2020
Loyalty
Barometer
Report
What Consumers Think of
Loyalty & Rewards Programs

ABOUT THIS REPORT
In 2017, HelloWorld released its first Loyalty Barometer Report — a look at how
consumers really feel about rewards programs and where brands may need to pivot
to accommodate consumer preferences. Merkle acquired HelloWorld in 2018 and,
due to the quickly evolving landscape of loyalty marketing, we intend to continue
HelloWorld’s annual approach to this barometer in order to keep marketers ahead
of the curve.
Our current analysis reveals how mindsets are shifting (and gives us a peek into
where things are headed in 2020) so brands can ensure their strategies are not only
current but remain relevant and impactful.
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METHODOLOGY
For this report, we surveyed over 1,500 consumers in 2019 who were sourced
outside of the programs we manage for clients. The responses came from US
residents aged 18 to 65, allowing us to segment the data from baby boomers to
Gen X to millennials and Gen Y.
©2020, Merkle , Inc.®
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Evolution
of the Loyalty
Landscape
The loyalty landscape continues
to transform; while some ideas have
remained constant, others have
evolved. We’ve highlighted what
you need to know for 2020.

Loyalty programs can be found everywhere these
days, and consumers are well-versed in how to
use them to get better deals and discounts.
Marketers know all too well that the proliferation
of these programs makes it difficult to break
through the noise and capture consumer
attention. To truly stand out from the crowd,
brands must go beyond the transaction and
create enhanced experiences and engagement
opportunities
across
the
entire
customer
journey. On their own, traditional “do/get”
loyalty program structures can feel uninteresting

and too transactional. And perhaps most
importantly, it’s critical to understand that loyalty
is not just a program — it’s the outcome of
all the experiences a consumer has with a brand.
While a loyalty or rewards program is one tool to
drive that experience, the program must be
combined with other compelling brand touchpoints
to create a truly effective overarching loyalty
strategy. These touchpoints must fuel an
omnichannel, connected consumer journey — one
that doesn’t just persuade customers to buy, but
earns their trust and continued business.
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Four key insights surfaced from the data:
REWARD UTILITY IS CRITICAL
Consumers participate in rewards programs for the discounts and free
products; however, if they believe it’s too difficult or takes too long to
unlock these rewards, the program can actually damage the relationship and
decrease desired consumer behaviors. Along with balancing time to earn
with ease of redemption, ensure consumer needs and desires are taken into
consideration when designing or optimizing a rewards and benefits strategy.

GAMIFICATION AND ENGAGEMENT ARE MUST-HAVES

#1

cause of dissatisfaction
with loyalty programs
is the time it takes to
earn a reward

Consumers want to be recognized and rewarded within loyalty programs
beyond their purchase history. Identify common goals with the consumer,
and then leverage a system of gamification mechanics (unlockable content,
educational tools, and member competitions, for instance) as an effective way
to help them achieve those goals, all while driving engagement and forging a
deeper connection. For example, a children’s cereal brand identifies helping
local schools as a common goal with their consumers. The brand could then
employ gamification mechanics such as competitions to drive sales that fund
donations to local schools. Other non-transactional earning opportunities such
as surveys, polls, and online reviews can keep participants engaged with your
brand between purchases.

35%

REWARDS EXPERIENCES SHOULD BE PERSONALIZED

85%

Personalization is expected in almost every interaction a consumer has today,
and rewards programs are no different. Members count on their loyalty program
experience to be personalized based on their specific purchases and individual
preferences; however, how much personalization is acceptable is still up for
debate. Consumers aren’t comfortable with excessive data collection and
prefer that brands use the information specifically provided. When designing
your loyalty experience, ensure a balance between tailored experiences based
on data and providing members with the ability to drive their own experience.

