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ABOUT THIS REPORT
In 2017, HelloWorld, A Merkle Company released its first Loyalty Barometer Report -- a look at how consumers really 
feel about reward programs and where brands may need to pivot to accommodate consumer preferences. Due to the 
quickly-evolving landscape of loyalty marketing, we intend to take an annual approach to this barometer in order to 
keep marketers ahead of the curve. 

The current analysis reveals how mindsets are shifting and gives us a peek into where things are headed in 2019 so 
brands can ensure their strategies are not only current, but remain relevant and impactful.
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METHODOLOGY
For this report, HelloWorld surveyed over 1,500 male and female consumers in 2018 who were sourced outside of the 
programs we manage for clients. The age responses came from U.S. residents aged 18-65, allowing us to segment the 
data from Baby Boomers to Gen X to Millennials and Gen Y.
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> The loyalty landscape continues to evolve; while some sentiments remain
similar to last year, others have shifted. We’ve highlighted key areas marketers
must focus on in order to keep their loyalty initiatives relevant in 2019
and beyond.

A key shift in loyalty marketing has been the rise of emotional loyalty and a focus on differentiating between “big L” (the overall 
brand experience) and “little L” (the loyalty program mechanism) loyalty. Formalized loyalty programs are now ubiquitous in 
the marketplace across verticals, even in areas where they weren’t traditionally found, like insurance, banking, automotive, 
and more. Because of this, consumers are becoming even more demanding in their expectations of these programs and 
discerning about which brands will actually earn their loyalty. Brands can’t rely solely on the “little L” to drive true loyalty, and 
the need to consider the entire brand experience is crucial. 

From the data, four key themes emerged:

Evolution of the 
Loyalty Landscape

Consumers’ biggest complaints with loyalty programs center around how 

long it takes to earn a reward and how difficult it is to get. Other negatives 

highlighted were that rewards or points expire too quickly and that the 

redemption process is too difficult. When a consumer’s hard-earned 

rewards expire before they can figure out how to use them, it can actually 

damage the relationship you were trying to reward in the first place. 

Make sure that you balance time to earn with ease of redemption so that 

consumers are motivated and truly rewarded by the program. 

REWARD UTILITY 
IS CRITICAL

Biggest loyalty  
program complaints: 
It takes too long to 
earn a reward and it’s 
too difficult to earn  
a reward.

Despite a slight decrease from last year, 75% of consumers still cite 
discounts and offers as a reward type they like. Free product, free samples, 
and free services also remain highly popular. Increasing in popularity is 
chance-to-win rewards, where consumers have the opportunity to win 
larger prizes. Including digital promotions such as sweepstakes and 
instant win games with prizes are also effective ways to engage and 
activate a loyalty member base, providing the same impact as a surprise 
and delight initiative.

FREE PRODUCTS AND DISCOUNTS 
REMAIN KING OF REWARDS 75%

of consumers like 
discounts and offers. 

1

22
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When asked what is the most important way a brand can interact with 
them, consumers most commonly said ‘surprising them with offers just for 
being a customer.’ As this wasn’t one of the top ways consumers said they 
like to be rewarded, it’s important to consider how surprises are positioned 
– both within and outside of formalized loyalty programs. Test and learn to
understand when these tactics have the most impact. Then consider how,
when, and where surprise and delight tactics can be programmed into your
strategy, so while they remain a surprise to your program members, your
team can have them budgeted, planned, and accounted for.

SURPRISES DRIVE  
EMOTIONAL CONNECTIONS 61%

of consumers say that 
the most important way 
a brand can interact with 
them is by surprising  
them with offers or gifts 
just for being a customer.

There’s growing 
interest in new 
technologies.

Although websites topped the list as the most preferred way to access 
loyalty program information, there is growing interest in new or emerging 
channels like smart speakers and Facebook Messenger. As you program 
your overarching brand communication channels, make sure to include 
loyalty. Consumers expect to interact with a loyalty program in the 
same way that they interact with a brand, and that includes via new or  
existing technologies. 

THE LOYALTY EXPERIENCE 
IS THE BRAND EXPERIENCE

13

14
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> Discounts, offers, and free products are the top reasons consumers participate
in loyalty programs.

What Customers 
Expect

A loyalty program’s value proposition needs to include elements of discounts or free 
products to drive ongoing participation, but surprises and other benefits should be used as 
differentiators that drive emotional loyalty and true brand connection.

From a rewards perspective, consumers similarly enjoy free products, discounts/offers, and free samples or services best. It’s also 
important to note that 41% of consumers like chances to win prizes, and 32% love to receive surprises from the brand.

