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Investigating online consumer-led communities for supermarket loyalty programmes
Abstract
In 2023, 61.3 percent of European adults were members of at least one loyalty programme (LP) (Mando-Connect & YouGov, 2024). In retail grocery, one LP mechanism is the provision of money-off shopping vouchers for previous spends of fixed amounts. With soaring food prices, independent, consumer-led online voucher exchange groups have emerged as forums for gifting and exchanging money-off supermarket LP vouchers. Through qualitative semi-structured interviews with moderators of grocery voucher gifting and exchanging online groups, the research provides new insights about motives for LP voucher gifting and exchanging, and the consequence of voucher gifting and exchanging on consumers’ store loyalty and their food choices, at a time where food prices and food poverty are on the rise. The study also provides suggestions for businesses seeking to better market and manage their LP voucher schemes.
Keywords: gift-giving; exchange; loyalty programmes; vouchers; food poverty
Introduction
Loyalty programme (LP) memberships are on the rise globally. LPs help brands to reward repeat customers, which leads to driving sales and increasing customer lifetime value. These programmes usually offer rewards such as money-off coupons, gifts, or vouchers for future spends, following purchases of fixed amounts. On average, 61.3% of European adults are members of at least one LP, extending to 75.4% of customers in the Irish market (Mando-Connect, 2023).  Furthermore, the 2023 European Brand Loyalty Report (Marigold, 2023) stated that 41% of European consumers were more likely to participate in a LP in 2023 versus in 2022, mainly due to the financial incentives and rewards offered. 
A challenge for supermarkets is encouraging loyalty members to engage in their loyalty schemes. With inflation impacting disposable income, combined with soaring food prices, supermarket customers are more attracted to joining loyalty and reward programmes that provide them with special and/or personalized offers, discount codes, vouchers (the focus of this research), in-store deals, and collecting points or credits that can be redeemed for a wider variety of benefits (such as physical gift items, services like free shipping, or entry into VIP clubs). Thus, customers perceive more value for their everyday spending. Since an LP membership may incentivise customers’ future purchases, retailers in general must look at LPs to drive in-store engagement, and consider their impact on increasing customer acquisition, retention, and conversion. 
Typically, vouchers issued by supermarket loyalty schemes are subject to minimum purchases over a given time (for example a €5-voucher when a customer spends €25 or more on groceries, or a €10 voucher for a €50 spend). As vouchers are usually valid for a limited number of days, and other customers may not have a voucher available when they shop, voucher gift-giving and exchange groups have emerged on different social media platforms, such as Facebook and WhatsApp. Grocery vouchers gift-giving can be considered as a ‘pay it forward’ phenomenon, defined by Herdağdelen et al. (2022) where ‘the gift giver may receive a similar favorable treatment in the future from another member of the community or that the receiver may ‘return the favor’ in the future to someone else who is in need.’ (p. 4). As customer-led groups, operating independently from the supermarkets themselves, these voucher gift-giving groups are administered by volunteer consumer admins (moderators) who enforce rules and occasionally post tips and norms for the group.
Although academic research has investigated loyalty schemes in relation to success in managerial terms (Jayasankaraprasad, 2023) and redemption behaviour (Smith and Sparks, 2009), little, if any, research has been conducted investigating consumers’ attitudes towards these voucher exchange groups, their effect on consumer behaviour, or their impact on consumer food choices and wellbeing. 
This study provides new insights into this under-researched area by first interviewing moderators of these online groups.
Literature Review
With market evaluation predictions that the size of the global loyalty management ecosystem will surpass USD 24 billion by the end of 2029 (Statista, 2023), it is not surprising that businesses are always updating their LPs to be more rewarding, experiential, and financially lucrative. In the case of supermarkets, and to maximize the benefits of using their LPs, customers can create or join social media groups where they can gift and/or swap their loyalty vouchers. Understanding the motives of moderators and members of these groups clarifies consumer perspectives about loyalty programmes. Next, we explore the outcomes of these programmes in more detail.
Loyalty programmes – roles and benefits
LPs are ‘a marketing process that generates rewards for customers on the basis of their repeat purchases’ (Reinartz, 2006) while helping businesses to bring repeat purchases and even new customers (Vinod, 2011). In a saturated market, LPs can be also used to differentiate one offering from another (Ching and Hayashi, 2010). If LP benefits are offered when consumers need them the most, their positive effects can be enhanced leading to feelings of gratitude and reciprocity, two important drivers of relationship formation between businesses and their customers (Palmatier et al., 2009). When communal engagement shared among customers is added to financial incentives, stronger loyalty is elicited (Rosenbaum, Ostrom and Kuntze, 2005), leading to more engagement on social media and favorable word-of-mouth (WOM) (Belli et al., 2022). On the other hand, supermarket LPs can help customers with grocery price inflation and rising food bills, which leads to maintaining healthy eating, and supports their overall wellbeing. 
The current study investigates consumers’ motives for using LPs, and the impact of LP vouchers on their food purchasing behaviour and consumption. Online groups have been established by consumers to support each other in optimising use of LP vouchers. More specifically, a feature of these LPs is consumers’ choice to ‘gift’ their LP vouchers to others. The study therefore explores motives for gift-giving and exchange of LP vouchers. 
