pricing (0.785), information access (0.709), previous brand
experiences (0.641), and recommendations (0.676) are the most preferred micro-level factors.

Conclusions

The research findings show that at the system level, handicraft customers are more
influenced by social interactions (recommendations, suggestions, and referrals of others to
buy the product, overall evaluation of opinions in networks and social media) than other
activities of the organization. Moreover, the brand component is of secondary importance and
the actions of the organization regarding brand awareness and recall can effectively lead to
the improvement of the pre-purchase experiences of craft arts customers. Also, the analysis
of the internal relationships of the product diagram shows that in the craft arts industry,
product experiences are strongly influenced by the organization's pricing policies, and the
effectiveness of other factors (such as the variety of product selection, labeling, and
packaging) depends on the acceptance and effectiveness of price strategies. Therefore, the
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organization's policies regarding special event pricing, seasonal, and extraordinary discounts
can lead to an acceptable level of product experience. Similarly, analysis of the internal
relationships of the promotion diagram suggests that organizations with a focus on providing
personalized offers and benefits (in the form of demographic filters, affinity selling,
personalization of loyalty programs, etc.) achieve a higher impact compared to other
promotional activities.

Keywords: Customer Experience, Touch Points, Graph Theory, Matrix Permanents, Meta-
Synthesis.
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