Promotional Overlays are short-term 
tactics that motivate specific behaviors 
and layer onto existing loyalty programs 
without changing the program framework. 
They can go far beyond traditional sweep-
stakes and leverage established game  
theories and mechanics to drive real loyalty 
program results.

Check out our ebook on Promotional Overlays:

helloworld.com/overlays

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019

Free products

Discounts/offers

Free samples

Free services

Chance-to-win 

prizes

Surprises from the company

77%

75%

66%

57%

41%

32%

SURVEY QUESTION 
What types of rewards and benefits do you like? 
Select all that apply. 
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Reward Utility is the most important component for customer satisfaction within loyalty programs. The biggest 
complaints are that it takes too long or it’s too difficult to earn a reward, with rewards or points expiring too quickly and 
being too difficult to redeem closely following. This illustrates the need for programs to ensure rewards are attainable as well  
as compelling. 

None of the above

I receive discounts or offers

I can earn free products

I have access to exclusive rewards

I get members-only benefits

I stay connected to a brand I love

6%

43%

27%

10%

9%

5%

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019

SURVEY QUESTION 
In thinking about the loyalty or reward programs 
you currently belong to, what is the main reason 
you participate? 

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019

SURVEY QUESTION 
In thinking about various loyalty or rewards 
programs you’ve belonged to, what don’t you like 
about them? 

It takes too long to earn a reward

It’s too difficult to earn a reward

I receive too many communications

The rewards aren’t valuable

I worry about the security of my personal information

54%

39%

36%

32%

29%
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While responses still indicate a “loyalty comfort zone” in traditional points-based programs, we observed subtle differences 
in program structure preferences. With the prevalence of loyalty programs, consumers are looking for new ways for their 
favorite brand to reward them for being a loyalty customer.

> In our previous report, consumers’ favorite loyalty program structure was
“earning points for rewards” - but consumer expectations are changing.

Top 5 Favorite Loyalty Program Structures

2018 Data2017 Data

Earn points 
for rewards

Earn points 
for rewards

1 1

4
Get a surprise reward 
for purchasing 

Earn points for 
purchasing across 
many retailers

4

Get a new reward 
every Monday

5
Get a new reward 
every Monday

5

Get $10 reward  
when you spend $100

2
Get $10 reward  
when you spend $100

1

Earn points for 
purchasing across 
many retailers

3
Get a surprise reward 
for participating 

3

TIED FOR #1

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, 
December 2017

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, 
February 2019

People still expect and respond 
to a “do/get” structure.

The appeal of surprise rewards 
is on the rise. Find ways to 
connect more meaningfully  
with your consumers.

Coalition programs are  
continuing to decline in  
favor of true brand loyalty.

Consumers appreciate simplicity.

Preferred Ways to 
Earn and Redeem
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LOYALTY PROGRAM  
BENEFITS BY INDUSTRY
Consumer expectations across 
programs in different verticals 
trend similarly. Generally speaking, 
despite ranking “personalized 
rewards” low, consumers love 
the idea of being able to choose 
their own rewards. This indicates 
a desire for consumers to drive 
their own experience. Make sure 
to consider this when positioning 
program benefits. 

CPG

30%

44%

63%

45%

31%

CREDIT CARD

36%
43%

60% 60%

36%

Chances to win large prizes

Surprise rewards/discounts

Instant rewards/discounts

Ability to choose rewards

Personalized rewards

TRAVEL
41% 40%

60% 58%

34%

RETAILER

35%

52%
63%

52%
39%

SURVEY QUESTION 
Top 5 benefits loyalty programs should offer:

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019
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Personalization  
and Recognition

> In last year’s report, consumers were most interested in personalized
rewards and recognition. Today’s landscape has shifted, with a strong focus
on data security and privacy.
Consumers are less comfortable sharing their data, even when they know it’s being used to make their rewards experience 
more relevant. And while they are willing to share some information in exchange for a more personalized experience, be 
careful to only ask for the data you really need to create a more meaningful program.

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019

Purchase  
history

57%

Gender

51%

Self-selected  
profile 

preferences 

48%

Current 
location

30%

Browsing  
history on  

brand’s website

28%

Address

24%

Income

17%

None of the 
previous

10%

SURVEY QUESTION

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

*Source: Salesforce Blog. (November 2, 2017).