Gift-giving
Gifting is a process with possible reciprocity between a giver and receiver. Consumer gift-gifting has been studied from several perspectives—such as social, wellbeing and economic—and within several disciplines (see Gupta et al.’s (2023) bibliometric analysis). In contrast to market-based economies that rely on dyadic and transactional relations, gift economies do not guarantee direct personal return (Bollier, 2003), instead, gifting is a practice of altruistic exchange (Putnam, 2000) that is sustained by generalized reciprocity, or a ‘pay it forward’ phenomenon, and is built on trust and goodwill (Giesler, 2006; Herdağdelen, Adamic and State, 2022, p. 1). Gift-giving can be viewed as a form of prosocial behaviour that consumers engage in (Givi and Galak, 2019). Herdağdelen et al.’s (2022) research posits that intracommunity gifting does not strengthen dyadic relations between specific individuals but reinforces solidarity and a sense of belonging to the community, allowing expressions of gratuity in the moment, a generalized form of gratitude, and building status through generosity (p. 3). This social solidarity based on the norm of reciprocity (which is a system of give and take) is sometimes undermined by a ‘leeching’ behaviour when gift recipients do not contribute to the social gifting systems (Gouldner, 1960; Komter, 2005; Giesler, 2006).
As well as reciprocation, other motivations behind gift giving include satisfaction, social approval, or psychological wellbeing (Belk, 1976; Sherry, 1983; Davies et al., 2010). In their study of weight loss online communities, Bradford et al. (2012) discuss how ‘gifting, sharing, and the relationship between them’ allow individuals to pursue status transitions for a social identity (p. 29). Givi et al. (2022) highlight three types of gift-givers’ motivations: (1) egoistic versus altruistic based on whether there is a desire to benefit the giver; (2) psychology-based, for example to establish social support (Wiener, Howe and Chartrand, 2022); and (3) relying on the notion of ‘reciprocity.’  
In the context of supermarket LP vouchers, the current study explores gift-giving and exchanging within online voucher groups. It is worth noting that unlike Givi et al. (2022) who describe gift-giving economically as a ‘unilateral transfer of goods’ and a ‘distribution of resources’ where the giver’s loss should equal the recipient’s gain (i.e., economic gain versus economic loss), supermarket LP vouchers have an expiration date and, if neither used nor gifted, will be useless to the gifter. Therefore, it is possible that gifting is about avoiding waste rather than, or as well as, more altruistic motives.  
Considering the extant literature, the objective of this study is to investigate consumers’ motives for gifting and exchanging vouchers, and to explore how these exchanges and gifts influence consumers’ attitudes to the store beyond loyalty, and their food purchasing behaviour. 
Methodology
To investigate the research objective, the first phase of our study involved ten exploratory in-depth interviews with moderators of independent grocery voucher-gifting groups established to exchange and gift LP vouchers for four of the leading supermarket brands in Ireland (Dunnes, SuperValu, Lidl, and Tesco). These voucher exchange groups are established on WhatsApp and Facebook and they vary in size from 51 to 68,200 members. Participants were recruited as a representative sample of moderators of larger and smaller groups. 
Individuals who were at least 18 years old and geographically based in Ireland could participate. To encourage participation (Head, 2009), participants were compensated for their participation with a gift voucher. To overcome any risk of perceived power dynamics in the researcher/participant relationship during the interview, participants were made aware of the purpose of the research and were assured that they would not be identified, their data would be anonymous, and they could withdraw from the interview at any point. The interview questions were based on a combination of literature-driven (deductive) and exploratory (inductive) themes.
After preparing the interview transcripts for analysis (following Elnahla and Neilson (2022)), transcribed data was analyzed following the six-step framework of Joy et al.’s (2023) reflexive thematic analysis (TA). The steps were: (1) familiarising oneself with the dataset; (2) coding; (3) generating initial themes; (4) developing and reviewing themes; (5) refining, defining and naming themes; and (6) writing up. 
Interviewing group moderators is only the first phase of this large-scale study. Findings will help to inform the next phases, which will include in-depth interviews with consumers in voucher-giving groups, and a large-scale survey with retail consumers about LP vouchers. This mixed research approach will elicit views from the perspectives of both moderators and consumers, and will also ensure that we draw on the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative research, minimizing the limitations of both approaches (Creswell, 2014).
Concluding remarks
This ongoing research looks at gift-giving in the context of LPs, and the influence of retail marketing on consumer behaviour and food choices. Ireland is an excellent choice for this research setting, for according to the 2024 Mando-Connect white paper, the four most engaged loyalty programmes in Europe are Norway, Sweden, Great Britain and Ireland. 
This project has theoretical, consumer, and managerial contributions. Theoretically, this research answers Givi et al.’s (2022) call for gift-giving research including motives that drive givers to give in the first place and contemporary issues. Therefore, it contributes to marketing and consumer behaviour literature focusing on themes of LPs and gift-giving. The research also answers Zeng and Botella-Currubi’s (2023) call for transformative consumer research that considers food poverty and explores food marketing and its influence on consumer behaviour. 
Second, there are consumer contributions. By investigating moderators’ perspectives, our research seeks to advance our understanding of how consumers engage with LPs, how voucher gift-giving groups are formed and evolve, how voucher gift-giving is conducted on these consumer-formed groups, and how those consumer-generated groups and the act of voucher gift-giving affects consumers’ response to the retailer and their shopping behaviour. 
Third, the study offers managerial contributions. Businesses invest a considerable amount of effort and financial resources to set up, manage and market LPs, in order to retain customers, create loyalty, and collect customer data. By understanding the impact of online voucher gift-giving groups on consumers and their loyalty, businesses can seek to better market and manage their LP vouchers, motivate WOM, improve brand equity, drive in-store engagement, increase customer acquisition and retention, and, ultimately, consumer spending.
Our research findings also have a societal impact, for they can inform policies regarding food poverty, and raise consumers’ awareness of how to alleviate food poverty through grocery voucher gifting and exchange. 
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