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Abstract 

Today’s consumers do not simply buy products; they look for brands that make them feel 

understood, secure and part of something bigger. This narrative review, screened with the 

PRISMA framework, examines what happens when brands succeed emotionally. Drawing on 

68 open-access Web of Science articles, it traces how emotional branding shapes attachment, 

trust, loyalty, engagement and brand equity. The studies suggest that functional quality alone 

is rarely enough: brands built on identity, sincerity and belonging earn loyalty that can 

withstand price cuts, counterfeits and bad news. The review also flags a darker side, since 

extreme attachment can cause distress, and shows why genuine, ethics-led emotion matters. 
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1. Introduction 

Marketing has moved from the “cognitive revolution”, which saw buyers as rational decision-

makers, to an “emotional economy”. At its heart is emotional brand attachment: a bond that 

resembles human intimacy. Consumers look for partners that offer security, self-expression 

and belonging, yet the same bond has a blue side, as extreme attachment can bring separation 

distress and anxiety (Hung & Lu, 2018). Attachment grows from the match between a brand 

and the consumer’s self-concept; brands that mirror the “actual self” tend to foster stronger 

bonds than those aimed at the “ideal self” (Malär et al., 2011). Emotion also protects: it can 

reduce perceived risk when buyers face unfamiliar products and can keep customers loyal to 

the original luxury brand rather than a counterfeit. Even so, research remains scattered across 

sectors, from non-profits to social media. This review weaves those strands into one picture for 

scholars and practitioners. 

 

2. Gathering Literature  

Following PRISMA, we searched Web of Science titles for “emotional branding”, “affective 

branding” or “emotional brand attachment”, keeping only open-access, peer-reviewed journal 

articles. Chapters, proceedings, editorials and review notes were excluded. Table-1 shows the 

path from 76 records to 68 included studies, which were then synthesised in a narrative style. 

 

Table-1: PRISMA Screening Flow 

Stage Records Remarks 

 

Identified in Web of Science 76 No duplicates found 
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Excluded: not a journal article 3 
Book Chapters, 

proceedings, reports 

Excluded: not relevant / not open 

access 
1 / 4 Screening and eligibility 

Included in the review 68 Narrative synthesis 

 

3. Research Findings 

Identity First, Distress Second. People buy brands that reflect who they are or wish to be, online 

and offline, and “human brands” such as influencers succeed by being relatable enough that 

followers adopt their values (Guèvremont, 2021). Brands can also comfort: when people feel 

fear or loneliness, a brand can fill the gap through belonging or nostalgia (Dunn & Hoegg, 

2014; Loh et al., 2021). The bond lasts only if the brand’s actions fit its story, since a perceived 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) “misfit” can shatter attachment (Gilal et al., 2023). 

Table-2 Specifies the Key Emotional Branding Outcomes: 

 

Table-2: Key Emotional Branding Outcomes 

SL.No. Outcome What the Studies Show Evidence 

 

1.  Loyalty Passion and self-brand connection bridge 

service quality and loyalty; immersion and 

surprise build “switching resistance”; strong 

attachment shields brands from negative news. 

Alnawas & 

Hemsley-Brown 

(2016); Saju et al. 

(2018) 

2.  Attachment Grows from recognition to affection and 

passion; new brands build it through cues that 

reflect the consumer’s own identity. 

Joo & Guèvremont 

(2024) 

3.  Trust Credibility, integrity, symbolism and 

continuity signal authenticity; trust and 

emotion reinforce each other. 

Morhart et al. 

(2015); Saju et al. 

(2018) 

4.  Engagement Storytelling turns donors into “believers” and 

customers into co-creators of brand meaning. 

Mitchell & Clark 

(2021) 

5.  Equity and 

Sales 

“Hot” attachment raises willingness to pay 

more and long-term equity. 

Koskie & Locander 

(2022); Efrat & 

Asseraf (2019) 

 

Reading the studies together suggests that emotional branding works as a journey rather than a 

single event. Table-3 sets out the four stages that the evidence points to and what each asks of 

a brand. 

 

Table-3: The Emotional Branding Journey 

Stage# Stage What Happens to the 

Consumer 

What the Brand Must Do 

 

1. Attraction Moves from recognising the 

brand to feeling affection and 

passion 

Create immersive, memorable 

experiences 

2. Identity Sees the brand as a mirror of 

the self 

Stand for a clear personality and 

values 
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3. Distress Turns to the brand for 

comfort, hope or belonging 

Offer support without exploiting 

vulnerability 

4. Ethics Judges whether words and 

actions truly match 

Back stories with sincere CSR 

and honesty 

 

4. Implications for the Organizations 

Managers should invest in an emotional bridge, not only in functional excellence but also in  

defining the identity the brand stands for, telling sincere stories, and making sure CSR and 

everyday actions match the promise. They should also treat emotional power responsibly, 

because over-attachment can hurt consumers. Researchers can use the narrative of attraction, 

identity, distress and ethics as a starting framework for testing how these outcomes connect. 

 

5. Limitations and Future Scope 

Using one database, title-only searches and open-access papers may have missed relevant 

studies. Future work could test the links between attachment, trust and equity empirically 

across industries and cultures, and study the ethical limits of emotional appeals. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Emotional branding is not a single event but a layered story: it begins with attraction, is 

anchored by identity, tested by distress and finally validated by ethics. Brands that earn 

emotional bonds through sincerity gain loyalty, trust and equity that logic alone rarely buys. 

Seen this way, a brand is less a logo than a character in the consumer’s own life story. 
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