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INTRODUCTION

Business-to-business (B-to-B) loyalty programs must move beyond the traditional appeal of financial 
incentives and transactional benefits if they are to provide customer-centric value and create lifetime 
loyalty from the business owners who join them.

In April 2017, Merkle Loyalty Solutions conducted a survey of B-to-B sellers and buyers in North 
America and the UK.  The responses provided clear direction around the types of features, services, 
and resources that B-to-B buyers consider, value, and demand in today’s business environment. This 
survey data, bolstered by Merkle’s expertise in loyalty solutions, helps answer key questions:

 ⊲ What should the ideal B-to-B loyalty program look like? 
 ⊲ What key elements and services will motivate buyers to sign up, engage, and   

 deepen their loyalty?
 ⊲ Which trends, considerations, and features must be considered to make B-to-B   

 loyalty programs customer centric and compelling?
 ⊲ What can B-to-B sellers do to make their programs capable of forging long-lasting   

 and profitable relationships with their buyers?

Business owners provide clear directives to the suppliers and operators of B-to-B loyalty programs. 
Although businesses are initially attracted to B-to-B loyalty programs by financial incentives, they 
expect suppliers to evolve into valued partners and trusted sources of knowledge as they build and 
grow their businesses. Owners expect that program providers become industry experts, relationship 
builders, and providers of business-enhancing services, resources, and connections – everything 
from content and consulting  to data and one-on-one expertise.

By understanding what B-to-B buyers look for, B-to-B sellers can design programs that retain high-
value members, attract new members, and are profitable to the enterprise. In short, B-to-B programs 
must embed themselves across members’ business operations, so that both B-to-B providers and 
buyers can share in continued success and growth.

This first report in a four-part series on B-to-B loyalty programs examines the state of B-to-B 
programs and identifies a gap between what buyers expect and what B-to-B sellers currently provide 
and measure. Importantly, it sets the stage for B-to-B programs that are built on customer-centric 
principles and services – programs that are able to address businesses owners’ multiple needs for 
valuable rewards and long-term, business-building relationships. By leveraging data-driven insights 
and decisions, B-to-B sellers can better understand their prospects and clients, and in turn, create 
buying journeys, rewards, and robust B-to-B programs that help business members thrive.
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By their very nature, B-to-B loyalty programs are unique entities. They are marked by long 
buying cycles, complex organizations, and industry-specific needs. Business owners have high 
expectations for rewards and measurable results once they join – whether they define results as 
higher sales, lower operational costs, strong competitive advantage, or other benchmarks.

B-to-B loyalty programs are also incredibly lucrative, estimated by Frost & Sullivan to reach $6.7 
trillion (USD) in online retail value by 2020. That tally represents more than one-quarter of all total 
manufacturing trade and makes B-to-B revenues twice as valuable as the business-to-consumer 
(B-to-C) online market ($3.2 billion).1   

The challenges for B-to-B program sellers go far beyond getting noticed and elevated into buyers’ 
consideration sets. How can B-to-B sellers give their business clients the incentives and rewards 
they expect, while also delivering the customer-centric services and resources that keep B-to-B 
members engaged, successful, and loyal?

Results from Merkle’s April-May 2017 survey of 400 B-to-B buyers and sellers – 100 in each group 
in the UK and North America – indicate that B-to-B loyalty program success is a two-way street. 
Buyers seek incentives and business-building services from B-to-B programs, while sellers seek 
more spending and more profitability from valued clients, whether new or existing.

Both, it turns out, want to build strong relationships that feed long-term success and continued 
growth.

 ⊲ Buyers: Data shows that, as much as they enjoy the discounts and price breaks  
 B-to-B sellers think they value the most, buyers look to loyalty program   
 providers for resources, connections, and knowledge that can help them run their  
 companies more efficiently and profitably.

 ⊲ Sellers: As they seek more members, B-to-B sellers want customers who will  
 spend more, engage more, and are more profitable to the enterprise. To do so,  
 they must look beyond financial incentives to the loyalty-building value of their own  
 business resources and expertise.

1 “The Global B2B E-commerce Market Will Reach 6.7 Trillion USD by 2020, Finds Frost & Sullivan.” Frost & Sullivan. April 9, 2015. Web. 
Accessed July 7, 2017. https://ww2.frost.com/news/press-releases/global-b2b-e-commerce-market-will-reach-67-trillion-usd-2020-finds-
frost-sullivan/.
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North America UK

Acquire new customers 75% 65%

Retain existing customers 72% 62%

Retain high-value customers 72% 56%

Improve/grow market share 64% 57%

Increase overall customer spending 60% 48%

Increase online traffic/sales 59% 52%

Increase customer purchase frequency 55% 58%

B-TO-B PROGRAM OBJECTIVES

QUESTION: What are the key objectives of your B-to-B program and initiative?

