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INTRODUCTION
Companies that move beyond financial incentives as the core features of their business-to-
business (B-to-B) loyalty programs will benefit from more than just satisfied, successful business 
members and buyers. As their interactions with B-to-B buyers deepen, intertwine, and expand, 
B-to-B sellers will create dually beneficial relationships that have the power to create deeper brand 
affinity, inspire stronger brand advocacy, identify new prospects and markets, and enhance “talk 
value” and reputation. 

Seller-buyer relationships that evolve from successful B-to-B programs also have potential to 
invoke a long-tail impact on the broader business and consumer market. This power inspires ideas 
and exploration that can lead to innovative products, improved customer service, and new ways to 
address long-standing business challenges.

This is the third and final installment in our loyalty report series, based on a survey conducted by 
Merkle Loyalty Solutions in April 2017 of 400 business-to-business loyalty program sellers and 
buyers in North America and the UK. It examines the payoffs and additional opportunities that arise 
due to stronger relationships, greater understanding, and shared knowledge between buyers and 
sellers as a result of their joint participation in B-to-B programs:

 ⊲ Beyond the increased revenues that a seller enjoys with each new business sign-up, how    
 can connections between both B-to-B participants contribute to even greater shared success?

 ⊲ Which factors support long-term success beyond the B-to-B relationship?
 ⊲ How do personal preferences impact B-to-B decisions and relationships? 
 ⊲ What is the spillover effect of B-to-B relationships on broader business and consumer markets? 
 ⊲ How can B-to-B programs turn customers into brand advocates?

This report looks at the power and beyond-the-sale reach of B-to-B connections and relationships 
to support the continued and symbiotic growth of buyers and sellers. It also reinforces the notion 
that B-to-B sellers are not alone in their pursuit of valuable relationships from their B-to-B buyers. 
Said one buyer respondent in our survey: “I would suggest doing research before choosing the 
vendor, as this relationship may have to last a while.”
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B-TO-B LOYALTY PROGRAMS CREATE PATHWAYS TO NEW OPPORTUNITIES AND 
BUSINESS GROWTH

At their core, all loyalty programs focus on attracting new customers, retaining existing customers, 
and selling more products. B-to-B loyalty programs are no different, and they’re traditionally framed 
by a variety of incentives offered by sellers to buyers, ranging from discounts and special pricing 
arrangements to value-added services that can include training, strategy consulting, content, 
networking opportunities, data, and industry knowledge.

Merkle Loyalty Solutions survey data uncovers the need for B-to-B sellers to move beyond 
financial incentives and to focus on a range of customer-centric B-to-B resources and services that 
help build buyers’ businesses and support their growth. Over the long term, stronger connections 
will fuel trust, deepen loyalty, and create even more relationships and opportunities in both B-to-B 
and consumer markets.

Indeed, sellers’ and buyers’ combined knowledge, experiences, and commitment to growth and 
success can have a cumulative effect. They expand business networks, bolster the reputations 
of both buyers and sellers, and uncover more opportunities to explore and innovate within both 
parties’ respective sectors. 

How can stronger connections and deeper relationships develop and grow? What would they look like?

 ⊲ Technology example: Technology vendors that provide training programs to their B-to-B  
 buyers can benefit from participant feedback, including suggestions for additional features,  
 changes, or enhanced capabilities. 

 ⊲ Retail example: A B-to-B retailer seller can benefit from exposure to its buyers’ downstream  
 vendors and suppliers, all of whom represent potential new prospects and clients that are  
 now just one degree away from an introduction.  

 ⊲ Health/beauty example: In the health and beauty sector, seller-provided product   
 demonstrations or training programs can serve as valuable opportunities to increase skills  
 and boost knowledge within clients’ businesses. They can also serve as platforms for critical  
 frontline feedback that informs product improvement, new product development,   
 alternative product uses, and potential new markets.



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

ALL RESPONDENTS

GREATEST CHALLENGE IN SEARCHING FOR, IDENTIFYING, AND CHOOSING B-TO-B SERVICES
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Greatest challenge in searching for, identifying, and choosing B-to-B 
services

KNOWLEDGE CREATES CONNECTIONS THAT SUPPORT LONG-TERM 
RELATIONSHIPS AND RICHER NETWORKS

All relationships, whether personal or business, start with a need to learn about each other’s 
backgrounds, understand each other’s needs, and discover areas that are a perfect fit.

Strong B-to-B relationships also start with exploratory knowledge and understanding, a concept 
reinforced by the survey results. As B-to-B buyers evaluate vendors, they want partners who are 
knowledgeable about their business, needs, and industry. 

B-to-B sellers who can hit the ground running with their new clients — already familiar with their 
business operations, daily challenges, and pending opportunities — have a far better chance 
of creating additional B-to-B relationships and closing deals than sellers without the necessary 
background or industry knowledge. The survey’s results highlight one of the inherent challenges 
in developing industry familiarity: Sellers (52% UK, 38% North America) acknowledge a shortage of 
B-to-B expertise and talent within their companies. 