THANK YOU AND SURPRISES DRIVE EMOTIONAL CONNECTIONS
Similar to last year, consumers indicated that the most impactful ways a brand
can interact with them is by surprising them and thanking them for being
loyal customers. Customers want to be acknowledged and feel appreciated
for their loyalty; weaving a well-planned and well-executed surprise into the
rewards experience is an effective way to achieve that. These appreciative
gestures go a long way in developing emotional connections that evolve the
brand-customer relationship into something a little bit more human, and they
elevate the experience beyond a standard discount.

of consumers would
like to be able to unlock
additional features or
utilize tools to find
the right product

of consumers
would like to be
able to select the
benefits and rewards
they receive

59%

of consumers
indicate that the most
important way a brand
can interact with them
is through surprise
offers and gifts
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What
Consumers
Expect

Discounts, offers, and free products
continue to be the top drivers for
participation in loyalty programs.
But remember, if it takes too long or
is too difficult to earn these rewards,
consumers will lose interest and
brand loyalty will diminish.
KEY PARTICIPATION DRIVERS
Free products and discounts are the
main reasons consumers participate in
loyalty programs. As a baseline consumer
expectation, programs should continue
to include these elements to drive initial
member acquisition and participation. It’s
also necessary, however, to differentiate
the experience and spur ongoing
engagement through a needs-based
rewards strategy and additional elements
such as surprises and chances to win.
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SURVEY QUESTION

SURVEY QUESTION

What types of rewards and benefits do you like?
Select all that apply.

What is the main reason you participate
in loyalty or reward programs?

Free products

Discounts

75%
Discounts

39%
Earn free products

30%

71%
Free samples

Members-only benefits

67%
Free services

11%
Access to exclusive rewards

56%
Chance-to-win

7%
Enhances experience

prizes

41%

Surprises from the company

5%
Stay connected

30%

4%

- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020

- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020

REWARD UTILITY
SURVEY QUESTION

What don’t you like about loyalty or rewards
programs you’ve belong to? Select all that apply.
It takes too long to earn a reward

45%
It’s too difficult to earn a reward

34%
Rewards are not valuable

24%
Too many communications

23%
Worry about security

20%
Rewards me early and never again

16%

The biggest complaints that consumers have
regarding loyalty programs continue to be that it
takes too long or is too difficult to earn a reward. To
avoid this, ensure that your reward offering includes
items that are quick to redeem and cost effective, as
well as more valuable items that members can strive
for over time.
The other leading cause for dissatisfaction with
loyalty programs is the perception that rewards are
not valuable or relevant. Consumers participate in
loyalty programs to earn rewards that are useful, like
free products or discounts, but brands that forge
deeper connections employ rewards strategies that
go beyond a transactional value exchange. Consider
the various wants and needs consumers have at
different points in their journeys, and offer rewards
designed to elevate their experiences or ease their
challenges.

Confusing

12%
- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020
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Preferred
Ways to Earn
Earning points for rewards continues to be
consumers’ favorite loyalty program structure,
and they are looking for more ways to earn.

2018 Data

1

Earn points
for rewards

2019 Data

1

Earn points
for rewards

People still expect a do/get
structure but are looking for
more ways to earn.

Consumers are looking for
more ways to earn in order
to get rewarded faster.

TIED FOR #1

1

Get $10 reward when
you spend $100

2

Earn points for
purchasing across
many retailers

3

Get a surprise reward
for participating

3

Get $10 reward
when you spend $100

4

Earn points for
purchasing across
many retailers

4

Get a new reward
every Monday

5

Get a new reward
every Monday

5

Get a surprise reward
for participating

- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report,
March 2019

The appeal of surprise rewards
alone is on the decline. Consumers
appreciate clarity and transparency
on how to earn rewards.

- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report,
March 2020
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PROGRAM STRUCTURE
“Earn points for rewards” has been the preferred loyalty program structure since
our first Loyalty Barometer Report in 2017, and this continues to be the case going
into 2020. Something that has shifted, however, is a preference for programs
that allow consumers to earn points across multiple merchants. This aligns to the
fact that consumers believe it takes too long or is too difficult to earn a reward;
because of that, they are interested in more ways to earn points and rewards
faster. Brands may want to consider partnering with complementary brands to
expand the overall program offering. These types of synergistic partnerships can
be a notable differentiator and signal to members that your program will continue
to evolve to deliver the great experiences and participation opportunities
they desire.
Also note that the appeal of “getting a surprise reward for participating” has
diminished as a base structure. Surprises are appreciated when added as an additional
benefit of a program and used to show appreciation and create delight. However, as
a core configuration, consumers find a “surprise reward” structure less preferable,
as they don’t know if the rewards they will receive will be worth the effort they put in.

