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Abstract 
There are a lot of theoretical frameworks and guidelines about how to ensure a loyalty 

program to be effective (Dowling & Uncles, 1997; Henderson, Beck & Palmatier, 2011; 

Oliver, 1999; Uncles, Dowling & Hammond, 2003). These frameworks and guidelines all 

differ from each other, they even contradict at some points. In practice companies often 

misunderstand or misapply loyalty programs (Yi & Jeon, 2003). There is no systematic 

knowledge about the nuances and processes of which practitioners think that they contribute 

to an effective loyalty program. This empirical research of qualitative nature combines the 

most important aspects from literature and tests them in practice. This enables the scattered 

frameworks and guidelines to form the first step to unity. It also collects and analyzes the 

nuances from practitioners concerning the key aspects needed in order to apply a loyalty 

program most effectively. This research is conducted due to a qualitative field research that 

contains six case studies of varying companies that have an active loyalty program. 

The results show that there are fourteen key aspects that need to be taking into account 

when one wants to apply a loyalty program most effectively. The key aspect ‘developing 

relationships’ can be considered as the most important aspect. This means that this aspect 

requires more attention when applying a loyalty program and striving for effectiveness. 

Another key aspect that stands out is the aspect ‘creating habits’. However, there are also 

nuances to these key aspects. The nuances to the key aspect ‘developing relationships’ vary 

from each other. Whereas one aims to improve current customer relationships, another prefers 

to build sustainable customer relationships for the long term. Others want to give his/her 

privileged customers discounts like any other customer, despite the fact that they already 

receive discounts due to former arrangements. There are also more practical nuances like 

putting saved points on the customers’ receipt when he/she forgot to bring the card. Word of 

mouth advertisement is also mentioned as an important nuance. 

Concluding it can be said that there are fourteen important key aspects to consider 

when one wants to apply a loyalty program effectively. The most important aspects to take 

into account are ‘developing relationships’ and ‘creating habits’. This research contributes to 

literature with its qualitative nature due to the nuances that spice up the results of this study. It 

also creates a first structure within the divided research area of loyalty programs. This paper is 

written for anyone who is interested in loyalty programs and in how to apply them most 

effectively in practice. However, it can also be used as a guideline to help practitioners 

making their loyalty program effective; this applies to loyalty programs of any size. 
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1. Introduction 
In this research loyalty programs are in the centre of attention. In the first chapter the 

complication and situation, including information about the area of topic and why this 

research is conducted, is described in paragraph 1.1. Followed by the definition of the goals of 

this research in paragraph 1.2. The research questions are listed in paragraph 1.3. and 

paragraph 1.4. An explanation about how this research is conducted is described in paragraph 

1.5. The theoretical- and practical contributions of this research are described in paragraph 

1.6. and paragraph 1.7. Finally the outline of this report is described in paragraph 1.8. 

1.1. Complication and situation 

There are a lot of theoretical frameworks and guidelines about how to ensure a loyalty 

program to be effective and successful (Dowling & Uncles, 1997; Henderson et al., 2011; 

Oliver, 1999; Uncles et al., 2003). These frameworks and guidelines all differ from each 

other, they even contradict at some points. Therefore there is a lack of consensus in literature 

concerning these frameworks and guidelines. In practice companies often misunderstand or 

misapply loyalty programs (Yi & Jeon, 2003). During the process from design to 

implementation most business managers see rewards as free gifts handed out on a short-term 

promotional basis (O’Brien & Jones, 1995). There is no systematic knowledge about the 

nuances and processes of which practitioners think that they contribute to an effective loyalty 

program; what is really important and what is not? 

 

In established repeat-purchase markets there is fierce competition between multi-

brand/multinational/franchise organizations and their brands/products/services (Abid & Ali, 

2014). Repeat-purchase markets include FMCG (Fast Moving Consumer Goods), retail, food 

and beverages, personal services like banking and travel agents, hotels, transport, 

pharmaceuticals, basic cosmetics and media (Uncles et al., 2003). These organizations 

compete on price, product selection, services, location and more (Abid & Ali, 2014). In order 

to stay ahead of competitors it is important to attach a positive feeling to brands (Fujiwara & 

Nagasawa, 2015). This is often been done by conducting content marketing strategies, where 

a certain kind of content is getting linked to a brand, product and/or service in order to pull 

customers (Lieb, 2012). With as purpose to give (potential) customers positive 

brand/product/service impressions, generate brand engagement and become a reliable source 
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of information (Lieb, 2012). A way to achieve this is by applying loyalty programs (Van 

Doorn et al., 2010).  

A loyalty program is a reward system designed to reward customers with extra product or 

supplementary goods and/or services often based on their purchase history (Oliver, 1999; Yi 

& Jeon, 2003). Respectively 10 years ago the United States of America had approximately 

2,250 loyalty programs and 90 percent of the Americans participated in one or more of these 

programs (Berman, 2006). In Canada and the United Kingdom these figures were even higher 

than 90 percent (Berman, 2006). Nowadays the USA counts 3.3 billion loyalty program 

memberships, this is an average of 29 memberships per household (Carter, 2015).  

If a loyalty program is being executed effectively, customer loyalty will increase (Sharp & 

Sharp, 1999). Besides customer loyalty the selling volume and the selling frequency may also 

increase (Oliver, 1999). Another aspect to take into account is acquiring new customers, this 

incidental benefit derives from for example blogging or word-of-mouth advertisement by 

satisfied customers (Van Doorn et al., 2010). A company may also apply a loyalty program 

for a range of other purposes like: building databases, cross-selling, aiding trade relations, 

establishing alliances and assisting brand promotions (Uncles et al., 2003). There will be no 

further elaboration on these purposes in this research, but they are taken into account. 

1.2. Research goals 

The lack of consensus when it comes to theoretical frameworks and guidelines and the 

absence of systematic knowledge about important nuances and processes from practice, both 

concerning the application of loyalty programs in its most effective way as described above in 

the first paragraph of this research, lead us to the following research goals: 

 To get a better understanding on how to apply a loyalty program in its most effective 

way by means of a systematic literature review (desk research); 

  To get a better view of nuances from practitioners concerning loyalty programs and 

of how the key aspects from the literature review are applied in practice (field 

research). 

1.3. Research question 

To achieve the goals of this research, a proper research question is required. The main 

question of this research is listed below: 

 How are loyalty programs being applied effectively in practice and what are the key 

aspects? 
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1.4. Sub questions 

In order to answer the research question the following sub questions must be answered: 

1. What are the key aspects needed to apply a loyalty program most effectively, 

according to literature? 

2. What are the key aspects and its nuances needed to apply a loyalty program most 

effectively, according to business managers? 

1.5. Research approach and methods 

This explorative research is executed by conducting a literature review concerning loyalty 

programs. The most important aspects derived from the literature review, of which multiple 

aspects are based on empirical evidence, are processed into questions for a qualitative field 

research. The data is collected due to semi-structured interviews and the research is 

approached deductively. The selection process of the interviewees is done by purposive 

sampling, a non-probability sampling method. To answer the research question the acquired 

data from theory and practice are compared to each other. A more detailed description of the 

research approach and the applied strategies and methods can be found in chapter three. 

1.6. Theoretical contribution 

The theoretical contribution of this empirical research is in the unique approach of comparing 

literature about the effectiveness of loyalty programs with data from case studies about loyalty 

programs in practice. Due to these case studies managerial nuances about loyalty programs 

can be added to the investigated literature. These insights may benefit future research about 

loyalty programs especially concerning the applicability and effectiveness of them. 

1.7. Practical contribution 

The practical contribution of this research is a comparison of literature about loyalty programs 

and the outcome of case studies with active loyalty programs. The practical contribution can 

be used by anyone in the field of research or business willing to learn about loyalty programs 

and can also be used as a guideline on how to apply a loyalty program most effectively. 

1.8. Outline 

In the first chapter of this research the introduction to this study is described. The theoretical 

framework of this research is shown in chapter two. The methodology of this research 

including the data collection methods and the applied strategies for case selection is explained 

in chapter three. In chapter four the field research including multiple case studies is described. 
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The results of this research are shown in chapter five. This is done by comparing data from 

theory with data from practice. Finally in chapter six the conclusion, discussion, limitations 

and contribution of this research are described. 
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2. Theoretical framework 
In this theoretical framework relevant theory concerning this research is discussed. Starting 

with the definitions and explanations of ‘consumer loyalty’, ‘loyalty programs’ and 

‘effectiveness’ (paragraph 2.1., 2.2. and 2.3.); followed by multiple theories about how to 

apply loyalty programs most effectively in paragraph 2.4. The elaboration concerning the 

latter answers the first sub questions of this research, which is mentioned above in paragraph 

1.4. This chapter ends with a summary and conclusion of the described theoretical concepts in 

paragraph 2.5. 

