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CrossMark

The present study aimed to identify the key drivers influencing the strengthening of customer
loyalty through emotional branding in sports clubs and to develop a future-oriented model
explaining the relationships among these drivers. This applied research was conducted within
the framework of futures studies using a mixed exploratory-structural approach. Data were
collected through literature review, expert interviews, and three rounds of the Delphi method.
Subsequently, cross-impact analysis and MICMAC structural analysis were employed to
determine the influence and dependence of the identified variables. Finally, morphological
analysis was used to construct future scenarios of customer loyalty in sports clubs. The
participants consisted of experts in sports management, marketing, and futures studies who were
selected purposively. The findings revealed that five major drivers, namely “the brand’s ability
to create emotional attachment and a sense of belonging,” “quality and consistency of customer
” “the importance of customers’ emotional and motivational needs,” “development
of the digital ecosystem of sports services,” and “efficiency of operational processes,” played
the most influential roles in strengthening customer loyalty. MICMAC analysis demonstrated
that emotional brand attachment had the highest direct and indirect influence within the system.
Scenario analysis further indicated that the most desirable future for sports clubs emerges when
all key drivers are in favorable conditions and synergy exists among emotional, technological,
and operational dimensions. The findings indicate that customer loyalty in sports clubs is a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the integration of emotional branding, customer
experience quality, digital transformation, and operational efficiency. Therefore, sports clubs
capable of establishing deeper emotional bonds with customers while simultaneously delivering
sustainable and digitally oriented experiences are more likely to achieve sustainable competitive
advantage and long-term customer loyalty.

Keywords: Emotional Branding, Customer Loyalty, Sports Clubs, Futures Studies, Structural
Analysis, Delphi Method
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, customer loyalty has become one of the most strategic assets for organizations
operating in competitive markets. Rapid technological changes, increasing customer expectations, and the
expansion of digital interactions have transformed loyalty from a purely behavioral concept into a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by emotional, experiential, and psychological factors (Surbakti &
Chumwatana, 2026; Turenko & Yakhneeva, 2025). Organizations are no longer able to rely solely on
functional service quality or economic incentives to retain customers. Instead, they must establish
meaningful emotional relationships capable of creating long-term attachment and engagement among
consumers (Akhmetshin et al., 2025). Consequently, emotional branding has emerged as a key marketing
strategy aimed at strengthening customer loyalty through emotional attachment and experiential value.

Customer loyalty is considered a critical determinant of organizational sustainability because loyal
customers tend to maintain long-term relationships with brands, engage in positive word-of-mouth
communication, and contribute to stable revenue streams (Chen & Cui, 2025). Recent studies indicate that
customer loyalty is strongly associated with psychological commitment and emotional engagement rather
than simple transactional satisfaction (Kuikka et al., 2025). In digital and service-oriented economies,
consumers increasingly evaluate organizations based on the quality of their overall experience and
emotional interaction with the brand (Nguyen et al., 2024). Therefore, emotional branding has become an
influential approach for differentiating organizations from competitors and creating deeper customer
relationships.

Emotional branding refers to the process through which organizations create emotional bonds with
customers by stimulating feelings such as attachment, belongingness, trust, excitement, and identification
with the brand (Fastoso & Gonzalez-Jimenez, 2020). In this perspective, brands are not merely providers of
products or services but symbolic entities capable of shaping consumer emotions and social identity.
Emotional branding creates value by integrating psychological and experiential dimensions into customer
interactions (Fernandes & Moreira, 2019). Previous studies have demonstrated that emotional attachment to
brands significantly influences customer engagement, brand love, and loyalty behaviors (Choi et al., 2024).
Similarly, emotional experiences generated by brands can foster stronger and more sustainable customer
relationships compared with purely functional interactions (Ekber Akgun et al., 2013).

The sports industry represents one of the most suitable contexts for examining emotional branding
because customer behavior in sports environments is highly influenced by emotional and social
experiences. Sports clubs are no longer viewed merely as places for physical exercise; rather, they function
as social and emotional spaces where customers seek belongingness, motivation, identity, and social
interaction. In such environments, emotional attachment to the club’s brand can substantially affect
customer retention and loyalty (Kammerer et al., 2021). The emotional atmosphere of sports clubs,
interactions among members, perceived identity, and symbolic meaning associated with the club can shape
long-term customer commitment.

