
Report 2 
Beyond Financial Incentives: 
Business-Building Resources & Services 
Can Drive Engagement and Retention of 
High-Value B-to-B Loyalty Members  



INTRODUCTION
In the first of this three-part business-to-business (B-to-B) loyalty report series, The Ideal 
B-to-B Loyalty Program: What Should It Look Like?, Merkle Loyalty Solutions began 
detailing the results from its April 2017 survey of B-to-B loyalty program sellers and 
buyers in North America and the UK. The findings revealed that, even though financial 
incentives do attract B-to-B buyers to business-oriented loyalty programs, members’ 
needs quickly shift. In the long run, non-financial incentives and services — such as 
dedicated support, resources, connections, and knowledge — can contribute even more 
meaningfully to the growth and success of members’ businesses.

http://bit.ly/2voIpp8
http://bit.ly/2voIpp8


This second report of the series addresses these key questions: 

 ⊲ What non-financial resources can B-to-B sellers provide to illustrate their
expertise and prove that they understand their B-to-B members’ challenges and needs? 

 ⊲ How can the seller demonstrate a solution’s ability to attract new customers and help
existing business members grow and succeed?  

 ⊲ Which business-building services deliver the most long-term value to both
buyers and sellers?

The following examples and recommendations highlight market-tested strategies and 
enterprise client implementations that will help B-to-B sellers to: 

 ⊲ Move beyond financial incentives as a key B-to-B loyalty program benefit.
 ⊲ Understand the range of tangible, value-added business-building resources and services

they can provide.
 ⊲ Leverage non-financial services and resources to strengthen relationships with their loyalty

program members.

Providing a resource-rich loyalty program has numerous beneficial outcomes for B-to-B sellers, if 
those resources can help their members achieve greater business success. B-to-B programs can 
help members gain a competitive advantage, attract more customers, sell more products, and earn 
higher revenues in their respective markets and sectors. 

As B-to-B buyers experience more success, B-to-B sellers can embed themselves deeper into 
members’ business operations through up-selling, cross-selling, and cross-functional opportunities. 
With the right resources and services, B-to-B programs can evolve from B-to-B provider status to 
long-term partner. 

Key to the B-to-B seller’s own continued program success is an ability to strike the right balance 
between non-financial resources that help members’ businesses and services that deepen 
members’ trust.
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ONE
A help-me-run-my-business theme is consistent throughout the survey responses from B-to-B 
buyers and business owners. They acknowledge the attractiveness of special pricing structures 
and financial incentives when they join B-to-B programs. But once the membership is in force, 
their interests and needs pivot to services, knowledge, and resources that help them run their 
businesses. They rely on such aspects to increase sales, acquire new customers, and drive 
more profitable relationships. They expect their B-to-B loyalty programs to step in and help them 
overcome challenges and meet their goals.

Support is slightly stronger in North America than in the UK, but B-to-B buyers agree that non-
financial incentives are more valuable to the growth of their businesses than the lower prices and 
discounts they enjoy with their membership.

Resources such as dedicated support, consulting services, content, networking opportunities, 
simple products, and expertise in the member’s industry sector, all rank higher than or on equal 
footing with financial incentives among B-to-B buyers for their value to business operations.

HELP ME RUN 
MY BUSINESS
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Non-financial incentives also are critical to deeper loyalty engagement between buyers and 
sellers. Four out of five non-financial factors – including vendor/supplier reliability, stellar customer 
service, round-the-clock support, and vendor/supplier competence – rank highly for their ability to 
maintain loyalty once businesses have established a relationship with a B-to-B provider.



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

business-to-business vendor are valuable and help you run your business?

NORTH AMERICA UNITED KINGDOM
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QUESTION: Once you have established a relationship with a B-to-B vendor/supplier (or joined its 
B-to-B program), which factors keep you loyal?

77%

NORTH AMERICA UNITED KINGDOM
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FACTORS THAT KEEP BUSINESS OWNERS LOYAL TO A B-TO-B PROVIDER/OPERATOR ONCE THEY 
JOIN A PROGRAM

“Make sure you look out for the needs of your potential clients and customize 
a solution that meets their specific needs, not your own needs. Do that, and 
couple it with great customer service, and you will see success.”
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TWO
With the knowledge that B-to-B program members want to attract more customers while also 
deepening loyalty with their existing customers, what exactly should B-to-B sellers offer in the way 
of business-building services and resources? What would those amenities look like? How can 
services such as 24/7 support, data, content, or a training session create tangible results for B-to-B 
members and long-term profitability for B-to-B providers? 