Consumers are most comfortable allowing brands 
to use their purchase history in order to make 
rewards programs more relevant. This type of 
personalization has mutual benefits for both the 
brand and the consumer. For example, a recent 
study from Salesforce captured the impact of 
leveraging purchase data to serve personalized 
product recommendations. According to the 
report, more than half of orders from buyers that 

ever clicked a recommendation included one of 
those recommended products.* With both brands 
and consumers reaping the benefit of tailored 
product suggestions, we will continue to see 
this type of customization within e-commerce 
and loyalty programs in 2019 and beyond. When 
looking to leverage user data within your loyalty 
initiatives, just make sure that the data is being 
used in a way that will benefit the consumer too. 

PURCHASE  
HISTORY

It stands to reason that consumers would 
be fairly comfortable allowing brands to use 
information that they provided, and that is 
reflected in the results, with almost 48% of 
consumers agreeing. Let consumers tell you 

what is important to them, and then personalize 
based on that. Preference centers, polls, and 
surveys are open, transparent ways to enable 
personalization that is convenient, not invasive.

SELF-SELECTED 
PREFERENCES

Consumers were less likely to be comfortable 
letting brands use their current location or 
browsing history, despite these being common 
marketing tactics. Many apps leverage location 
services to serve up relevant dining, retail, 

or even traffic information. However, brands 
should be wary of how much they rely on this 
type of data, since consumers feel these tactics 
can quickly cross the line. 

CURRENT LOCATION & 
BROWSING HISTORY
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CONSUMER PACKAGED GOODS HIGHLIGHT
Purchase validation is a common challenge in loyalty programs, particularly within consumer packaged goods (CPG). We asked 
consumers to tell us how they would like their purchases from their favorite everyday brand to be confirmed. Unsurprisingly, 
automatic validation ranked number one, but scanning a code or UPC via a mobile app came in second, and taking a picture 
of their receipt or code came in third. Consumers are willing to take additional action if there’s a compelling enough reason 
to do so. 

For more on creating a compelling prizing structure, see our 2018 Prizing Report.    

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019

SURVEY QUESTION 
How should purchases be confirmed in order to earn rewards?

43%

SCANNING 
A CODE OR 
UPC VIA A 
MOBILE APP

TAKING A 
PICTURE  
OF RECEIPT/
CODE

ENTERING A 
CODE ON A 
REWARDS SITE 
OR MOBILE APP

36%

29% 28%

16%

VALIDATED  
AUTOMATICALLY  
AT CHECKOUT

USING A 
SPECIFIC 
CREDIT 
CARD

1234

> Just as rewards should be easy to earn and redeem, purchase confirmation
should also be streamlined and simplified.

helloworld.com/prizing-report

10HelloWorld, A Merkle Company / 2019 Loyalty Barometer Report

https://www.helloworld.com/insights/whitepapers/prizing-report/


Over 60% of consumers believe that the most important 
way a brand can interact with them is by surprising them 
with offers or gifts. 

Key Takeaway 
While a simple “do/get” framework in formal loyalty 
programs is a baseline consumer expectation, brands 
who surprise their customers with a special offer or gift 
have the opportunity to build strong connections on an 
individual level.

Making their shopping process more convenient ranked 
second, with over 50% of consumers saying it’s the most 
important thing a brand can do. Coming in third at 45% was 
helping them solve a problem or answer a question. 

Key Takeaway 
In today’s world, consumers are time-starved and 
place a high value on brands that make their day-to-
day easier. Building in benefits or features that help 
consumers and simplify their choices will impact long-
term loyalty.

Across the board, consumers indicated “Saying Thank You 
for being a customer” was more important than anything 
related to personalization.

Key Takeaway
Personalization doesn’t have to be highly complex 
to be effective. Brands that simply recognize repeat 
customers and thank them for their loyalty can drive 
strong relationships with consumers.

All of this aligns with the underlying principles of Behavioral 
Economics. It combines the study of behavioral science and 
economic theory and provides insight into how marketers 
can use consumers’ cognitive biases to influence decisions.

Want to learn more? 
Check out our 2018  
Marketer’s Guide to  
Behavioral Economics: 

Emotional 
Loyalty 
Drivers

> According to Forrester, Emotional
Loyalty is integral to loyalty initiatives;
however, universal measurement of
emotional loyalty is still a tough ask.

helloworld.com/  
behavioral-economics
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SURVEY QUESTION 
What are the most important ways a brand can interact with you?

24%

Recommending products to me based on my needs

Recognizing me based on my past visits

27%

Surprising me with offers or gifts just for being a customer

Making my shopping process more convenient

Helping me solve a problem/answer a question

61%

50%

45%

Saying “Thank You” for being a customer

36%

Keeping me up to date on latest news and products

Welcoming me when I visit (in-store or online)

Engaging with me on social media

No interactions are important to me

23%

20%

9%

6%

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019

Consumers over 60 favored both 
“making my shopping process 
more convenient” and “helping 
me solve a problem/answer a 
question” over surprises. 