2.1. Consumer loyalty 

The definition of consumer loyalty has been modified and adjusted heavily in the last few 

decades (Dowling & Uncles, 1997; O’Brien & Jones, 1995; Oliver, 1999; Sharp & Sharp, 

1997; Uncles et al., 2003; Yi & Jeon, 2003). 

Yi & Jeon (2003, p. 231) define consumer loyalty “as repeated purchases of particular 

products or services during a certain period of time”. According to Uncles et al. (2003) there 

is not a universally agreed definition of consumer loyalty. Instead they use three popular 

conceptualizations of consumer loyalty based on brand relationship, purchase behavior and 

purchase situation. 

In this research the following definition is used to define consumer loyalty: “a deeply held 

commitment to re-buy or re-patronize a preferred product/service consistently in the future, 

thereby causing repetitive same-brand or same brand-set purchasing, despite situational 

influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching behavior” (Oliver, 

1999, p. 34). 

McAlexander, Schouten & Koenig (2002) state that consumer loyalty in practice is often 

misunderstood. This because marketers use strategies and programs to establish and increase 

consumer loyalty based on limited information about the impact and consequences (Dowling 

& Uncles, 1997; Fournier, Dobscha & Mick, 1998). McAlexander et al. (2002) addressed this 

issue by searching for places where loyal consumers could be found and they studied the 

processes that were leading to their loyalty. They found that consumers generate a variety of 

relationships concerning loyalty, which at their turn leads to competitive advantage (Berry, 

1995; Kalwani & Narayandas, 1995; Peppers & Rogers, 1993). 
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2.2. Loyalty programs 

According to Oliver (1999) “loyalty programs are designed to reward repurchasers with extra 

product (e.g., flights) or supplementary goods and services”. “A loyalty program, which is 

often called a reward program, is usually introduced to build customer loyalty through the 

planned reward scheme based on a customer’s purchase history” (Yi & Jeon, 2003, p. 229). 

This means that loyalty programs are a way to differentiate one’s products (Yi & Jeon, 2003). 

“The goal of a loyalty program is to establish a higher level of customer retention in profitable 

segments by providing more satisfaction and value to certain customers” (Bolton, Kannan & 

Bramlett, 2000, p. 95). Loyalty programs are being justified by the positive influence of 

increased consumer loyalty on long-term financial performance (Anderson, Fornell & 

Lehmann, 1994; Reichheld & Sasser, 1990). 

2.3. Effectiveness 

Effectiveness concerning loyalty programs is about 

increasing consumer loyalty due to a program that is 

designed for this purpose (Sharp & Sharp, 1999). 

Consumer loyalty in its turn can increase the number of 

sales and the sales volume (Oliver, 1999). It may also 

generate new consumers (Van Doorn et al., 2010). A 

visualization about how effectiveness is defined in this 

research is shown in figure 1. 

2.4. How to apply loyalty programs most effectively 

In the article “Do customer loyalty programs really work?” Dowling & Uncles (1997) present 

a guideline on how to design a loyalty program most effectively. Four steps are central in this 

guideline, these steps are explained below: 

 

1. Design the loyalty program to enhance the value proposition of a product or service 

It is more worthwhile to let consumers use a program where their benefit increases parallel to 

what they buy. Free gifts will only give a short-term boost of loyalty and will possible devalue 

the brand over time (Dowling & Uncles, 1997). If a loyalty program is being applied as an 

element of the value proposition of a company, the program becomes part of an integrated 

strategy that develops sustainable loyalty (O'Malley, 1998). 

 

Figure 1: visualization of effectiveness 
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2. Fully cost the loyalty program 

Certain cost concerning a loyalty program are visible for the management (start-up costs, 

maintenance costs, etc.), other, also called less visible costs by Dowling & Uncles (1997), are 

costs that are unable to predict. These costs could be time spend by marketing managers on 

loyalty program activities. Therefore the allocation of budget to a loyalty program must be 

conducted cautiously (Dowling & Uncles, 1997; O'Malley, 1998). 

 

3. Design a reward scheme that maximizes the buyer’s motivation to make the next 

purchase 

Rewards schemes should be targeted at different types of consumers. In this way consumers 

can determine their profitability when they are participating in a loyalty program, the kind that 

suits their buying behavior best (Dowling & Uncles, 1997). Reinartz & Kumar (2000) 

generalize the findings of their empirical study about long-life customers, and highlight that 

business managers should focus on short- and long term type of customers at the same time, 

as they both can be highly profitable. This study is conducted in the general merchandise 

industry and consists of a sample of 9,167 American households (Reinartz & Kumar, 2000). 

 

4. Consider specific market situations in planning 

When planning to apply a loyalty program one must consider the product or service its market 

situation. There are situations where loyalty programs are not helpful at increasing consumer 

loyalty. An example of such a situation is when a brand is highly fashionable. This is because 

fashion is the key motivator for consumers in this case (Dowling & Uncles, 1997). 

 

Their research concludes that competition is a major reason to launch a loyalty program; 

another reason is to create a demand-pull effect by making the product and/or service more 

attractive to distributors. The latter due to the positive relationship between distribution 

coverage and market share (Dowling & Uncles, 1997). 

 

Uncles et al. (2003) state in their article “Customer loyalty and customer loyalty programs” 

that the demand-side potential of loyalty programs can be analyzed due to a framework. This 

framework contains three concepts concerning customer loyalty: customer brand acceptance 

(CBA), customer brand commitment (CBC) and customer brand buying (CBB). These three 

concepts are used because they represent the base case (CBA) and the two most common 
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exceptions (CBC and CBB) of customer loyalty in repeat purchase markets. The two 

exceptions include: consumers who value function less than psychological and social value 

and consumers who show a very low level of loyalty (Uncles et al., 2003). When we look at 

the FMCG industry, Uncles et al. (2003) say that customer brand acceptance is most likely to 

be the concept that can be linked to brand loyalty. The other two concepts exist but are not 

widespread. According to Uncles et al. (2003) behavioral definitions of loyalty differ and 

therefore companies should assess their loyalty programs. In their paper, Uncles et al. (2003) 

present a checklist for managers to help them start and/or evaluate their loyalty program on a 

strategic level. This checklist consists of four elements with demarcations and questions: 

(1) Context; 

(2) Assessing customer loyalty; 

(3) Assessing loyalty programs; 

(4) Assessing major traps (Uncles et al., 2003). 

A more recent study from Evanschitzky et al. (2012) illustrates that commitment has a 

significant positive effect on loyalty towards a company. In other words customer 

commitment contributes to the effectiveness of a loyalty program. The empirical study of 

Evanschitzky et al. (2012) is conducted at a, as they call it, large European retailer. They 

mailed a questionnaire to 20,000 random customers and had 5,189 usable respondents. 

 

Henderson et al. (2011) state that the theoretical underpinnings of many research concerning 

loyalty programs is based on three specific aspects: status, habits and relationships. Loyalty 

programs change consumer behavior; the sale of a product and/or service applies a certain 

status to customers in comparison with others. Habits, customers build a certain memory to 

what have been purchased before and retailers benefit from this. The development of 

relationships with consumers may enlarge the chance of becoming the consumers’ favorite 

(Henderson et al., 2011). Ou, Shih, Chen & Wang (2011) found a significant positive impact 

of ‘relationship commitment’ on ‘consumer loyalty’ in their empirical study about 

relationships. This means “that the higher the relationship commitment, the higher the 

loyalty” (Ou et al., 2011, p. 202). The study of Ou et al. (2011) is conducted in Taiwan and 

included a survey of 480 observations from department store customers. 

 

In the FMCG/retail/food industry this means: 
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Table 1: explanation of the aspects status, habits and relationships in the FMCG/retail/food industry 

Status: 

Kivetz & 

Simonson, 

2003 

Consumers prefer loyalty programs in which they have a relative advantage 

in obtaining benefits compared with the average consumer. Relative 

advantage is more important than overall value or personal ease. 

Habits: 

Wood, 2010 Despite actors' predictions about others' behaviors, people in states of high 

life change tended to choose unfamiliar, novel items rather than familiar, 

traditional items, suggesting that life changes inhibit habit performance. 

Relationships: 

De Wulf, 

Odekerken-

Schröder & 

Iacobucci, 

2001 

Consumers' perceptions of relationship investments enhance relationship 

quality, a composite of trust, commitment, and satisfaction, which is 

positively associated with behavioral loyalty. Interpersonal communication 

has the strongest association with perceived relationship investment. 

 

Henderson et al. (2011) also mention that if all three aspects are achieved there also must be a 

total fit between the aspects. An example of Starbucks is given were their premium rewards 

program was fulfilling all three aspects but was still discontinued after a while because of 

poor results (Henderson et al., 2011). 

 

Oliver (1999) states in his work “Whence Consumer Loyalty” that in order to ensure a 

successful loyalty program an organization must think of three issues: what is loyalty 

(because of its changing meaning), is loyalty attainable for the organization (because of the 

differences in states of loyalty) and is loyalty profitable (because of the returns to loyalty). 