Following are some examples of how business-building resources and services might materialize 
in a success-focused B-to-B environment.

Dedicated Support
Dedicated support and excellent customer service go hand in hand, and in the B-to-B sector, the 
idea of “dedicated support” can materialize in many different forms. A standard dedicated service 
might be 24/7 access to customer service, technical support, sourcing, or other critical business 
functions. It might also be provided as members-only before-hours and after-hours support or 
shopping opportunities – a perk not available to non-members or their competitors. Some busi-
nesses might be assigned a dedicated team of B-to-B experts whose work is focused only on 
a single client, or whose members are on call to a business member for specific skills, industry 
expertise, or technologies. 

Dedicated support can encompass any function a B-to-B buyer might need – from sales and 
marketing to technology, coding, e-commerce or m-commerce, data analysis, logistics, shipping, 
training, onboarding, or other areas.  Attuned as they are to the importance and profitability of sus-
tained relationships that build loyalty, B-to-B programs can leverage dedicated support to build and 
sustain relationships with their own business members.

B-TO-B RESOURCES AND SERVICES IN ACTION: 
IDEAS AND STRATEGIES
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Strategy and Consulting Services
B-to-B buyers frequently look for a specific type of expertise that does not exist among current
team members or is difficult to find externally. B-to-B program sellers can provide strategic
consulting services to help their members with needed expertise and value-added services. A key
B-to-B program feature should involve access to strategic thinkers and specialists who can help
members plan for the future while they also focus on day-to-day growth.

Consulting specialists can help B-to-B buyers across a variety of tasks and initiatives explore new 
markets, research a competitor, evaluate new technologies, or solve a particularly confounding 
problem. The consulting format can range from one-on-one meetings and strategy sessions to 
the always-on ability to speak to an expert or specialist by phone, email, Skype, live chat, or other 
form of communication. Strategy services can range from very specific (e.g., fluency in a specific 
language or intimate knowledge of mobile engineering technologies) to the broad (e.g., general 
knowledge of a new marketing channel or an unexplored product category).  

Strategy and consulting services can focus internally on the business, as well. Consultants can 
help businesses evaluate and update their customer service capabilities, mission statements, 
messaging, recruiting and hiring practices, workplace culture, and other issues. 

Strategy and consulting services can be particularly beneficial in niche markets or around topics or 
challenges for which internal and external resources are scarce. 

Respondents Suggested:

“Please take time to understand 
my company and value my time.”

“Take an interest in what we do so you can 
make it easier for us to explain what we need.”

“Have dedicated reps that 
serve our business and can 
attend to any and all concerns.”

“(Provide) good 
customer service with 
100 percent uptime.”

“Designate a 
representative to each 
account. Go above and 
beyond to understand 
your customers’ needs 
and if you don’t, work 
with them to get that 
knowledge.”

“(Provide) regular contact and dedicated support at all 
stages of the customer journey, not just during the initial 
sales and implementation of the product.”

Respondents Suggested:



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

which business products and services to buy?

ALL RESPONDENTS

GREATEST CHALLENGE IN SEARCHING FOR, IDENTIFYING, AND CHOOSING B-TO-B SERVICES
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Industry Knowledge
B-to-B buyers in our survey were clear about one issue: They want B-to-B partners who
understand them across a spectrum of needs, their business, and their sector. Lack of
understanding, in fact, appears among four of the top five challenges identified by buyers as
they decide which B-to-B programs to join. Their needs for knowledgeable business partners
rank in four of the top five responses about their greatest challenges in screening and choosing
which B-to-B programs to join. The only issue that ranked higher involved B-to-B vendors/sales
reps who are more interested in selling than listening to a business’s needs – itself an indication
of a lack of knowledge about a prospect.