75%

65%
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B-to-B program suppliers in 
both North America and the 
UK place a higher priority on 
acquiring new customers (75% 
North America, 65% UK) vs. 
retaining existing customers



Yet conventional wisdom emphasizes the advantages 
of growing customer relationships over creating new 
ones. Industry data from Marketing Metrics notes that 
B-to-B sellers have a 60%-70% chance of selling to an 
existing customer vs. a 5%-20% chance of selling to a 
new customer.1  Other data indicates that acquiring new 
customers can cost up to five times more than retaining 
existing customers, and a Harvard Business School report 
points out that higher retention rates of 5% can increase 
profits by 25%-95%.2 

1 Hull, Patrick. “Don’t Get Lazy about Your Client Relationships.” Forbes.com. December 6, 2013. Accessed July 7, 2017. https://  
www.forbes.com/sites/patrickhull/2013/12/06/tools-for-entrepreneurs-to-retain-clients/#6779fb282443

2 Reichheld, Frederick and Schefter, Phil. “The Economics of E-Loyalty.” Harvard Business School Working Knowledge. July 10,   
2000. Accessed July 7, 2017. http://hbswk.hbs.edu/archive/1590.html.

5x 
Acquiring new 
customers can cost 
up to five times 
more than retaining 
existing customers 

5%
Harvard Business 
School report points out 
that higher retention 
rates of 5% can 
increase profits by

25%-95% 

A core theme of Merkle’s B-to-B survey is consistent 
with the tenets set by these industry standard-setting 
studies: Business owners want loyalty programs that 
help them succeed and grow as businesses. They want 
relationships that cement long-term commitments and 
establish long-term loyalty. Likewise, B-to-B sellers can 
leverage resources and long-nurtured relationships 
to retain customers, increase members’ value to 
the enterprise, and meet their goals for increased 
profitability. Dell EMC’s Partner Direct program offers 
resellers a suite of enablement tools, marketing funds, 
training, and other benefits. These types of reseller 
programs are common across the high-tech industry. 

That’s just one of several findings that underscore the need for B-to-B suppliers to update their 
thinking about how to pitch, frame, and deliver their loyalty programs. Another gap emerges in 
B-to-B sellers’ target audiences and how they measure success. According to Merkle’s survey, 
B-to-B program suppliers in both North America and the UK place a higher priority on acquiring 
new customers (75% North America, 65% UK) vs. retaining existing customers (72% North America, 
62% UK) or retaining high-value customers (72% North America, 56% UK).

MERKLE B-TO-B LOYALTY REPORT | JULY 2017   ⊳   5   



 6   ⊲   MERKLE B-TO-B LOYALTY REPORT | JULY 2017

B-TO-B SELLERS AND BUYERS – IN SEARCH OF CONNECTED LOYALTY

B-to-B sellers diverge from buyers in identifying what they think their buyers value most, and the 
disconnect is more evident among B-to-B sellers in the UK than in North America.

Providers of B-to-B programs rank price breaks and financial rewards higher than other types of 
incremental business services for their value to B-to-B buyers. Yet, buyers are likely to say that 
what truly cements their loyalty to a B-to-B vendor are such factors as vendor reliability, dedicated 
customer service, industry knowledge, and communication. Discounts and financial incentives 
definitely attract buyers’ attention, but other dynamics influence their long-term commitment and 
engagement in B-to-B programs. For example, Cisco’s loyalty program allows its user members to 
redeem points for certifications and training to “get the most out of their IT investment.”  By helping 
users become more proficient at using the products, Cisco achieves the mutual goals of building 
longer relationships and helping companies make the best use of their product investment.

B-TO-B PROGRAM ELEMENTS THAT SELLERS THINK BUYERS VALUE MOST

North America UK

Spend-based pricing 48% 38%

Incremental preferred services 48% 29%

Relevant rewards (% off; discounts) 46% 37%

Volume-based pricing 43% 40%

Business-building resources 42% 44%

Business-building resources 42% 44%

Volume-based tiers 41% 38%

Cashback rewards 39% 46%

QUESTION: What key structural elements of your B-to-B program do you think are 

most important to your customers? 