QUESTION: What are your biggest challenges in the process of searching for, identifying, and considering which 
business products and services to buy?
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Most B-to-B professionals understand that they derive the greatest value and revenues from 
existing clients. Data suggests that industry knowledge can also be a critical advantage that helps 
close new B-to-B deals. As research indicates, B-to-B sellers have a 5% - 20% chance of selling 
to a new customer, but a 60% - 70% chance of selling to an existing customer.1 Knowledge gained 
from an existing customer or a previous client engagement works greatest to a seller’s advantage. 
Lead times and approval processes can be reduced, and relationships can be leveraged to speed 
up or increase new proposals and contract signings. 

Familiarity also helps cement the existing relationship. Once buyers are assured that their seller 
partners are knowledgeable within their sector — and overall business concentration — they are 
less likely to focus on the loyalty program’s financial incentives and more likely to examine new 
opportunities provided by the seller for continued learning, growth, and profitability. 

As trust and confidence between buyers and sellers evolve, each may begin to leverage the 
other’s networks to identify new opportunities for market expansion and business growth. 

¹Hull, 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

https://www.forbes.com/sites/patrickhull/2013/12/06/tools-for-entrepreneurs-to-retain-clients/#7d8078252443
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BUYERS’ BRAND AFFINITY & THE ENTERPRISE: PERSONAL PREFERENCES IMPACT 
BUSINESS DECISIONS

Brand preference is one of the foundations of B-to-B programs, and a buyer’s affinity with a 
brand or service has both personal and professional implications. Personal brand affinity plays a 
significant role in whether a specific product or service is used within an enterprise environment.

Survey results indicate that B-to-B buyers are more likely to consider or purchase products or 
services for their businesses based on personal familiarity. North American (87%) business owners 
and UK (84%) business owners say they are more likely to consider or purchase a brand for their 
business if they prefer it or have engaged with it outside of work. 

The takeaway for B-to-B sellers lies in the importance of brand-building and messaging strategies 
that embrace customers as both business decision makers and as individual consumers. Sellers 
must identify key relationship drivers so that campaigns and messaging are simultaneously 
emotional, personal, product focused, and business based.

QUESTION: Does your personal engagement with a brand, or your preference for a particular brand or service in 
your personal life, influence your decision about buying it for the business?
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IMPACT OF PERSONAL BRAND PREFERENCE OR ENGAGEMENT ON BUSINESS DECISIONS
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More likely to buy it 
for business

More likely to consider it for 
business, purchase or not

Not more likely to consider or 
buy for business

Unsure



 ⊳   7   B-TO-B LOYALTY REPORT #3   |   Programs That Connect

Brand affinity also has spillover impact on employee populations, with B-to-B buyers indicating 
a strong inclination  —  76% in the UK and 86% in North America  —  to recommend business 
products and services to their employees.

QUESTION: As a buyer of business products, do you promote these products and services to your employees?

NORTH AMERICA UNITED KINGDOM

PROMOTIONAL BRAND AFFINITY
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QUESTION: As a buyer of business products, do you receive incentives to promote the business products or 
services to your employees?

QUESTION: Do your employees also receive personal incentives if they buy products and services from your 
business vendor? (Example: If you buy offices supplies or mobile phones from a single vendor, do your 
employees also receive discounts or incentives from that same vendor for personal purchases?)
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INCENTIVIZED BRAND AFFINITY 

NORTH AMERICA UNITED KINGDOM
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NORTH AMERICA UNITED KINGDOM

EMPLOYEE-INCENTIVIZED BRAND AFFINITY

Financial incentives, of course, are proven ways to promote usage within both populations. More 
than half of B-to-B buyers say they receive incentives to promote business products and services 
to their employees, with 70% of North American buyers and 56% of UK buyers confirming that 
their employees also can take advantage of incentives to purchase specific B-to-B products and 
services for personal use. Offering incentives as a B-to-B program feature can create the long-tail 
benefit of a built-in customer base.
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THE SPILLOVER EFFECT: BUSINESSES, CUSTOMERS, CONSUMERS, AND BEYOND

When long-standing B-to-B relationships do have a profound effect on businesses and markets, 
the B-to-B program itself emerges as an intermediary that has the power to create a “spillover” 
impact through the economy. That is especially true if sellers create customer-centric experiences 
for their buyers, and if buyers take advantage of all available resources and services provided by 
the seller.

Successful B-to-B relationships that evolve and deepen over time, it turns out, can create a long-
tail impact that extends outside the enterprise itself and the end user. Some examples include:

 ⊲ Real estate: A B-to-B training program for real estate agents not only has the potential to   
 boost sales and move more properties for the real estate firm, but it also has a positive   
 impact on end consumers. Whether a first-time home buyer or veteran house flipper, the   
 purchaser is likely to have a far better buying experience than if he/she had dealt with a less  
 well-trained or inexperienced agent.

 ⊲ Retail: A retail store buyer whose B-to-B membership includes dedicated support for   
 ordering and shipping is able to sell more products more quickly and intelligently. Support-  
 related perks also create happier, more satisfied retail customers who are likely to be   
 impressed by quick deliveries and personalized attention.