Moreover, digital transformation has profoundly changed customer expectations and service
delivery mechanisms within sports organizations. The development of digital ecosystems, online
communication platforms, personalized applications, and virtual engagement channels has increased the
importance of emotional and technological integration in customer relationship management (Lalicic et al.,
2020). Modern consumers expect seamless and emotionally engaging experiences across both physical
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and digital environments. Storytelling strategies, emotional content creation, and personalized
communication are increasingly used to reinforce emotional branding in digital contexts (Mera-Reategui &
Gallardo-Echenique, 2024). Studies have shown that emotional communication in online environments can
strengthen customer engagement and brand loyalty (Yang et al., 2020).

Another important dimension influencing customer loyalty is service innovation and
personalization. Customers are more likely to remain loyal to organizations capable of understanding and
responding to their emotional and motivational needs (Kalra et al., 2024). Research has indicated that
innovation in services positively affects customer satisfaction and loyalty through enhanced customer
experiences (Nguyen et al., 2024). In addition, artificial intelligence and data-driven customer management
systems have enabled organizations to better understand customer behavior and develop personalized
loyalty strategies (Beyari, 2025; Kia, 2025). Such technological developments are especially relevant in
sports clubs, where customer expectations are increasingly dynamic and experience-oriented.

Despite the growing importance of emotional branding, many previous studies have mainly
focused on direct relationships between emotional branding and customer satisfaction or loyalty, while
limited attention has been paid to future-oriented analyses of these relationships. Existing research has
rarely explored how future environmental, technological, and behavioral changes may influence the
relationship between emotional branding and customer loyalty in sports clubs (Taghizadeh & Shokri, 2014,
2015). This gap is particularly important because sports organizations are rapidly affected by digital
transformation, evolving lifestyles, changing customer motivations, and increasing market competition.

Futures studies approaches provide a valuable framework for identifying the key drivers and
uncertainties shaping future customer loyalty. By focusing on trends, interactions, and potential scenarios,
futures studies enable organizations to understand possible future developments and design adaptive
strategies. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify the key drivers influencing customer loyalty
through emotional branding in sports clubs using a futures studies approach and to develop a future-
oriented model explaining the interactions among these drivers.

Methods and Materials

The present study was conducted as an applied research project within the framework of futures
studies. The research design combined qualitative exploratory analysis and structural analysis to identify
and prioritize the key drivers influencing customer loyalty through emotional branding in sports clubs.
Initially, a comprehensive review of the literature and expert interviews were conducted to extract
preliminary indicators related to emotional branding, customer loyalty, customer experience, digital
transformation, and operational management.

The Delphi method was employed in three rounds to refine and validate the identified indicators.
A purposive sample of experts in sports management, marketing, branding, customer relationship
management, and futures studies participated in the Delphi process. During each round, experts evaluated
the importance and relevance of the proposed indicators, and consensus was gradually achieved through
iterative feedback and revision.

After identifying the final indicators, cross-impact analysis and structural analysis were performed
using MICMAC software. The purpose of this phase was to determine the influence and dependence
relationships among variables and identify the most influential drivers within the system. Variables were
classified according to their levels of direct and indirect influence and dependence.
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Finally, morphological analysis was used to construct future scenarios for emotional branding and
customer loyalty in sports clubs. Five key drivers were selected for scenario construction: emotional
attachment and sense of belonging, quality and consistency of customer experience, emotional and
motivational customer needs, development of digital sports service ecosystems, and operational process
efficiency. Each variable was assigned two possible states, desirable and undesirable, resulting in multiple
possible future scenarios.

Findings

The findings of the Delphi analysis identified five major drivers affecting customer loyalty through
emotional branding in sports clubs. The first and most influential driver was the brand’s ability to create
emotional attachment and a sense of belonging among customers. Experts consistently rated this variable
as the most important factor shaping customer loyalty. The findings indicated that emotional connection
between customers and sports clubs constitutes the foundation of sustainable loyalty.

The second important driver was the quality and consistency of customer experience. Experts
emphasized that customer loyalty depends not only on the quality of services but also on the stability and
continuity of positive experiences over time. Variables related to customer experience and experience
consistency were merged during the Delphi rounds due to their conceptual similarity and strong
interdependence.