The latter of the three issues is empowered by an empirical study of Reinartz & Kumar (2000) 

in the general merchandise industry. Their findings, derived from a sample of 9,167 American 

households, show that ‘customer profitability’ is strongly related to ‘customer lifetime 

duration’ (Reinartz & Kumar, 2000). This means that the longer the customer lifetime 

duration, which can be realized by increasing customer loyalty, the higher the customer 

profitability. For all three issues Oliver (1999) listed questions that can be used as a checklist 

for organizations. The checklist is summarized below: 
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Table 2: checklist to ensure successful loyalty programs (Oliver, 1999) 

  Checklist 

Issues 

What is 

loyalty? 

•What portion of consumers in general are inherently loyal, disloyal, or 

ambivalent? What are the determining characteristics of these states? Do 

consumers express loyalty differently across product and service categories? 

•If satisfaction and loyalty are divergent concepts, what constitutes there 

overlap? Alternatively, what best describes their correspondence? 

•How is the action-loyal state attained? Is it simple inertia, or does it have 

clear behavioral antecedents? 

•What is fortitude? Is it a combination of adoration and commitment, or does 

it consists of other content? 

•What is the transitioning mechanism between action loyalty and fortitude? 

How does a consumer move from one state to the other, and how can firms 

facilitate this? 

•What are the options for constructing a consumption community or village? 

How strong are the bonds in a "family" in which consumers might not have 

face-to-face contact? 

•What is the role of repetition and mere exposure in loyalty in a consumption 

community? 

•What additional synergistic effects are garnered when fortitude and 

community combine? Are these effects additive or synergistic? 

Is loyalty 

attainable

? 

•What product and service categories are most adaptable to the fortitude and 

village concepts? 

•Does industry structure play a role in loyalty development among its 

members? 

•Is the rate of innovation a factor in loyalty for individual firms in industries 

with varying levels of innovativeness? 

•Do management experience, strategy, and resourcefulness play roles in 

loyalty programs? 

•Can management identify its loyal segments through means other than repeat 

purchase patterns? 

•Can management cultivate loyalty through the mechanisms of fortitude and 
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community? What are the nature and variants of such programs? 

Is loyalty 

profitable

? 

•What are the costs, respectively, of various loyalty strategies, including 

satisfaction, product superiority, fortitude, community, and their synergy? 

•Do these strategies engender different returns in relation to their costs? 

•Are there quantifiable benefits to passive loyalty, such as word of mouth and 

recommendations? 

•Are loyalty programs best managed in-house or contracted out? 

•Do loyalty programs have reciprocal internal effects, such as feedback on 

employee morale? 

•Can loyalty be affected as a secondary result of improving employee morale 

generally? 

•What are the determining characteristics, more generally, of returns to 

loyalty? 

 

According to Wirtz, Mattila & Lwin (2007) switching costs are linked to consumer 

participation in a rewards program. Lam, Shankar, Erramilli & Murthy (2004, p. 297) define 

switching costs as an “investment of effort, time, and money, which constitutes a significant 

barrier to moving to other service providers when the customer is dissatisfied with the 

services of a provider”. Switching costs increase when loyalty programs are involved (Wirtz 

et al., 2007). The findings of Wirtz et al. (2007) derive from an empirical study with 283 

respondents in Singapore. The data of this research is collected due to door-to-door 

interviews. According to Dowling & Uncles (1997) psychological costs can also be a part of 

switching costs, for example the loss of the feeling of belonging to a program. By making 

loyalty programs attractive for their customers, due to offering accumulating benefits for 

example, companies can increase switching barriers and lock in their customers (Dowling & 

Uncles, 1997; Wirtz et al., 2007). Switching can consist of applying or signing up for a new 

program, getting accustomed to the programs’ rules and conditions, and so on (Patterson & 

Smith, 2001). 

2.4.1. Social media 

Anno 2015 it is hard to go around ‘social media’ when it comes to loyalty and loyalty 

programs. Social media “describes a variety of new sources of online information that are 

created, initiated, circulated and used by consumers intent on educating each other about 
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products, brands, services, personalities, and issues” (Blackshaw & Nazzaro, 2004, p. 2). In 

this research ‘social media’ is taken into account but is not further investigated as an aspect 

that helps to apply loyalty programs effectively. This decision is made because “social media 

encompasses a wide range of online, word-of-mouth forums including blogs, company-

sponsored  discussion  boards  and  chat  rooms, consumer-to-consumer e-mail, consumer 

product or service ratings websites and forums, Internet discussion boards and forums, 

moblogs (sites containing digital audio, images, movies, or photographs), and social 

networking websites, to name a few” (Mangold & Faulds, 2009, p. 358), which makes it too 

complex to demarcate in this research. 

2.5. Key aspects 

The above explained key aspects are summarized in the table below. Besides key aspects the 

references (author(s) and year) and the number of citations of their work are also shown. The 

cells are marked with either a green √ or a black √. Green means that the author(s) did 

research about this particular aspect and consider it a key aspect on how to apply a loyalty 

program most effectively. Black means that the author(s) agree upon the aspect to be a key 

aspect, but do not necessarily have conducted an empirical research about the aspect. 

 

Table 3: summary of key aspects from literature on how to apply a loyalty program most effectively 

References Dowling & 

Uncles, 1997 

Uncles et 

al., 2003 

Henderson et 

al., 2011 

Oliver, 

1999 

Wirtz et 

al., 2007 Key aspects Total 

Enhance value 

proposition √ √    2 

Cautious budget 

allocating 
√ √  √  3 

Target different 

customers 
√ √ √   3 

Consider market 

situation √     1 

Ensuring brand 

acceptance  √   √ 2 

Ensuring brand 

commitment 
 √  √ √ 3 

Ensuring brand 

buying 
√ √ √  √ 4 

Providing status 

  √ √ √  3 

Creating habits 

 
√ √ √ √  4 
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Developing 

relationships 
√ √ √ √ √ 5 

Defining loyalty 

 
 √  √  2 

Determine 

attainability    √  1 

Measuring 

profitability 
√ √  √  3 

Create 

switching costs 
√  √  √ 3 

Citations at 

Google Scholar 

(6/2015) 

1217 592 53 6320 142 

Citations at 

Web of Science 

(6/2015) 

216 - 18 1040 38 

 

Looking at the summarizing table above it can be said that according to the investigated 

literature there are fourteen aspects that can be considered as important when one wants to 

apply a loyalty program most effectively. The key aspect ‘developing relationships’ can be 

considered as the most important key aspect to bear in mind when one wants to apply a 

loyalty program most effectively. This means that companies have to try to become the 

customers’ favorite (Henderson et al., 2011) due to interpersonal communication (De Wulf et 

al., 2001). Other key aspects that can be considered as important are ‘ensuring brand buying’ 

and ‘creating habits’. For the key aspect ‘ensuring brand buying’ this means that consumers 

with a low level of loyalty must be persuaded to buy the firms’ brand(s) (Uncles et al., 2003). 

For the key aspect ‘creating habits’ this means that firms need to give consumers a certain 

memory to what have been purchased before, in order to make the next purchase a habit for 

the consumer (Henderson et al., 2011). 
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3. Methodology 
In this methodology chapter the research approach is explained more extensively compared to 

the description in paragraph 1.5. Next to the research approach also the data collection 

methods of this research are described in this chapter in paragraph 3.2. A more in depth 

description about case studies and the applied type of research is shown in paragraph 3.3. 

3.1. Research approach 

This research is executed by conducting an extensive literature review concerning loyalty 

programs. The most important aspects derived from the literature review, of which multiple 

aspects are based on empirical evidence, are processed into questions for a qualitative field 

research. This is done in order to acquire data for a comparison with the investigated 

literature. In this field research the units of analysis are active loyalty programs in and around 

(some are also active in Belgium) the Netherlands, concerning repeat-purchase markets. Some 

of the participating companies also have experience with loyalty programs in other countries, 

this is not taking into account during the field research because of cultural differences. This 

means that companies in different countries might need to address their customers differently 

in order to reach the same loyalty goals. 

 

The loyalty programs are selected due to purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling 

method where the units of observation are selected by the researchers, they determine what 

the most useful or representative units are (Babbie, 2010). Probability sampling is excluded 

because not all loyalty programs are suited for this research. In order to get a representative 

research, the selected loyalty programs differ from each other in size by number of 

participants and the number of years that the program is active. The diversity of loyalty 

programs due to the selection criteria ensures maximum variation in the sample (Patton, 

2002). This enables the researcher to analyze all existing extremes within this field. 