And while it’s true that B-to-B buyers do identify financial rewards and prices based on volume/
spending as key elements for loyalty program consideration, those incentives drop from first place 
when buyers are asked to identify the program elements that keep them loyal and help them run 
their businesses. It’s as if financial incentives are viewed as “getting my money’s worth” from the 
B-to-B program; yet those incentives wane in importance once a business becomes a member. 
Over time, resources that deliver long-term value become more important, especially if they are 
built on customer-centric services and guided by B-to-B seller expertise.

MOST IMPORTANT INCENTIVES & PERKS TO B-TO-B 
MEMBERS ONCE THEY JOIN A LOYALTY PROGRAM

North America UK

Dedicated support 57% 38%

Strategy/consulting services 32% 29%

Financial incentives 54% 37%

Industry knowledge 45% 40%

Industry networking/connections 32% 44%

Simplified products 29% 38%

Cashback rewards 39% 46%

QUESTIONS: Once you’ve decided which brands and products to buy, what incentives and perks provided by 

your B-to-B vendors are valuable and help you run your business?
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MEASURING B-TO-B LOYALTY PROGRAM IMPACT AND EFFECTIVENESS

Armed with an understanding of the gap between what B-to-B sellers think their buyers want 
and what the buyers actually value, the question then becomes: Are B-to-B programs measuring 
the factors that are most important to gauge success? Are they measuring what their program 
members consider most important, or are they measuring what they know?

It’s true that B-to-B programs are focused on the bottom line, concerned about how to encourage 
members to spend more, spend more frequently, increase purchase quantities, and expand into 
other product lines and categories. Sellers say they track year-over-year growth, sales, profitability 
metrics, and survey satisfaction data to measure the impact of their programs, while buyers place 
higher value on more intangible but critical factors for a program’s value.

B-TO-B PROGRAMS’ KEY OBJECTIVES AND SUCCESS METRICS

North America UK

Year-over-year revenue growth 63% 49%

Profitability of each B-to-B relationship 57% 48%

Year-over-year growth in incremental sales 55% 49%

Customer satisfaction (from surveys) 47% 52%

Share of customers who are active 43% 46%

Increased per-customer spending 38% 34%

Social activity (sentiment; SOV; likes; retweets) 38% 28%

Customer response/interaction with brand  
communications, marketing 37% 29%

QUESTION: How do you measure the value and success of loyalty and customer retention in your B-to-B 

program and sales efforts?

But growth must also be measured as a function of the program’s underlying value to the B-to-B 
members, which raises two key questions: What builds loyalty? And what erodes it?
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BUSINESSES WANT THE BASICS: 
GOOD PRODUCTS, GOOD SERVICE, BEST PRICES

It’s easy to forget that business decision makers are themselves consumers. They base their 
decisions on a desire to get the greatest value with the best customer service. They want their 
vendors to understand them, pay attention to them, and listen to them. As noted earlier, B-to-B 
buyers consider non-financial incentives more important to their continued loyalty, once they sign 
on with a vendor or program. Ultimately, B-to-B sellers must design programs so that customers 
want to engage and continue engaging on factors other than cost – a conclusion supported 
by buyers’ responses about what keeps them loyal. Google offers its top AdWords partners 
significantly more support and training in its Partner Program. Top AdWords providers enjoy 
certification and a channel for customer referral from Google, including a “badge” that indicates a 
provider has passed its product exams and is up to date on Google services.

WHAT KEEPS B-TO-B BUYERS LOYAL?

North America UK

High-quality products 78% 72%

Good customer service/support 65% 59%

Reputation 62% 63%

Attention to my needs/good communication 61% 51%

Best prices 56% 56%

Vendor who understands my needs/business 49% 48%

QUESTION: Once you have established a relationship with a B-to-B vendor/supplier (or joined its B-to-B loyalty 

program), which factors keep you loyal? 
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WHEN LOYALTY ERODES: REVERSE THE TIDE BY ACKNOWLEDGING THE TIDE

A lost customer. A non-engaged program member. An upstart competitor that edges into a B-to-B 
program’s domain and territory. All can be the result of eroded or distracted loyalty within B-to-B 
programs. In Merkle’s survey, buyers provide fairly compelling insights into the factors that erode 
loyalty – insights that can help B-to-B sellers revamp their programs to prevent loyalty erosion and 
rebuild weakened or neglected relationships. 