The third key driver involved customers’ emotional and motivational needs in selecting sports
clubs. Findings demonstrated that psychological and emotional dimensions such as motivation,
belongingness, trust, and emotional satisfaction significantly influence customer decisions and long-term
commitment.

The fourth driver was the development of a digital ecosystem for sports services, including both
physical and online platforms. Experts highlighted the growing importance of digital interaction, online
communication, and integrated digital services in shaping future customer loyalty. The findings indicated
that sports clubs capable of combining physical experiences with digital engagement would have stronger
competitive advantages in the future.

The fifth driver was operational process efficiency, including registration systems, reservation
procedures, customer support, and service management. Efficient operational processes were identified as
essential supporting factors for delivering reliable and satisfactory customer experiences.

Structural analysis results demonstrated that emotional attachment and sense of belonging had the
highest direct and indirect influence within the system. The MICMAC analysis showed an L-shaped
distribution pattern, indicating a relatively stable system. Variables such as emotional attachment and
experience quality were positioned within the highly influential quadrant, while variables related to
perceived value and operational support showed higher dependence.

The morphological analysis generated 32 possible future scenarios based on combinations of
desirable and undesirable states of the five key drivers. Among these scenarios, four major scenarios were
identified as strategically meaningful. The first and most desirable scenario, labeled “Brand-Oriented and
Experience-Centered Sports Club,” represented a future in which all key variables were in favorable
conditions. In this scenario, sports clubs successfully integrated emotional branding, customer experience,
digital ecosystems, and operational efficiency, resulting in strong customer loyalty and sustainable
competitive advantage.
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The second scenario, “Technological but Identity-Weak Sports Club,” described clubs with strong
technological infrastructure and operational capabilities but weak emotional attachment between
customers and the brand. In such situations, customer relationships remained functional rather than
emotional, reducing long-term loyalty.

The third scenario, “Traditional Club with Emotional Loyalty,” represented clubs characterized by
strong emotional and social relationships but limited technological development and operational
modernization. While customers experienced emotional attachment and belongingness, the lack of digital
infrastructure reduced long-term growth potential.

The fourth scenario, “Unstable Club without Competitive Advantage,” represented undesirable
conditions in which none of the key variables were favorable. Such clubs lacked emotional branding,
customer experience quality, digital infrastructure, and operational efficiency, resulting in weak customer
loyalty and limited sustainability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that customer loyalty in sports clubs is a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction among emotional branding, customer
experience, psychological needs, digital transformation, and operational efficiency. Emotional attachment
and sense of belonging emerged as the central drivers of loyalty formation, suggesting that emotional
relationships between customers and sports clubs are more influential than purely functional or economic
considerations.

The study demonstrates that emotional branding functions as a strategic mechanism through which
sports clubs can create sustainable competitive advantages. Customers who experience emotional
attachment toward a club are more likely to maintain long-term relationships, engage actively with the
brand, and resist switching to competitors. Emotional branding therefore transforms customer
relationships from transactional interactions into enduring emotional commitments.

Another important finding concerns the role of customer experience quality and consistency.
Positive customer experiences are not sufficient unless they are continuously maintained and integrated
into organizational processes. Stability and continuity of experience contribute to trust formation,
customer satisfaction, and long-term loyalty. This highlights the importance of strategic experience
management in sports organizations.

The findings also emphasize the growing importance of digital ecosystems in shaping future
customer loyalty. Digital transformation is redefining how customers interact with sports clubs, requiring
organizations to integrate physical and digital experiences. Clubs that fail to adapt to technological
changes may struggle to maintain customer engagement in increasingly digitalized environments.

The scenario analysis further demonstrates that future customer loyalty depends on the synergy
among emotional, technological, experiential, and operational dimensions. Sports clubs capable of
integrating these dimensions into a coherent customer-centered strategy are more likely to achieve
sustainable success. Conversely, weaknesses in any major dimension may undermine customer trust and
loyalty even if other dimensions perform adequately.

Overall, the study highlights the necessity for sports clubs to move beyond traditional service-
oriented approaches and adopt integrated emotional branding strategies supported by digital innovation
and operational excellence. Future customer loyalty will increasingly depend on organizations’ ability to
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create meaningful emotional experiences while simultaneously delivering reliable, personalized, and
technologically advanced services.
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