Vendors/sales reps are 
more interested in selling 

their products/services than 
listening to my needs

Vendors/sales reps do not 
understand my needs

Vendors/sales reps do not 
understand my company

Vendors/sales reps 
do not understand my 

company’s sector

Vendors/sales reps do not 
understand my industry 25% 

29% 

30% 

31% 

65% 

0% 15% 30% 45% 60% 75% 

Greatest challenge in searching for, identifying, and choosing B-to-B 
services



As they strengthen their knowledge of certain businesses, sectors, or industries, B-to-B programs 
should be guided by a commitment to put their customers at the center of their business strategy. 
Customer-centric guidelines and approaches help B-to-B programs boost knowledge of their 
members, and they have numerous opportunities to gain the knowledge they need.

 ⊲ Provide training programs or host online resource hubs for all personnel who have contact
with B-to-B members. 

 ⊲ Conduct and disseminate research about members’ businesses, products and services,
customers, sectors, industries, competitors, pricing structures, history, and trends – any 
data or information that will heighten the level of understanding.

 ⊲ Make sure all team members understand the jargon, terminology, and nuances of their
clients’ businesses, products, sectors, and industries.

 ⊲ Create and build internal teams by sector, so that everyone from sales reps to client service
managers are proficient and knowledgeable about all aspects of their clients’ operations  
and industries. Team expertise also speeds B-to-B member onboarding and reduces the  
likelihood that B-to-B program team members will be caught off guard or unable to help a 
business member when the need arises.
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Know B-to-B buyers’ businesses, answer their questions
Beyond providing specific knowledge about members’ businesses, sectors, or industries, B-to-B 
sellers can reassure their members early on that they also understand the value of the B-to-B 
relationship. Sellers should be prepared to answer B-to-B buyers’ basic questions about the 
benefits of B-to-B membership. B-to-B members are likely to ask: 

 ⊲ Does membership in a B-to-B program increase spending by my customers?
 ⊲ Does membership boost share of wallet?
 ⊲ Does membership improve customer retention?
 ⊲ Will the program create more profitable business relationships with my customers?
 ⊲ Will the program lower my costs of service?
 ⊲ Will the program increase the profitability of my existing customer relationships?
 ⊲ Will the program increase my customers’ lifetime value to my business?
 ⊲ Will the program build the overall value and visibility of my brand to the marketplace?
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Respondents Suggested:

Industry Networking Opportunities and Connections
Most businesses crave connections and opportunities to engage with like-minded colleagues, 
potential clients, customers, experts, and new markets that can help them grow and succeed.  
B-to-B programs are in an ideal position to foster connections and enable networking opportunities
among buyers, and they should pursue every opportunity to do so. Some examples of networking
opportunities include:

 ⊲ Introduce members to experts or colleagues who share similar job titles, interests, business
challenges, or opportunities and who are available to offer help or answer questions.

 ⊲ Sponsor or host social events, lunch-and-learn sessions, webinars, and other types of
get-togethers or informational exchanges, enabling members to connect with business 
leaders, prospects, community leaders, and others. 

 ⊲ Invite clients to attend conferences, trade shows, seminars and workshops – all of which
serve as ideal opportunities to network, learn, explore partnerships, gain visibility, and 
establish credibility in the broader business community. 

 ⊲ Create case studies about the B-to-B relationship or a result of a business member’s
direct customer success. Case studies have a high propensity to attract the attention 
of conference organizers and event planners who need data-rich presentations and   
experienced speakers for keynotes and round-table discussions.

 ⊲ Create or sponsor online communities and forums where B-to-B buyers can connect with
others, pose questions, and share expertise. 

“Focus on each 
business as being 
unique and having 
different needs.”

“Just have an 
understanding of 
our industry and 
the challenges 
that we face on a 
daily basis.”

“Be very 
knowledgeable 
about the 
industry you’re 
servicing.”

“Make sure you look out for the needs of your potential 
clients and customize a solution that meets their specific 
needs and not your own needs. Do that and couple it with 
great customer service and you will see success.”

“Find out about me and my company, 
our plans and goals, our ways of 
working from policy and procedure to 
those of our industry as a whole, before 
you offer any services.”
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“Offer more unique and innovative products and services. Offer easier 
ways to order products…a mobile app, for example. Use technology, 
such as augmented reality, to showcase your products.”