 

This research is conducted according to the deductive research approach, an approach wherein 

a theoretical framework is developed before the data is being collected (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2009). Due to the collected data the theoretical framework can be tested. 
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3.2. Data collection method 

To collect data for sub question two, interviews are held with business professionals who are 

responsible for the particular loyalty programs. This is done because in this research personal 

interaction with respondents is more valuable than knowledge of respondents expressed 

through an anonymous questionnaire (Saunders et al., 2009). Due to industry experience of 

the researcher there is access to people in the industry. The duration of the interviews is 

around one hour. Interviews may be formalized and structured with standard questions for the 

respondents; they may also be informal and unstructured like real life conversations (Saunders 

et al., 2009). In this research the interviews are held in a semi-structured way, also called 

‘qualitative research interviews’ (King, 2004). This means that there are themes and a list of 

questions, but the interviewer has the freedom to go with the flow in a conversational way 

during the interview (Saunders et al., 2009). To avoid interpretation errors, the elaboration of 

the data is evaluated with the business professionals. The data analysis is done due to a 

comparison between literature and data from the interviews. The theoretical concepts from the 

literature form the structure of this analysis. An example of this are the three aspects (status, 

habits and relationships) stated by Henderson et al. (2011) which are mentioned earlier in this 

report. These three aspects are intertwined into the interview questions. This enables a valid 

comparison between theory and practice. 

3.3. Case studies 

The interviews are used as a data collection method for the case studies (Saunders et al., 

2009). Case studies have the ability to answer ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions (Saunders et 

al., 2009). Case studies can be defined as “a strategy for doing research which involves an 

empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context 

using multiple sources of evidence” (Robson, 2002, p. 178). According to Yin (2003) there 

are single and multiple case studies. It is common for scientists to apply multiple case studies 

because a single case study can make it hard to generalize the results (Yin, 2003). Therefore 

the decision was made to conduct multiple case studies in order to be able to generalize the 

results of this research.  

 

Case studies are best applicable in an exploratory type of research (Saunders et al., 2009). An 

exploratory research can be used when one wants to find out “what is happening; to seek new 

insights; to ask questions and to assess phenomena in a new light” (Robson, 2002, p. 59). 
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4. Field research 
In this chapter six different loyalty programs are analyzed due to case studies. The loyalty 

programs have been kept anonymous due to confidentiality agreements with the participating 

companies. The loyalty programs are described program by program starting with an 

introduction of their core business, size, age and goals. This is followed by an explanation of 

the effectiveness and possible successors of the program. Than the key aspects and its nuances 

which are derived from the field research are shown in a table and are being analyzed. At the 

end of this chapter the key aspects and the most important nuances are summarized to give a 

clear visualization. 

4.1. Loyalty program A 

The first loyalty program discussed in this chapter is a program ranked 3
rd

 of the loyalty 

programs in the Netherlands when it comes to the number of users. The program is based on 

giving customers a company card, with this card customers can have an advantage on non 

card holders. The program is launched in 2011. There are two main advantages: savings 

points in order to buy regular products with a discount and access to buying discounted (day) 

offers that are not available to non card holders. The goals of the program are to improve the 

relationship with the customer, to stay unique compared to competitors and to offer customers 

something extra. 

 

Effectiveness 

This program is effective in the way that it increases 

the loyalty of customers. This is measured by the 

company due to a comparison of turnover figures 

and a comparison of the store visitor frequency 

figures. To the question: what makes the program 

effective, the interviewee answered the point saving 

system and the personalized discount (day) offers. 

 

Table 4: key aspects of loyalty program A including nuances when relevant 

Loyalty program A 

Aspects: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

Enhance value proposition Yes * 

“Not one or two aspects are 

making a loyalty program 

operate effective, multiple 

aspects are required to create an 

effective operating loyalty 

program” 
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Cautious budget allocating No * 

Target different customers Yes * 

Consider market situation Yes Staying unique in the market 

Ensuring brand acceptance Yes * 

Ensuring brand commitment Yes * 

Ensuring brand buying Yes Offer more to customers compared to current situation 

Providing status No * 

Creating habits Yes * 

Developing relationships Yes Improving current relationships as well 

Defining loyalty Yes * 

Determine attainability No * 

Measuring profitability Yes Preliminary calculations 

Create switching costs No * 
*An empty cell in the table means that for the particular aspect the interviewee has no statement beyond 

the obvious, no data relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above there are multiple key aspects that help loyalty program A to 

be effective. Ten out of the fourteen aspects are appointed as a key aspect by the interviewee. 

These are: enhance value proposition, target different customers, consider market situation, 

ensuring brand acceptance, ensuring brand commitment, ensuring brand buying, creating 

habits, developing relationships, defining loyalty and measuring profitability. 

In addition to the regular interview questions the interviewee mentioned the importance of a 

total fit between the key aspects. Not one or two aspects are making a loyalty program operate 

effective, multiple aspects are required to create an effective operating loyalty program. The 

alignment of the aspects is even more important in order to reach the state of effectiveness. 

4.2. Loyalty program B 

The second loyalty program discussed in this chapter is in use by a third of all households in 

the Netherlands. The program is based on giving customers a company card, with this card 

customers can have an advantage on non card holders. The program is launched in 2006. The 

main advantages of the program are the benefits for customers concerning warranties and the 

specific communication towards customers. The latter is made possible due to database 

intelligence. The goals of the program are building relationships with customers, collecting 

data about customers and giving customer something extra like freebees or discounted offers. 

 

Effectiveness 
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This program is effective in the way that it increases 

the loyalty of customers. This is measured by the 

company due to a comparison of customer spending 

habits and a comparison of the store visitor frequency 

figures. To the question: what makes the program 

effective, the interviewee answered being customer specific and the fact that customers 

become more loyal due to the discount card principle. Other successors of the program are the 

free coffee and free tea, this is offered at the stores. 

 

Table 5: key aspects of loyalty program B including nuances when relevant 

Loyalty program B 

Aspects: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

Enhance value proposition No Misunderstanding of program name by customers 

Cautious budget allocating No * 

Target different customers No Misunderstanding of program name by customers 

Consider market situation No * 

Ensuring brand acceptance Yes Warranty benefits for customers 

Ensuring brand commitment Yes Giving customers something they see as an advantage 

Ensuring brand buying Yes Create good offers for customers 

Providing status No * 

Creating habits No Relevancy; business should stick in customers’ mind 

Developing relationships Yes Building sustainable relationships 

Defining loyalty Yes Looking at Dutch culture – getting something for free 

Determine attainability Yes Collect customer data to gain knowledge 

Measuring profitability Yes Calculating discounts 

Create switching costs No * 
*An empty cell in the table means that for the particular aspect the interviewee has no statement beyond 

the obvious, no data relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above there are multiple key aspects that help loyalty program B to 

be effective. Seven out of the fourteen aspects are appointed as a key aspect by the 

interviewee. These are: ensuring brand acceptance, ensuring brand commitment, ensuring 

brand buying, developing relationships, defining loyalty, determine attainability and 

measuring profitability. 

In addition to the regular interview questions the interviewee mentioned that the ‘relevance of 

the program’ and ‘building relationships with the customer’ are of great importance when 

striving for effectiveness. 

“The ‘relevance of the program’ 

and ‘building relationships with 

the customer’ are of great 

importance when striving for 

effectiveness” 
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4.3. Loyalty program C 

The third loyalty program discussed in this chapter is conducted by using multiple loyalty 

interventions. Around 4,000 customers participate to the program after such an intervention. 

The interventions of the program are based on giving customers a discount or giving 

customers free products/services. The company started with these interventions in 2014. The 

main advantage of the interventions of the program is the refund that customers are entitled 

to. The goals of the interventions of the program are increasing the buying frequency and 

building brand equity/loyalty. 

 

Effectiveness 

This program is effective in the way that it increases 

the loyalty of customers by an increasing customer 

buying frequency. This is measured by the company 

due to a comparison of old- and new purchase data 

from the stores where they are selling from. To the question: what makes the program 

effective, the interviewee answered all of the aspects which are described in the table below 

except for the last one ‘create switching costs’. Other successors of the program are the refund 

possibilities and the ‘on pack’ advertisement. The latter also generates new customers. 

 

Table 6: key aspects of loyalty program C including nuances when relevant 

Loyalty program C 

Aspects: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

Enhance value proposition Yes Multiple interventions (short loyalty programs) at once 

Cautious budget allocating No * 

Target different customers Yes Using ‘on pack’ advertisement 

Consider market situation No Best practices of competitors 

Ensuring brand acceptance No * 

Ensuring brand commitment No * 

Ensuring brand buying No Customer binding for the long term 

Providing status No * 

Creating habits Yes Applying refund concepts 

Developing relationships No * 

Defining loyalty Yes Building brand equity 

Determine attainability No * 

Measuring profitability No Market penetration figures are valued more 

Create switching costs No * 
*An empty cell in the table means that for the particular aspect the interviewee has no statement beyond 

the obvious, no data relevant to mention 

“The complexity of short- and 

long term customer loyalty is an 

important aspect to take into 

account” 
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As is shown in the table above there are multiple key aspects that help loyalty program C to 

be effective. Four out of the fourteen aspects are appointed as a key aspect by the interviewee. 