NON-TRANSACTIONAL EARNING
SURVEY QUESTION

Which actions would you take if they helped
you earn rewards faster? Select all that apply.
Participate in surveys

71%
Answer poll questions

65%
Write online review

43%
Download app

42%
View brand content, like videos or articles

37%
Follow brand’s social media accounts

31%
Refer a product or service to a friend

29%

Consumers will engage with a brand beyond
purchase if they can expedite their point earnings.
Activating non-transactional earning opportunities,
such as reviews, referrals, and surveys, provides a
win-win for customers and the brand. The presence
of online reviews and consumer engagement with
social media provides authenticity for the brand,
increases word-of-mouth, and provides an avenue
to collect customer feedback. In addition, inviting
customers to participate in surveys and polls can
increase brand sentiment by making these customers
feel special and that their opinion matters. These
outlets to obtain feedback allow the consumer to
feel involved in the development of the product
or service, especially if the brand can highlight
how consumer feedback was addressed. In
addition, non-transactional earning activities allow
the brand to remain top-of-mind with the consumer
between purchases.

Go to a physical retail location or attend an event

28%
Share your content on social media

23%
Lifestyle related activity

20%
- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020
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KNOW YOUR
DEMOGRAPHIC
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Baby Boomers
are most interested in writing online reviews, taking
surveys, or attending an event. They are less likely
to engage in social media or download an app.

Millennials and Gen Z
enjoy competition and achievement.
35% want badges as a feature
27% want leaderboards as a feature

Gen Z
prefers community-focused program aspects.
22% want access to a community of like-minded people
19% want to compete against other members

Millennials and Gen X
are more willing to view brand content, engage on social
media, and track lifestyle activities like exercise. They also
want the ability to gift points to friends and family and
desire tools to find the best product fit.

10

Gamification
& Engagement

Consumers are interested in deepening their
engagement with brands outside of earning.
Integrating different engagement mechanics into a loyalty program
can enhance the customer experience and provide new benefits to
the consumer outside of traditional rewards.
Individual engagement mechanics can be added into a rewards
program to allow members to create an experience that is relevant
and personal to them. This integration provides them with the
opportunity to personalize their journey, unlock features based on
their participation, and leverage tools to find the right products and
services they want or need.
Engagement mechanics can be used as a system to build out
a gamified experience within your loyalty or rewards program.
Effective gamification, however, doesn’t mean simply incorporating
badges or leaderboards into your program. Designing a
gamification system should start with putting your customers’
goals first, and then finding where your brand goal overlaps. From
there, the mechanics should be chosen based on that common goal
and the type of engagement desired.

Interested in learning more about gamification
and if it might be right for your brand? Contact
us to learn more.

SURVEY QUESTION

What activities would you like to be able
to do in a loyalty or rewards program?
Select all that apply.
Personalize your experience

41%
Unlock features

35%
Access tools to find product

35%
Give points/rewards

30%
Track milestones

25%
Access info on new ways to use product

24%
Access challenges

19%
Community of like-minded people

14%
Compete

11%
- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020
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SURVEY QUESTION

What features would you like to see in a loyalty
or rewards program? Select all that apply.
Chance to win large prizes

Track milestones

Instant win

Challenges

VIP tiers

Badges

Donate

Leaderboards

48%

VERTICAL-SPECIFIC
ENGAGEMENT TRENDS
Across industries, the most preferred
loyalty program features trend similarly
to last year. The most appealing features
are chances to win large prizes and
instant prizes. Integration of chance-towin programs can keep a loyalty program
fresh and exciting with new promotions
occurring over time (while also limiting
the cost liability).
With the exception of consumer goods,
consumers said that VIP tiers are an
important feature in loyalty and rewards
programs. This supports the insight
that consumers want to be appreciated
for their continued loyalty and repeat
purchases.
The ability to donate or support a charity
ranked fourth across most industries
(third for consumer goods). Providing
the ability to donate to a charitable
cause through your loyalty program
can help reinforce program positioning
and cultivate an emotional connection
by surfacing common values between
your brand and your customers. This
is particularly important for younger
generations who seek values-based
brands.