Education, Training, and Coaching
Education and training resources create numerous opportunities for B-to-B program providers 
to simultaneously prove their industry expertise and improve their buyers’ results. Education- or 
training-related resources can be tailored to members’ needs and expectations, to the nature 
of their work or products, or to the stage of their growth as a business. A few training examples 
include:

 ⊲ Technology: Host webinars or in-person training about new software, technology,
applications, or business processes that can streamline operations or update skills.

 ⊲ Human resources: Provide in-person, video, or online sessions about running a small
business, marketing a small business, leveraging social media, recruiting and retaining 
talent, or conducting performance reviews.

 ⊲ Professional skills and knowledge training: Provide ongoing training around products,
 equipment, services, tools, processes, technologies, or emerging job skills.  In the hair- 
 care or beauty industry, for example, programs can provide classes or training about hair- 
 care product ingredients, emerging styles, customer service, regulations, compliance  

issues, health and safety issues, and consumer or client trends that have an impact 
on business operations.

Value-Added Services
Membership in a B-to-B program should bestow services and advantages that are available only 
to members. Value-added services can be as simple as free shipping or free same-day delivery. 
They can include dedicated customer service phone lines, free set-up, members-only extended 
warranties, or additional marketing services, such as in-depth projects to optimize or mobile-
optimize members’ websites.

“Value,” of course, varies from member to member, and program sellers are wise to assess 
members’ needs and determine how best to personalize and customize the services that can add 
the value with the most impact.
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“Make sure all staff members know the products and have excellent 
customer service skills.”

Trade-Related Tools
In the same vein, B-to-B programs can provide products, samples, branded displays, and 
complementary tools of the trade that help members and their employees operate more efficiently 
or competitively. Using the hair-care industry example again, program sellers can supplement 
training by providing shears or hair brushes – everyday, utilitarian tools that serve as constant 
reminders of the B-to-B program’s involvement in daily business operations. Because of their 
everyday contribution to the business, they are also more likely to build brand affinity than, say, gift 
cards or framed certification documents. 

Data
In today’s data-driven market, data itself can be a powerful B-to-B resources. Program providers 
can help their members by providing such information as competitor benchmarks, industry 
benchmarks, customer behavior statistics, market trends, mobility data, marketing response rates, 
or competitor rankings. 

Even simple data visualization tools or regular snapshots of customer purchase patterns, website 
traffic, and online searches can help businesses understand the state of the business and identify 
the gaps that must be addressed to improve results or positioning.  Data can be provided as a 
benefit for participating in the program, to recognize members who are achieving highest results, 
or as incentive to motivate those who are not.

Content 
Businesses crave content – resources that they can leverage with their customers or for their 
own growth and marketing capabilities. B-to-B content materializes in many different formats and 
functions, limited only by the creativity of the program providers and the B-to-B buyers’ needs. 
Content can include:
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 ⊲ Newsletters: regularly published email newsletters that keep B-to-B members informed and
updated about the program, about their respective business sector(s) and trends, and about 
other marketplace forces that have the potential to impact their operations. Newsletters can 
provide tips about running successful businesses, links to external resources, book reviews, 
calendar reminders, holiday or seasonal ideas, new marketing insights, and other updates that 
keep B-to-B buyers informed and educated about their customers and markets.

 ⊲ Industry briefs: Short in length but rich in content, digital or emailed industry briefs can deliver
regularly updated “did you know?” snapshots of what’s happening in members’ respective 
industries. What are competitors doing? What’s happening elsewhere in the economy that might 
impact a business or its customer base? Where is investment occurring? How and where are 
markets undergoing change, and why? Industry briefs can take the form of PDFs, newsletter 
magazines, e-booklets, or monthly updates.

 ⊲ Videos and visuals: Businesses and their customers are no different than average consumers:
when they want to learn or understand something better, they’ll search for an online video 
to find out how it’s done. In the business sector, video and visual content can help B-to-B 
buyers address a variety of needs. B-to-B programs can provide how-to videos or other visual 
resources to help members increase the utility and visibility of their products and services. 
Combined with education and training programs, these video resources can serve as robust 
content libraries that support everything from onboarding and training to customer retention 
and skills upgrades. Video is important for another reason: online content is increasingly shifting 
to video formats. According to Cisco, online video traffic will experience double-digit growth 
through 2021 and is expected to represent 82% of all Internet traffic by 2021, up from 73% in 
2016. Businesses that lack video content will find it harder and harder to capture the attention, 
eyeballs, and stickiness of online users who are searching for their products and services.