These are: enhance value proposition, target different customers, creating habits and defining 

loyalty. 

In addition to the regular interview questions the interviewee mentioned that the complexity 

of short- and long term customer loyalty is an important aspect to take into account. 

According to the interviewee there is a large grey area between these two extremes (short 

term and long term). 

4.4. Loyalty program D 

The fourth loyalty program discussed in this chapter is a stamp card with around 5,000 

participating customers. The program is based on the collecting stamps principle where 

customers can get a discount on products if their stamp card is full. The company introduced 

their stamp card in 2010. The main advantage of the program is the discount that customers 

get when they have a full stamp card. The goal of the program is to give something extra to 

the customer. 

 

Effectiveness 

It is unknown if this program is effective or not. It is 

also unknown if this program increases the loyalty of 

customers or not, because this is not measured by the 

company. To the question: what makes the program effective, the interviewee answered the 

discount that customers have with a full stamp card and bonding with the customer. Other 

successors of the program, provided that the program is effective, are the recognizable logo 

on the card and the fact that the company still accepts expired stamp cards (as a favour for the 

customer). 

 

Table 7: key aspects of loyalty program D including nuances when relevant 

Loyalty program D 

Aspects: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

Enhance value proposition Yes Satisfying the customer by giving something extra 

Cautious budget allocating No * 

Target different customers No * 

Consider market situation No * 

“Weather conditions have a 

strong impact on the effectiveness 

of the program in our industry” 
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Ensuring brand acceptance No * 

Ensuring brand commitment No Company logo on the card of the program 

Ensuring brand buying No Ensuring customer binding by accepting expired cards 

Providing status No * 

Creating habits Yes Weather depending habits 

Developing relationships No Word of mouth advertisement 

Defining loyalty No * 

Determine attainability No * 

Measuring profitability No * 

Create switching costs No * 
*An empty cell in the table means that for the particular aspect the interviewee has no statement beyond 

the obvious, no data relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above there are multiple key aspects that help loyalty program D to 

be effective. Two out of the fourteen aspects are appointed as a key aspect by the interviewee. 

These are: enhance value proposition and creating habits. 

In addition to the regular interview questions the interviewee mentioned that in their case the 

weather conditions have a strong impact on the effectiveness of the program. 

4.5. Loyalty program E 

The fifth loyalty program discussed in this chapter is a program with around 5,000 

participating customers and still rising. The program is based on a point saving system 

wherein every participating customer gets an account with a card and can get a discount on 

products or can get products for free in exchange for saved points on their account. The 

company introduced their program in 2015. The main advantages of the program are the 

discount and the free products that customers get when they have saved a certain amount of 

points. The goal of the program is to increase the turnover of the company. 

 

Effectiveness 

The program is launched one month before the 

interview, which took place in July, 2015. Not all the 

data of the program was already evaluated at that 

time, therefore it is unknown if the program is 

effective or not. Due to this reason it is also unknown 

if the program increases the loyalty of customers or 

not. To the question: what makes the program 

“The company is focused on 

three different customer 

segments: current loyal 

customers, customers that only 

come to the store when there are 

special offers and new or 

potential customers” 
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effective, the interviewee answered the invested time and money by the company and its 

employees. Other successors of the program, provided that the program is effective, are the 

reward system for the customer, the personalized customer communication and the Dutch 

culture (saving points and getting free products). 

 

Table 8: key aspects of loyalty program E including nuances when relevant 

Loyalty program E 

Aspects: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

Enhance value proposition No * 

Cautious budget allocating No Barcodes let go of the almost new cards 

Target different customers Yes Personalized communication by using databases 

Consider market situation No * 

Ensuring brand acceptance No * 

Ensuring brand commitment Yes Own program design 

Ensuring brand buying Yes Reward system 

Providing status No * 

Creating habits Yes Based on Dutch cultural habits like saving 

Developing relationships Yes Giving privileged customers also the card discount 

Defining loyalty Yes Meeting at least once in four weeks 

Determine attainability No Large investment of time and money should do it 

Measuring profitability No * 

Create switching costs No Far ahead of competitors 
*An empty cell in the table means that for the particular aspect the interviewee has no statement beyond 

the obvious, no data relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above there are multiple key aspects that help loyalty program E to 

be effective. Six out of the fourteen aspects are appointed as a key aspect by the interviewee. 

These are: target different customers, ensuring brand commitment, ensuring brand buying, 

creating habits, developing relationships and defining loyalty. 

In addition to the regular interview questions the interviewee mentioned that the company 

focuses on three different customer segments: current loyal customers, customers that only 

come to the store when there are special offers and new or potential customers. 

4.6. Loyalty program F 

The sixth loyalty program discussed in this chapter is a program with around 370 participating 

customers and still rising. The program is based on a point saving system wherein every 

participating customer gets an account with a card and can get a discount on products or can 

get products for free in exchange for saved points on their account. The company introduced 
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their program in 2012. The main advantages of the program are the discount and the free 

products that customers get when they have saved a certain amount of points. The goals of the 

program are to reward loyal customers and to convince customers to come back to the 

company due to the points they have saved. 

 

Effectiveness 

It is unknown if this program is effective or not. It is 

also unknown if this program increases the loyalty of 

customers or not, because this is not measured by the 

company. The industry of the company, the restaurant 

business, makes it hard to make valid measures 

concerning the effectiveness of the program, because the amount of customers per period is 

depending on multiple external factors like weather conditions, seasons and times of 

recession. To the question: what makes the program effective, the interviewee answered a 

positive appearance of the owners and the employees towards customers, because giving 

customers a good feeling about their visit is of great importance according to the interviewee. 

Other successors of the program, provided that the program is effective, are the discount for 

the customer and the free products that are given away randomly to loyal customers by the 

owner. 

 

Table 9: key aspects of loyalty program F including nuances when relevant 

Loyalty program F 

Aspects: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

Enhance value proposition No * 

Cautious budget allocating No Rewarding customers, giving them something extra 

Target different customers No Handing out freebees randomly to customers 

Consider market situation No * 

Ensuring brand acceptance No * 

Ensuring brand commitment Yes Positive appearance personnel, giving a good feeling 

Ensuring brand buying No Discount and word of mouth advertisement 

Providing status No * 

Creating habits No Visits depend on seasons and weather conditions 

Developing relationships Yes Put saved points on receipt when forgot to bring card 

Defining loyalty No * 

Determine attainability No Outsourced to experts 

Measuring profitability No * 

Create switching costs Yes Repurchase due to persuasion of already saved points 

“There is always saved credit left 

on the card which makes 

customers want to come back, 

this definitely contributes to the 

effectiveness of the program” 
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*An empty cell in the table means that for the particular aspect the interviewee has no statement beyond 

the obvious, no data relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above there are multiple key aspects that help loyalty program F to be 

effective. Three out of the fourteen aspects are appointed as a key aspect by the interviewee. 

These are: ensuring brand commitment, developing relationships and create switching costs. 

In addition to the regular interview questions the interviewee mentioned that there is always 

saved credit left on the card which makes customers want to come back sometime. According 

to the interviewee this definitely contributes to the effectiveness of the program. 

4.7. Key aspects 

The key aspects derived from the case studies described in this chapter are summarized in the 

table below to give a clear visualization of the importance of the key aspects: 

 

Table 10: summary of key aspects from practice on how to apply a loyalty program most effectively 

Loyalty program Program 

A 

Program 

B 

Program 

C 

Program 

D 

Program 

E 

Program 

F Key aspects Total 

Enhance value 

proposition 
√  √ √   3 

Cautious budget 

allocating 
      0 

Target different 

customers √  √  √  3 

Consider market 

situation 
√      1 

Ensuring brand 

acceptance 
√ √     2 

Ensuring brand 

commitment 
√ √   √ √ 4 

Ensuring brand 

buying √ √   √  3 

Providing status 

 
      0 

Creating habits 

 
√  √ √ √  4 

Developing 

relationships √ √   √ √ 4 

Defining loyalty 

 
√ √ √  √  4 

Determine  √     1 
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attainability 

Measuring 

profitability 
√ √     2 

Create switching 

costs      √ 1 

Program age 

(7/2015) 
4 years 9 years < 1 year 5 years 1 month 3.5 years 

Program size / 

users (7/2015)* 

Third 

largest of 

NL 

33.3% of 

househol

ds in NL 

4,000 per 

intervent

ion** 

+/- 5,000 +/- 5,000 370 

*Not all participating companies could give the number of users of their program due to privacy reasons 

**This company applies multiple loyalty interventions per year 

 

As is shown in the table above there are four key aspects that score a four, which means that 

these have been agreed upon by four different business managers. This means that these four 

aspects are key aspects, on how to apply a loyalty program most effectively, for four of the six 

questioned loyalty programs. These are the following aspects: ‘ensuring brand commitment’, 

‘creating habits’, ‘developing relationships’ and ‘defining loyalty’. 