32%

TRAVEL

30%

25%

23%

21%

13%

10%

48%

CREDIT
CARD

33%

28%

26%

22%

20%
10%

8%

48%
40%

EVERYDAY
22%

25%
17%

23%
12%

10%

49%
39%

RETAILER

30%

27%

21%

23%
11%

9%

- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020

12

Personalization
& Recognition

Consumers expect to be
recognized based on their history
with a brand. They want to feel
that the brand knows them.
Consumer demand for individualized experiences
continues to grow, and personalization needs to
go beyond the basics of inserting a name or point
balance in an email. In order to truly connect,
brands should identify critical need states along
the consumer journey, and then use data to provide
relevant experiences when consumers are at those
points. This should be done both by personalizing
the experience for them and by providing consumers
the ability to define his or her current need state.
Consumers are interested in personalizing every
element of their loyalty experience, from earning to
redeeming. For example, 85% of consumers want
the ability to select their benefits and rewards. In
addition, they are interested in personalizing how
they earn based on their preferences and past
purchases. Brands should consider creating activities
to leverage this trend. For instance, provide the
ability for customers to earn point multipliers based
on repeat purchases or the option to choose a benefit
from a curated selection.

SURVEY QUESTION

Indicate if you agree with the following statements.
Loyalty Programs Should:
Allow me to select the benefits and rewards I receive

85%
Recognize me as member

76%
Personalize the way I earn based on purchases

74%
Personalize the way I can earn based on preferences

73%
Offer personalized rewards

72%
Show me products/services based on preferences

67%
Show me products/services based on purchases

64%
- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020

85% of consumers want the ability
to select their benefits and rewards.

13

SURVEY QUESTION

What information are you comfortable letting brands use to make your rewards experience more relevant to you?
2018 Data

57%

2019 Data

59%
51%

53%
48%
42%
30% 30%

28% 29%

24% 25%
17%

Purchase
history

Gender

Self-selected
profile
preferences

Browsing
history on
brand’s site

Current
location

Address

21%

Income

- Merkle Loyalty Barometer Report, March 2020

DATA PRIVACY
Despite high expectations around personalization,
consumers are still concerned about privacy, so
brands must be transparent in how data will be
used and only ask for the specific data required to
enhance the customer’s experience. Consumers
continue to be most comfortable with brands using
their purchasing history and gender to customize
the rewards experience. Purchase history unlocks
the ability to provide customers with tailored
product recommendations and convenient re-order
reminders, which increase retention and repurchase
while creating a better customer experience overall.

Consumers are still wary of allowing brands to
use their location data. Many apps use location to
provide relevant information, like local inventory,
menus, or traffic data; however, it becomes
unnerving to consumers when their location is
used to push targeted information they don’t care
about or for which they are not currently searching.
While using this type of data is very attractive to a
marketer, make sure the customer experience is
being carefully considered prior to implementing
any location-based tactics.

Interestingly, comfort around using self-selected
profile preferences decreased from last year. This is
likely due to two things: a lack of transparency that
defines how the information is going to be used
and failure to use the information in a way that is
beneficial to the customer. In 2020, it’s imperative
to be transparent with customers about how their
data will be used and stored. Aside from being
required to ensure compliance with the California
Consumer Compliance Act that went into effect
January 1, 2020, this will also elevate trust between
brands and their customers.

Learn how loyalty
programs create
identity to power
personalization.
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Driving
Emotional
Loyalty

To foster an emotional bond
and loyalty to your brand, show
appreciation to customers by valuing
their time, using surprise and delight
tactics, and simply saying “thank you.”
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Consumers are acutely aware of the vast number of choices they have when it comes to
purchasing. Because of that, they expect to feel appreciated for their ongoing patronage
once they choose to be loyal to a brand. Similar to personal relationships, emotions can play
a significant role in consumer-to-brand relationships, as well. For example, the relationship
can have positive outcomes like the creation of dependency and reliance; however, a
poor experience could also hurt a customer’s feelings or lead to dissatisfaction with
the program and the brand.
Tend to the relationship with an ongoing focus on making consumers’ lives easier, supporting
their values, welcoming their feedback, recognizing their loyalty, and showing appreciation
for their business.