 ⊲ Social media content: B-to-B programs can help businesses – especially small businesses or
those without a strong social media presence or a digital team – by providing easy-to-post, 
contextual content on social media platforms, such as Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Instagram, 
Facebook, and elsewhere. B-to-B sellers can provide guidance on which channels make the 
most sense for each business, and then provide the content, visuals, and videos that support 
social media efforts.
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 ⊲ Blog content: In the same vein, B-to-B sellers can provide guest blog posts to establish and
increase the authority of B-to-B buyers. Blog content supports digital visibility by providing a 
steady stream of contextual, keyword-rich, and fresh content that can help businesses maintain 
top positions from Internet searches and credibility among customers and prospects. 

60%
BABY BOOMERS

76%
GENERATION X

84%
MILLENNIALS

82% 60%

of B-to-B buyers say they require 
mobile-optimized content

or more of B-to-B buyers 
worldwide agree that the 
mobile channel is critical 
to their work

The mobile caveat: B-to-B providers should not overlook the importance of mobile content for their 
B-to-B members. Increasingly, business buyers and employees access and consume content in the
mobile channel – which is where their B-to-B programs need to be.

According to a 2015 Demand Gen Report, 82% of B-to-B buyers say they require mobile-
optimized content1, and a 2016 Forrester Report finds that 60% or more of B-to-B buyers 
worldwide agree that the mobile channel is critical to their work – 84% among millennials (18-35), 
76% among Gen X (36-51), and 60% among baby boomers (52 and older). Similarly, Wrike reports 
that 44% of business employees check mobile devices more than 20 times a day2.

https://www.emarketer.com/Article/Mobile-Usage-Among-B2B-Buyers-Expected-Grow/1015024
http://bit.ly/2wEeYUD
https://www.wrike.com/newsroom/wrike-study-44-of-professionals-check-their-mobile-phone-for-work-more-than-20-times-per-day/
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THREE
B-to-B program providers must offer non-financial incentives and perks that help their B-to-B
members succeed and grow. B-to-B buyers have identified a range of additional business-building
services and resources as necessary to not only help them pursue their own business goals, but
also to deepen their loyalty and engagement with B-to-B sellers. Ranging from dedicated support
and content to industry networking opportunities and training resources, B-to-B program resources
can serve as ongoing, tangible reminders of a program’s commitment to their members and as
critical, non-financial services that lead to continued loyalty and deeper engagement from
B-to-B members.

As they support these non-financial incentives and resources, B-to-B sellers also are laying the 
groundwork for their own success. If their members become more proficient at running their 
businesses, B-to-B programs are likely to benefit from higher renewals, deeper engagement, more 
connections, longer-term contracts, and upselling and cross-selling opportunities over time.

Once they move beyond financial incentives for their members, in fact, B-to-B program sellers can 
begin to truly mine and expand the financial value of their programs. 

COMING SOON
Our third report, The Ultimate Business Goal: Build Businesses and Strengthen Relationships, 
will highlight the value of B-to-B seller-buyer relationships, and examine the long-tail impact of 
powerful B-to-B programs: stronger brand affinity, customer relationships, talk value, net promoter 
scores, referrals, and recommendations.

THE B-TO-B BENEFIT: 
MORE ENGAGED, MORE SUCCESSFUL MEMBERS

FOOTNOTES

1  Mobile Usage Among B2B Buyers Expected To Grow - Emarketer”. 2017. Emarketer.Com. 
   https://www.emarketer.com/Article/Mobile-Usage-Among-B2B-Buyers-Expected-Grow/1015024

2 Wrike Study: 44% Of Professionals Check Their Mobile Phone For Work More Than 20 Times Per Day”. 2017. 
   Wrike.Com. https://www.wrike.com/newsroom/wrike-study-44-of-professionals-check-their-mobile-phone-for-work-   
   more- than-20-times-per-day/. 
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