Engaging with them on social 
media was more important to 
younger demographics than  
the general population.

AGE DOES AFFECT WHAT’S MOST IMPORTANT TO CONSUMERS

Continue to check your demographics when considering what will be most important 
to your consumers.

Millennials Baby Boomers 
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Emerging Technology 
Influences Loyalty

> While consumers are comfortable with the existing loyalty program frameworks,
rewards and benefits, and ways to access them, there is an appetite for new
technology and interactions.

Broader adoption of things like smart speakers, smart watches, and chatbots is shaping consumers’ daily lives and beginning 
to impact how they want to interact with brands. These emerging technologies will shortly become integral marketing 
channels, and it’s important to begin considering how to best leverage them to further relationships and increase impact. 

App usage accounts for over 90% of internet time on smartphones and 77% of internet time on tablets. Consumers’ 

desire for accessing loyalty program information via mobile apps relates back to convenience. They consider brands’ 

loyalty programs as part of the brand, not a separate, standalone entity. In order to give consumers what they want, 

consider how to integrate loyalty program components into the existing brand experience.

77%
of internet time 
on TABLETS*

90%
of internet time  
on SMARTPHONES*

*Source: eMarketer. 2018, June 
www.emarketer.com/content/mobile-time-spent-2018

Mobile app

Website via computer

Website via mobile device

SMS/MMS

Smart speaker (Google Home, Amazon Alexa)

67%

51%

44%

23%

13%

SURVEY QUESTION 
In what ways would you like to access your loyalty 
program information, such as point balance, 
rewards available, and latest activity?

- HelloWorld Loyalty Barometer Report, February 2019
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> As smart home devices continue to grow in popularity and use, finding new
ways to engage with consumers by leveraging voice as a channel will become a
must-have for marketing initiatives, including loyalty.

U.S. Smart Speaker adoption 
grew to 24% as of July 2018.

4 in 10 households own more 
than one Smart Speaker.

Smart Speaker adoption is 
projected to grow to 66.3 
million households by 2022.

Currently, the most 
common uses are to listen 
to music, search for real-
time information such as 
traffic or weather reports, 
or search for factual 
information, like trivia  
or history. 

But the Nielsen report 
also uncovered that 52%  
of consumers are using 
their smart devices for 
shopping-related activities. 

Want to explore integrating Voice into your 
loyalty and promotions initiatives? HelloWorld 
recently launched a demo of our Voice product. 
Contact us to check it out and learn more.

Nielsen Media Tech Trender, Q2 Survey 2018
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CONCLUSION
According to consumers, rewards programs are useful because they provide access to free products and 
discounts. Fortunately, those benefits are likely already built into most existing programs. However, to 
ensure programs remain relevant in 2019 and beyond, brands must offer more than a transactional 
framework and integrate features and benefits that provide better member recognition. Mechanics like 
surprise and delight, chance-to-win, and thoughtful personalization will go a long way toward building a 
more emotional connection with your consumers and meeting their expectations. Evaluate your existing loyalty 
program structure to ensure that it’s true to your brand and your consumers and make sure it provides 
value beyond a simple discount. Consider how you can layer in short-term promotional tactics to augment 
your reward structure and introduce a new way to engage with your consumers through your program. Make 
sure it continues to stay relevant and top of mind by building in opportunities to engage your consumers with 
new or emerging technologies. There is no silver bullet to “future-proof” a loyalty program - consumer 
expectations will continue to change and evolve with their daily lives. The best way to stay relevant is to pay 
attention to how your customers engage with your brand and make sure your loyalty program is integrated 
into your brand experience.

ABOUT HELLOWORLD
HelloWorld, A Merkle Company 

HelloWorld is a digital marketing solutions company working with the world’s leading brands across all industry 
verticals. The company offers a powerful combination of native platform technology and marketing strategy to 
marketers looking to accelerate growth and deepen consumer impact. 

HelloWorld creates brand-consumer interactions through promotional campaigns to spark interest, loyalty 
programs to retain and reward, and multi-channel messaging to continue the conversation in market. Founded 
in 1999 as ePrize, HelloWorld joined the Merkle family in 2018 and has offices in Detroit, New York, Chicago, 
Los Angeles, and Seattle. The company has been behind highly effective regional and global campaigns for 
clients such as Coca-Cola, Johnson & Johnson, Microsoft, Samsung and Starbucks. For more information,  
please visit helloworld.com.
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