Our research indicated that there are a few key ways that
brands can interact with consumers to drive emotional loyalty:
RECOGNIZE AND REWARD THEM
Once again, consumers indicated that the most important way a brand
can interact with them is by surprising them with offers or gifts. Showing
loyal consumers that they are recognized and that their loyalty is noticed
and appreciated goes a long way, and 59% of consumers believe this
is the single most important thing a brand can do. However, consumer
acknowledgement doesn’t necessarily mean monetary rewards or
discounts. For instance, rising in popularity to 30% (a 6% increase over
last year) is “recognizing me based on my past visits.” Working consumer
acknowledgement into your rewards strategy illustrates that the brand
appreciates consumers and is willing to go above and beyond to make
them feel special.

#1
Surprising
me with
offers or gifts;
decreased 2%
over last year

MAKE THEIR LIVES EASIER
Like last year, making the shopping experience more convenient ranked
second, with 43% of consumers indicating its importance. There are
so many things vying for attention in our busy and connected lives,
so consumers are looking for brands that will help make their lives
easier. That being said, declining in popularity by 13% this year is
“helping me solve a problem or answer a question,” with only 32% of
consumers indicating its importance. Providing customers with curated
product recommendations, re-order reminders, and one-click purchase
capabilities can simplify their purchase process, but make sure to let the
consumer maintain ultimate control of their experience.

#2
Making my
shopping
experience more
convenient;
decreased 7%
over last year

SAY “THANK YOU”
The simple act of saying “thank you” can go a long way. As a matter of
fact, 41% of consumers indicated that this is one of the most important
ways a brand can interact with them, and this is on the rise since last
year. “Welcoming me when I visit” also increased this year, with 22%
of consumers indicating its importance. Thanking customers for their
purchase and welcoming them back costs brands nothing; however, it
shows the customer that the brand appreciates their business, and it also
acknowledges the consumer’s part in the company’s success.

#3
Saying “Thank
You” for being
a customer;
increased 5%
over last year
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CONCLUSION
Make members feel that your brand knows them, and
show them that they are appreciated and acknowledged.
In 2020, free products and discounts remain the primary drivers of participation
in loyalty and rewards programs. However, in order to create an emotional,
human connection and ongoing loyalty with members, the reward experience
must go beyond a simple transactional discount program. To create true ongoing
loyalty and forge an emotional connection, brands should strive to create loyalty
experiences that are highly engaging.
How can you do it?
Take a step back and review your loyalty program. Take the time to understand
how our research and insights can help you discover areas for refinement to create
a more human experience and develop true emotional loyalty. Once you have
these areas defined, test any adjustments you make and continue to optimize to
enhance the customer experience.
Customer expectations will continue to evolve. To stay relevant and impactful,
review your loyalty program and engagement strategies regularly to ensure they
continue to align with changing consumer wants and needs.
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ABOUT MERKLE
Merkle is a leading data-driven, technology-enabled, global performance marketing agency that specializes
in the delivery of unique, personalized customer experiences across platforms and devices. For more than 30
years, Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit organizations have partnered with Merkle to maximize
the value of their customer portfolios. The agency’s heritage in data, technology, and analytics forms the
foundation for its unmatched skills in understanding consumer insights that drive people-based marketing
strategies. Its combined strengths in performance media, customer experience, customer relationship
management, loyalty, and enterprise marketing technology drive improved marketing results and competitive
advantage. With 9,400+ employees, Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 50+ additional
offices throughout the US, EMEA, and APAC. In 2016, the agency joined the Dentsu Aegis Network. For more
information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.

About Merkle Promotion & Loyalty Solutions
We were pioneers in the field of digital promotions when we were founded in 1999 as ePrize. Through strategic
acquisitions, continuous innovation, and rebranding efforts over the next two decades, we expanded our
consumer engagement and loyalty capabilities to become a trusted partner to today’s top brands looking
to engage and motivate their customers. Upon joining the Merkle family in 2018, together we now lead the
industry in people-based marketing, enabling expanded capability in promotional and loyalty solutions, CRM,
digital customer experience, and strategy as part of the Dentsu Aegis Network. Below are a handful of brands
representing our many P&LS client partners across industry verticals.

18