Not surprisingly, non-financial factors also rank highly for their loyalty-eroding potential – higher, 
in fact, than perceived high costs or high prices. Businesses often feel misunderstood, ignored, 
or neglected over factors that go to the heart of all business relationships. They become 
disenchanted over poor customer service or product quality, issues with B-to-B vendor reputation, 
inattention, or lack of communication. 

WHAT FACTORS ERODE B-TO-B LOYALTY?
North America UK

Poor customer service 66% 55%

High costs/high prices 61% 58%

Low-quality products 57% 63%

Poor reputation 48% 39%

Inattention/lack of communication 44% 41%

Vendor does not understand my needs 36% 46%

QUESTION: Of the following factors, which are most likely to erode loyalty with your 

business vendors or providers? 
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Even as they begin their searches, in fact, business owners state a clear preference for B-to-B 
partners and vendors who understand them. They want B-to-B partners who listen to their needs 
before they begin the pitch. They seek knowledgeable B-to-B vendors who are familiar with the 
intricacies of their business, sector, and industry. Reliant as they are on direct meetings/calls with 
prospective vendors (59%), Internet searches (55%), and peer recommendations (51%) about viable 
B-to-B vendors, they fundamentally want B-to-B resources and relationships that will help them 
build their companies. 

B-to-B suppliers must study and research their prospects and members to truly understand them 
– the nature of their business, the competitive landscape, their customers, and current industry 
trends and challenges. Doing so strengthens B-to-B relationships as a result of shared knowledge 
and mutual goals.  

BUSINESS OWNERS’ CHALLENGES IDENTIFYING B-TO-B VENDORS

North America UK

Vendors are more interested in selling 
products than listening to my needs 62% 68%

Vendors do not understand my needs 37% 25%

Vendors do not understand my company 34% 26%

Vendors do not understand my sector 27% 30%

Information I need is not readily available 26% 22%

Vendors do not understand my industry 20% 20%

QUESTION: What are the biggest challenges in your process of searching for, identifying, and considering 

which business products and services to buy? 
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CONCLUSION: 
Customer-centric services and understanding: the foundation of strong B-to-B 
relationships
It’s not just about the money. Sellers of successful B-to-B loyalty programs must 
provide the incentives and business-building resources that their buyers want. To 
do so, they need to change their thinking and better understand their prospects’ 
and customers’ needs throughout the buying cycle and relationship. They must 
incorporate into their offerings a range of services that are tailored to each client’s 
fluctuating needs and expectations as their businesses grow, expand, and change. 
Among the services that B-to-B resources can provide are educational programs, 
training, coaching, data-sharing, competitive benchmarking, value-added assets, 
industry connections, networking opportunities, members-only perks, specialized 
consulting services, and access to in-hours experts. An array of resources can be 
pooled to create the profitable, customer-centric programs that B-to-B sellers are 
asked to provide, while also addressing and meeting members’ expectations for 
value and success.

Once they understand how their B-to-B members operate, B-to-B sellers are better 
positioned to provide the business-building tools, resources, and relationships that 
will help them compete and prosper.  And in doing so, they will boost the profitability 
and status of their own companies and enterprises.

COMING SOON

Our next report, Beyond Financial Incentives: Creating Tangible 
Business-Building Services for B-to-B Loyalty Program Buyers, 
provides concrete examples of the business-building services and 
resources that B-to-B programs must embrace. The report weaves survey 
data with Merkle expertise and examples from client implementations 
to help B-to-B sellers strategize, design, and launch the types of loyalty 
programs that attract engagement and deepen relationships with B-to-B 
members.  
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About Merkle
Merkle is a leading data-driven, technology-enabled, global performance marketing agency 
that specializes in the delivery of unique, personalized customer experiences across platforms 
and devices. The agency’s heritage in data, technology, and analytics forms the foundation for 
its unmatched skills in understanding consumer insights that drive people-based marketing 
strategies. Merkle Loyalty Solutions is a leader in loyalty marketing solutions. Clients depend on 
us to help them develop and execute a differentiated and impactful customer loyalty strategy 
that delivers the business results they expect. Merkle creates customer experiences that drive 
improved marketing results and shareholder value. With more than 4,100 employees, the Merkle 
team is based in Columbia, MD, with 16 additional offices in the US and 8 offices in Europe and 
Asia. In 2016, the agency joined the Dentsu Aegis Network. For more information, contact Merkle 
at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com