 ⊲ Beauty/fashion: Beauty and fashion clients whose stylists and associates receive B-to-B   
 training about new products and trends can market their proficiency and expertise as   
 competitive differentiators. End consumers benefit by enjoying stunning good looks and   
 the latest styles (not to mention the accompanying talk value among their social networks   
 and peers).

 ⊲ Technology: A technology vendor’s certification program for its buyers’ employees can   
 serve as a platform for user testing, first-mover feedback, and product improvement. End-  
 user consumers are likely to benefit, in turn from first-class technical expertise, solutions to   
 their technology problems, and expertly trained technical support and service. 

End customers and shoppers, of course, are not the primary intended targets of specific B-to-B 
services and resources, but they do enjoy the pass-through benefits of successful B-to-B 
programs. They encounter businesses and services that are helpful, resourceful, and innovative as 
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a result of their engagement in a loyalty program. So do B-to-B buyers’ employees, who become 
more empowered, confident, and capable as they boost their skills and learn more about their 
industries through training, certification, and knowledge-based services.

B-to-B sellers also benefit from the feedback they receive when they engage with, train, and 
provide resources to their buyers and buyers’ employees. Notes one industrial marketer:  “There 
is nothing more powerful than a brand that is willing to listen, ask questions, and make 
improvements according to your feedback.” Timely, informed feedback from involved partners is 
critical to product success — and when products work reliably and consistently, word gets around. 
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TURN B-TO-B CUSTOMERS INTO BRAND ADVOCATES

Throughout the marketing industry, attention is increasingly turning to the impact of talk value and 
influencers — customers (or businesses) who have experience with a product or brand and are 
willing to recommend and promote it to others. 

Strong relationships between B-to-B buyers and sellers produce all the necessary elements that 
support tangible talk value. Case studies, testimonials, influencer recommendations, and higher 
Net Promoter Scores (NPS), for example, are likely outgrowths of strong relationships between 
buyers and sellers. They can also be used to support marketing efforts and increase category 
visibility. As one respondent in our survey pointed out: “We have found that customer satisfaction 
is the absolute best way to improve loyalty, sales, and customer retention. Word of mouth is by 
far our best advertisement!”

B-to-B sellers that establish positive, business-building relationships with their buyers seize the 
potential to delight not only their customers, but also to capture the attention of prospects within 
buyers’ networks. Satisfied B-to-B buyers are more likely to step in as brand intermediaries — third-
party voices who speak positively about their experiences, results, and high levels of satisfaction 
with B-to-B sellers’ products and services.

As Contently points out, B-to-B companies can derive the most value from promotional content 
(newsletters, client case studies, customer testimonials, etc.) if it “demonstrates expertise and 
inspires an honest, helpful dialogue.”

Success, of course, comes from getting the basics right. North American and UK buyer 
respondents in our survey agree that their loyalty to B-to-B providers deepens as a result of:

 ⊲ High-quality products (75%) 
 ⊲ Solid reputation (63%) 
 ⊲ Good customer service/support (62%)
 ⊲ Attention to needs/good communication (56%) 
 ⊲ Best prices (56%)

Notice that financial factors rank lower than other business-building services and resources. 
Conversely, poor customer service (61%), low-quality products (60%), and high costs (60%) are most 
likely to erode B-to-B loyalty. 

https://contently.com/strategist/2016/04/07/study-b2b-marketers-waste-19-budgets/


 12   ⊲   B-TO-B LOYALTY REPORT #3   |   Programs That Connect
  

The industry-accepted Net Promoter Score (NPS), a ranking that compares promoters to detractors, 
is likely to turn more positive with each subsequent success, testimonial, and recommendation —
and more negative from poor customer experiences and interactions.

Ultimately, sellers who provide customer-centric products and services will have clients who are 
more loyal and more likely to speak positively on a seller’s behalf.
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B-TO-B PROGRAMS HAVE THE POWER TO BUILD BUSINESSES & STRENGTHEN 
RELATIONSHIPS FOCUSED ON MUTUAL GROWTH

Loyalty is an intangible outcome of B-to-B programs. It also functions as a powerful force across 
the B-to-B sector for its ability to deepen connections between buyers and sellers and create 
relationships that are beneficial to their mutual success and growth.  

As they move beyond financial incentives and toward providing services and resources that 
truly help their buyers succeed, sellers are setting the stage for an ever-widening network of 
connections that create opportunities throughout their B-to-B relationship. 

As loyalty deepens, so do opportunities for “soft benefits,” including deeper brand affinity, 
improved talk value, third-party endorsements, and the ability to influence downstream business 
and consumer markets. 

Reciprocal B-to-B success between buyers and sellers has the potential to create a positive 
spillover effect that can help other businesses and consumers enjoy success as well. Informed 
by this new data, B-to-B sellers must take time to understand and develop relationships with their 
B-to-B buyers; provide services that move beyond transactions and price-driven promotions; 
create opportunities to turn satisfied clients into brand advocates; and set the stage for building 
relationships that can extend business success across the broader marketplace. 
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