However there are also two aspects that score a zero in the table above. These aspects are not 

being considered as a key aspect, in order to apply a loyalty program most effectively, by all 

six of the questioned loyalty programs. These two aspects are: ‘cautious budget allocating’ 

and ‘providing status’. 

What stands out from the interviews is that at least half of the interviewees mention the 

importance of a total fit between the key aspects. 

4.8. Nuances 

The nuances of the most important key aspects which are derived from the interviews are 

summarized and described in this paragraph. This are the nuances of the following key 

aspects: ‘ensuring brand commitment’, ‘creating habits’, ‘developing relationships’ and 

‘defining loyalty’. 

 

Table 11: nuances of the key aspect 'ensuring brand commitment' 

Ensuring brand commitment 

Loyalty program: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

A Yes * 

B Yes Giving customers something they see as an advantage 

C No * 

D No Company logo on the card of the program 
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E Yes Own program design 

F Yes Positive appearance personnel, giving a good feeling 
*An empty cell in the table means that the interviewee has no statement beyond the obvious, no data 

relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above the interviewee of loyalty program B wants to give his/her 

customers something that they see as an advantage. According to the interviewee this could be 

anything like for example a discounted product or freebees. However, the interviewees of 

loyalty programs D and E have more practical nuances, respectively placing the company 

logo on the programs’ card and designing the program themselves. The interviewee of loyalty 

program F prefers to give customers a good feeling by a positive appearance of the personnel. 

 

Table 12: nuances of the key aspect 'creating habits' 

Creating habits 

Loyalty program: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

A Yes * 

B No Relevancy; business should stick in customers’ mind 

C Yes Applying refund concepts 

D Yes Weather depending habits 

E Yes Based on Dutch cultural habits like saving 

F No Visits depend on seasons and weather conditions 
*An empty cell in the table means that the interviewee has no statement beyond the obvious, no data 

relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above the interviewee of loyalty program B argues that relevancy is 

of great importance, the core business of a company should stick in a customers’ mind. The 

interviewee of loyalty program C prefers to apply refund concepts to create habits. The 

interviewees of the loyalty programs D, E and F mention nuances like weather conditions, 

seasons and Dutch cultural habits like saving things. 

 

Table 13: nuances of the key aspect 'developing relationships' 

Developing relationships 

Loyalty program: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

A Yes Improving current relationships as well 

B Yes Building sustainable relationships 

C No * 

D No Word of mouth advertisement 

E Yes Giving privileged customers also the card discount 
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F Yes Put saved points on receipt when forgot to bring card 
*An empty cell in the table means that the interviewee has no statement beyond the obvious, no data 

relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above the interviewees of the loyalty programs A and B aim to 

respectively improve current customer relationships and build sustainable customer 

relationships for the long term. The interviewee of loyalty program D mentioned word of 

mouth advertisement as an important nuance. Whereas the interviewee of loyalty program E 

wants to give his/her privileged customers the card discount like any other customer, despite 

the fact that they already receive discounts due to former arrangements. The interviewee of 

loyalty program F has a more practical opinion and wants to put saved points on the 

customers’ receipt when he/she forgot to bring the program card. 

 

Table 14: nuances of the key aspect 'defining loyalty' 

Defining loyalty 

Loyalty program: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

A Yes * 

B Yes Looking at Dutch culture – getting something for free 

C Yes Building brand equity 

D No * 

E Yes Meeting at least once in four weeks 

F No * 
*An empty cell in the table means that the interviewee has no statement beyond the obvious, no data 

relevant to mention 

 

As is shown in the table above the interviewee of loyalty program B wants to look at Dutch 

cultural aspects like getting something for free for example. However, the interviewee of 

loyalty program C prefers to build brand equity. The interviewee of loyalty program E 

mentioned to conduct a meeting at least once in every four weeks to define loyalty over and 

over again. 
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5. Results: comparison of theory and practice 
In this chapter the results of this research are summarized and compared. Starting with a 

summarizing table of the scores from the theoretical- and practical part of this research in 

paragraph 5.1. Followed by a comparison of the key aspects from theory and practice wherein 

the most outstanding results are being highlighted in paragraph 5.2. 

5.1. Summary of key aspects from theory and practice 

In the table below the totals which are derived from theory and practice are listed. In the last 

column of the table the popularity of the key aspects are shown due to adding up the scores 

from theory and practice. The best and worst score for each column are highlighted in 

respectively green and red. In case of a tie of the scores, more than one key aspect is 

highlighted. 

 

Table 15: summary of key aspects from theory and practice 

Key aspects 
Theory total 

score 

Practice total 

score 

Overall total 

score 

Enhance value proposition 2 out of 5 3 out of 6 5 out of 11 

Cautious budget allocating 3 out of 5 0 out of 6 3 out of 11 

Target different customers 3 out of 5 3 out of 6 6 out of 11 

Consider market situation 1 out of 5 1 out of 6 2 out of 11 

Ensuring brand acceptance 2 out of 5 2 out of 6 4 out of 11 

Ensuring brand commitment 3 out of 5 4 out of 6 7 out of 11 

Ensuring brand buying 4 out of 5 3 out of 6 7 out of 11 

Providing status 3 out of 5 0 out of 6 3 out of 11 

Creating habits 4 out of 5 4 out of 6 8 out of 11 

Developing relationships 5 out of 5 4 out of 6 9 out of 11 

Defining loyalty 2 out of 5 4 out of 6 6 out of 11 

Determine attainability 1 out of 5 1 out of 6 2 out of 11 

Measuring profitability 3 out of 5 2 out of 6 5 out of 11 

Create switching costs 3 out of 5 1 out of 6 4 out of 11 

 

As is shown in the table above the key aspect ‘developing relationships’ has the highest score 

in all of the three columns. This means that five out of five researchers and four out of six 

business managers agree upon the importance of this aspect when it comes to applying a 

loyalty program most effectively. 
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Other key aspects that score relatively high are ‘creating habits’ with an overall score of eight 

out of eleven, ‘ensuring brand commitment’ and ‘ensuring brand buying’. The last two both 

have an overall score of seven out of eleven. 

However there are also less popular key aspects. The lowest overall scores are for the two key 

aspects ‘consider market situation’ and ‘determine attainability’, both score a two out of 

eleven. In these cases it means that one out of five researchers and one out of six business 

managers agree upon the importance of these aspects when it comes to applying a loyalty 

program most effectively. 

5.2. Comparison of key aspects from theory and practice 

In order to describe the results of this research more in depth, not only the scores from theory 

and practice are add up, but are compared to each other as well. Doing this leads to four 

deviating key aspects. This means that, when comparing scores from theory and practice, four 

of the fourteen key aspects differ from each other with at least two points in the score. In other 

words: these four key aspects are agreed upon by the majority of the researchers from theory 

but not by the majority of the business managers from practice, or the other way around. The 

four key aspects are: ‘cautious budget allocating’, ‘providing status’, ‘defining loyalty’ and 

‘create switching costs’. The first two key aspects show the largest gap between theory and 

practice, this gap is three points. Therefore these two are described in more detail: 

5.2.1. Cautious budget allocating 

The key aspect ‘cautious budget allocating’ means that budget for a loyalty program should 

be allocated cautiously. This due to the reason that loyalty programs contain costs that are less 

visible for the management (Dowling & Uncles, 1997). An example of these costs is time 

spend on loyalty program activities by marketing managers. These costs are unable to predict. 

 

Looking at the theoretical outcomes concerning this key aspect, it is shown in the table below 

that three out of the five researchers agree upon this aspect to play a key role in applying a 

loyalty program most effectively. According to those researchers (Dowling & Uncles, 1997; 

Oliver, 1999; Uncles et al., 2003) the allocation of budget to a loyalty program must be 

conducted cautiously (O'Malley, 1998). 
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Table 16: scores 'cautious budget allocating' 

Key aspect Theory total Practice total Overall total 

Cautious budget allocating 3 out of 5 0 out of 6 3 out of 11 

 

Looking at the practical outcomes concerning this key aspect, it is shown in the table above 

that zero out of the six business managers agree upon this aspect to play a key role in applying 

a loyalty program most effectively. This means that none of the interviewed business 

managers sees the aspect ‘cautious budget allocating’ as a key aspect in order to apply a 

loyalty program most effectively. However, at the largest investigated loyalty programs 

(programs A and B) managers do take the costs of the program into account. But these 

managers see this aspect as a standard requirement instead of as a key aspect needed in order 

to apply a loyalty program most effectively. Managers of other programs (programs D, E and 

F) mainly look at the start-up investment of the loyalty program and take the less visible costs 

for granted. 

5.2.2. Providing status 

The key aspect ‘providing status’ means that a company can give the customer a certain status 

by means of a product, brand, service or a combination of these three. This due to the reason 

that the sale of a product and/or service applies a certain status to customers in comparison 

with non-customers (Henderson et al., 2011). An example of this is a hybrid car, a car like this 

gives owners the status that they are aware of the environment and are willing to reduce 

harmful gas emissions. 

 

Looking at the theoretical outcomes concerning this key aspect, it is shown in the table below 

that three out of the five researchers agree upon this aspect to play a key role in applying a 

loyalty program most effectively. According to those researchers (Henderson et al., 2011; 

Oliver, 1999; Uncles et al., 2003) customers prefer loyalty programs in which they have a 

relative advantage in comparison with non-customers. Relative advantage is more important 

than overall value or personal ease (Kivetz & Simonson, 2003). 

 

Table 17: scores 'providing status' 

Key aspect Theory total Practice total Overall total 

Providing status 3 out of 5 0 out of 6 3 out of 11 
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Looking at the practical outcomes concerning this key aspect, it is shown in the table above 

that zero out of the six business managers agree upon this aspect to play a key role in applying 

a loyalty program most effectively. This means that none of the interviewed business 

managers sees the aspect ‘providing status’ as a key aspect in order to apply a loyalty program 

most effectively. However, at one of the six interviewed companies (loyalty program C) status 

plays an important role in buying the companies’ products/brands. But the manager does not 

recognize the aspect ‘providing status’ as a key aspect needed in order to apply a loyalty 

program most effectively. Managers of the other programs (programs A, B, D, E and F) do 

not think that their products or brands come with a certain status for the customer compared to 

non-customers. 
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6. Conclusion, discussion, limitations and contribution 
In the final chapter of this research the conclusions are described in paragraph 6.1. The main 

research question of this study is answered here and suggestions for further research are 

mentioned here as well. Some discussion points that arose during the data collection are 

described in paragraph 6.2. Followed by the limitations of this research in paragraph 6.3. This 

chapter closes with a description of the theoretical- and practical contributions of this research 

in paragraph 6.4. 

6.1. Conclusion 

Loyalty programs are a way to reward repurchasers with discounted- or free products and 

services (Oliver, 1999). Loyalty programs are applied on a frequent base. In the USA for 

example there are more than 3.3 billion loyalty program memberships which is an average of 

29 memberships per household (Carter, 2015). According to Sharp & Sharp (1999) customer 

loyalty increases when a loyalty program is being executed effectively. This has a positive 

influence on long-term financial performance (Anderson et al., 1994; Reichheld & Sasser, 

1990). Due to the differences in theoretical frameworks and guidelines on how to apply a 

loyalty program most effectively a lack of consensus arose. This research combined the key 

aspects needed in order to apply a loyalty program most effectively by doing an extensive 

literature review and tested these aspects in practice. 

 

According to the investigated literature the key aspect ‘developing relationships’ can be 

considered as the most important key aspect to bear in mind when one wants to apply a 

loyalty program most effectively. This means that companies have to try to become the 

customers’ favorite (Henderson et al., 2011) due to interpersonal communication (De Wulf et 

al., 2001). Other key aspects that can be considered as important are ‘ensuring brand buying’ 

and ‘creating habits’. For the key aspect ‘ensuring brand buying’ this means that consumers 

with a low level of loyalty must be persuaded to buy the firms’ brand(s) (Uncles et al., 2003). 

For the key aspect ‘creating habits’ this means that firms need to give consumers a certain 

memory to what have been purchased before in order to make the next purchase a habit for 

the consumer (Henderson et al., 2011). 

 

Data from the interviews show that four of the fourteen tested key aspects stand out due to 

their high score. These aspects are: ‘ensuring brand commitment’, ‘creating habits’, 
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‘developing relationships’ and ‘defining loyalty’. The scores of these four aspects are equal 

compared to each other. However there are also two aspects that not have been recognized by 

any of the interviewed managers. On the contrary to the four aspects mentioned above, these 

aspects are not being considered as a key aspect in order to apply a loyalty program most 

effectively. These two aspects are: ‘cautious budget allocating’ and ‘providing status’. 

 

When comparing the theoretical results with the practical results it becomes clear that the key 

aspect ‘developing relationships’ has the highest score for both theory and practice. This 

means that five out of five researchers and four out of six business managers agree upon the 

importance of this aspect when it comes to applying a loyalty program most effectively. Other 

key aspects that score relatively high are ‘creating habits’ with an overall score of eight out of 

eleven, ‘ensuring brand commitment’ and ‘ensuring brand buying’. The last two both have an 

overall score of seven out of eleven. However there are also less popular key aspects. The 

lowest overall scores after the comparison are for the two key aspects ‘consider market 

situation’ and ‘determine attainability’, both score a two out of eleven. In these cases it means 

that one out of five researchers and one out of six business managers agree upon the 

importance of these aspects when it comes to applying a loyalty program most effectively. 

 

Taken into account the gathered data from the literature review and the interviews the 

following research question is answered: How are loyalty programs being applied effectively 

in practice and what are the key aspects? The key aspects are shown in a table below and 

applying a loyalty program effectively can be done by taking these key aspects into account. 

Clearly some aspects are of more importance than others, these aspects should be addressed 

more thoroughly in order to apply a loyalty program in its most effective way. Every aspect 

scored at least two in total which indicates that all of the investigated aspects need to be taken 

into account. This corresponds with the results of this research that show that there is need for 

a total fit between the aspects. In the table below the key aspects are ranked to show which 

ones should get more attention when applying a loyalty program and striving for 

effectiveness. 

 

Table 18: ranked key aspects 

Ranked key aspects Total score (max. 11) 

Developing relationships 9 
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Creating habits 8 

Ensuring brand commitment 7 

Ensuring brand buying 7 

Target different customers 6 

Defining loyalty 6 

Enhance value proposition 5 

Measuring profitability 5 

Ensuring brand acceptance 4 

Create switching costs 4 

Providing status 3 

Cautious budget allocating 3 

Consider market situation 2 

Determine attainability 2 

 

As is shown in the table above the key aspect ‘developing relationships’ has the highest score 

and is ranked as most important aspect according to this study. Therefore the nuances of the 

aspect ‘developing relationships’, which are derived from the interviews, are shown below: 

 

Table 19: nuances of the key aspect 'developing relationships' 

Developing relationships 

Loyalty program: Is the aspect a key aspect in becoming effective? / Nuances 

A Yes Improving current relationships as well 

B Yes Building sustainable relationships 

C No * 

D No Word of mouth advertisement 

E Yes Giving privileged customers also the card discount 

F Yes Put saved points on receipt when forgot to bring card 
*An empty cell in the table means that the interviewee has no statement beyond the obvious, no data 

relevant to mention 

 

The table above shows that the interviewees have varying nuances when it comes to 

‘developing relationships’. The interviewee of loyalty program A prefers to improve current 

customer relationships. Whereas the interviewee of loyalty program B aims to develop 

sustainable customer relationships for the long term. The interviewee of loyalty program D 

mentioned word of mouth advertisement as an important nuance. However, the interviewee of 

loyalty program E wants to give his/her privileged customers the card discount like any other 

customer, despite the fact that they already receive discounts due to former arrangements. 

This means that they might not profit from any of these transaction. The interviewee of 
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loyalty program F has a more practical opinion and wants to put saved points on the 

customers’ receipt when he/she forgot to bring the program card. 

6.1.1. Further research 

Despite the efforts of this research there are still multiple subjects to do research about that 

complement this research. An example is the term ‘social media’, how could the aspects of 

social media help to apply a loyalty program most effectively? Because of the rising 

popularity and the hugeness of social media and all its elements this could be a very 

interesting research topic. 

 

Other opportunities that complement this research are doing research about repeat-purchase 

markets that not have been addressed in this research. Examples are markets like: transport, 

personal services such as banking and travel agents, hotels, pharmaceuticals and media. 

 

Other research about one or more of the in this research investigated aspects is needed to 

establish a platform concerning this topic. A platform would shed more light on this subject 

and will hopefully increase the amount of involved scientists/scholars. 

6.2. Discussion 

The findings of this research are based on empirical evidence that loyalty programs have a 

positive impact on customer loyalty (Meyer-Waarden, 2006; Sharp & Sharp, 1999; Taylor & 

Neslin, 2005). Then again there are also researchers that found no statistical significant 

empirical evidence that loyalty programs have a positive impact on customer loyalty 

(Liebermann, 1999; Mägi, 2003). The results in literature are divided and there is no 

preponderance of one of the two camps. So although the results of this research are solid and 

representative, there is a chance that not both of the above described camps agree with this 

research. 

 

Another point for discussion is that success of loyalty programs is often over-claimed by 

managers who are involved with the program (Uncles et al., 2003). This statement is based on 

non-changing repurchase behaviour of customers during a test wherein the size of the 

program and the investment in the program were increased (Uncles et al., 2003). During the 

interviews of the field research the important questions were asked twice in different ways in 

order to avoid over-claiming of business manager concerning their program. This was also 



36 | P a g e  

 

needed because a biased tone of voice is hard to recognize when interviewees are enthusiastic 

about their field of expertise. What stands out during the interviews is that interviewees have 

a tendency to speak about the positive thing about their program. Things that went wrong 

during the start-up or later on in the process are hardly mentioned when they are not asked. 

 

Many loyalty programs experience copy cat behaviour of competitors once their loyalty 

program is introduced effectively. According to Uncles et al. (2003) this may lead to a serious 

decline of the potential impact of a loyalty program. Therefore companies should take this 

into account when applying a loyalty program and using the key aspects derived from this 

research. After the start-up of the program effectiveness should also be maintained by being 

innovative with the key aspects and letting them evolve over time. An example for the key 

aspect ‘defining loyalty’ is to keep defining loyalty for the program again and again in order 

to go along with the customers’ wishes. 

 

Besides the after-care of a loyalty program as discussed above the total fit between the key 

aspects also need to be taken into account (Henderson et al., 2011). As mentioned by multiple 

interviewees as well, in particularly the manager of loyalty program A: not one or two aspects 

are making a loyalty program operate effective, multiple aspects are required to create an 

effective operating loyalty program. 

 

Finally, no weightings are assigned to the key aspects in the table that is shown in the 

conclusion of this report. This enables it for anyone who uses this template for any purpose 

whatsoever to determine the importance of the scores based on their own interpretation of the 

key aspects. 

6.3. Limitations 

One of the limitations of this research is the fact that not all of the discussed key aspects are 

empirically investigated. Whereas if possible the key aspects of this research are based on 

empirical evidence, some are only frequently discussed in literature. This makes a 100% 

validity of this research questionable. However, the field research including the multiple 

interviews partly makes up for this. Mainly because of the semi-structured nature of the 

interviews which enabled the interviewees to speak out free within the theme. Due to this 

freedom interviewees had the chance to add valuable information to this research. A good 



37 | P a g e  

 

example of valuable information is the total fit between key aspects. This is mentioned in 

literature but is not empirically investigated. The interviewees gave notice about the total fit 

between the key aspects, which confirmed its importance, even dough it is not empirically 

investigated. 

 

During the field research the interviewees were asked questions about the effectiveness of 

their loyalty program. A few of the interviewed managers had no clear measurement that 

proves their loyalty program to be effective. This means that there is a possibility that the 

loyalty program is not effective even though the managers claim it to be. 

 

Another limitation to this research is social media. Because of its size it is not being integrated 

into this research. Social media is too broad for this research which made it hard to specify it 

during the field research. It is not sure if social media and all of its underlying elements would 

affect this research, but this has to be considered as a possibility. 

6.4. Contribution 

In existing theory about loyalty programs there are contradicting results concerning their 

effectiveness in increasing consumer loyalty. Dowling & Uncles (1997) state that a loyalty 

program does not significantly increase the amount of loyal customers nor does it 

significantly increase an organizations’ profitability. On the contrary Sharp & Sharp (1997) 

state in their research that it is clearly possible to create repeat-purchase patterns due to 

loyalty programs. In an extension of this research Sharp & Sharp (1999) state that an excess in 

loyalty was fully attributable to the loyalty program they did research about. This concerned 

an empirical research about retail fuel purchases with 592 respondents in New Zealand. 

 

The theoretical contribution of this research is an empirically driven additive to literature 

about effective loyalty programs. The distinctiveness of this research is in the unique 

approach of comparing literature about the effectiveness of loyalty programs with data from 

case studies about loyalty programs in practice. Due to these case studies managerial nuances 

about loyalty programs will be added to the investigated literature. These insights may benefit 

future research about loyalty programs especially concerning the applicability and 

effectiveness of them. 
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The practical contribution of this research is a comparison of literature about loyalty programs 

and the outcome of case studies with active loyalty programs. The practical contribution can 

be used by anyone in the field of research or business willing to learn about loyalty programs 

and can also be used as a guideline on how to apply a loyalty program most effectively. 
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Appendix 1: research planning 

 

2015 

February:   Orientation research subject 

March:    Writing concept research proposal 

March 23th:   Planning meetings with Supervisor University 

April 1th:   Handing in concept version research proposal 

April 29th:   Handing in final research proposal 

April 2nd - May 18th:  Theoretical framework 

May 18-21th:   Making appointments with companies for interviews 

May 29th:   Planning progress meetings with Supervisors University 

June - July:   Interviews companies 

June - July:   Data analysis 

June 29th:   Presenting research proposal in master class 

August 10-14th:  Writing summary, conclusion, recommendation, etc 

August 24th:   Handing in concept report 

September 8th:  Handing in final report 

September 24th:  Presenting and defending session 
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Appendix 2: interview questions 
Multiple case studies are conducted in order to answer the second research question: What are 

the key aspects needed to apply a loyalty program most effectively, according to business 

managers? The data for these case studies is collected due to interviews. The questions that 

are asked during the interviews are listed below, first the English version than the Dutch 

version: 

 

 

1. How did you (or your predecessor) start the loyalty program? And why? 

2. What was the role of existing literature in the start-up of the program? 

3. In what way did you do research about competing programs? 

4. What went good in the process? 

5. If you could do the start-up (again), what would you do different? And why? 

6. What is/are the objective(s) of your program? 

7. What are the successors of the program? Why? 

8. Does your program increases consumer loyalty? How is this measured? 

9. What are the changes in sales frequency and/or volume due to the program? 

10. What are the key aspects that make this happen? 

11. Does the program generate new consumers? If so, what makes this happen? 

12. What distinguishes your program from other loyalty programs? 

13. What makes the program effective? And how?* 

14. Please circle the one that suits best concerning your loyalty program: 

 

Aspects: 

Does the aspect help to 

become effective?* 

Is the aspect a key aspect 

in becoming effective?* 

Enhance value proposition Yes / no Yes / no 

Cautious budget allocating Yes / no Yes / no 

English version 

Date:  Loyalty program:  

Name:  Program age:  

Position:  No. of users:  

Company:  
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Target different customers Yes / no Yes / no 

Consider market situation Yes / no Yes / no 

Ensuring brand acceptance Yes / no Yes / no 

Ensuring brand commitment Yes / no Yes / no 

Ensuring brand buying Yes / no Yes / no 

Providing status Yes / no Yes / no 

Creating habits Yes / no Yes / no 

Developing relationships Yes / no Yes / no 

Defining loyalty Yes / no Yes / no 

Determine attainability Yes / no Yes / no 

Measuring profitability Yes / no Yes / no 

Create switching costs Yes / no Yes / no 

*A loyalty program is effective in this research when it increases consumer loyalty 

 

 

Dutch version 

Datum:  Loyaliteitsprogramma:  

Naam:  Programma leeftijd:  

Functie:  Aantal gebruikers:  

Organisatie:  

 

1. Op welke wijze heeft u (of uw voorganger) het loyaliteitsprogramma opgestart? En 

waarom? 

2. Wat is hierin de rol geweest van literatuur of bestaande theorieën? 

3. Op welke manier is er onderzoek gedaan naar concurrerende loyaliteitsprogramma’s? 

4. Wat ging er goed tijdens het opstartproces? 

5. Als u het opstartproces (over) zou mogen doen, wat zou u dan anders doen? En 

waarom? 

6. Wat is het doel of zijn de doelen van uw programma? 

7. Wat zijn de succesfactoren van het programma? En waarom? 

8. Verhoogd het programma de klantloyaliteit? Hoe wordt dit gemeten? 
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9. Wat zijn de veranderingen in aankoopfrequentie en/of aankoopvolume door het 

programma? 

10. Wat zijn de belangrijkste aspecten die dit mogelijk maken? 

11. Genereert het programma nieuwe klanten? Zo ja, wat maakt dit mogelijk? 

12. Wat onderscheidt uw programma van andere loyaliteitsprogramma’s? 

13. Wat maakt uw programma effectief? En hoe?* 

14. Graag ja of nee antwoorden op de vragen in de onderstaande tabel: 

 

Aspecten: 

Draagt dit aspect bij 

aan de effectiviteit van 

het programma?* 

Is dit één van de belangrijkste 

aspecten die bijdraagd aan de 

effectiviteit van het 

programma?* 

Waarde propositie nastreven Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Voorzichtig toewijzen budget Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Richten op verschillende klanten Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Markt situatie in acht nemen Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Merk/keten acceptatie Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Merk/keten verbondenheid Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Merk/keten overtuiging Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Status leveren Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Gewoontes creëren Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Relaties ontwikkelen Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Definiëren van loyaliteit Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Bepalen van de haalbaarheid Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Meten van de winstgevendheid Ja / nee Ja / nee 

Creëren van overstapkosten Ja / nee Ja / nee 

*Een loyaliteitsprogramma is effectief in dit onderzoek als het de klantloyaliteit vergroot 
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Appendix 3: elaborated interviews 

Due to a confidentiality agreement with the participating companies of the field research the 

elaborated interviews are not included in this report. 


