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BUSINESS OWNERS DEMAND A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR SUCCESSFUL B-TO-B 
PROGRAMS
PRICING AND FINANCIAL INCENTIVES DON’T DRIVE LOYALTY PROGRAM VALUE; 
RELATIONSHIPS, EXPERTISE, AND SERVICE DO.

Financial incentives no longer suffice as the core features of successful business-to-business 
(B-to-B) loyalty programs. While 51% of business owners appreciate the discounts and lower 
prices they receive as part of their loyalty program memberships, even higher or comparable 
percentages of owners are interested in other capabilities and resources that can support their 
businesses and enable long-term growth, including reliable products (70%), excellent customer 
service (60%), networking opportunities (up to 48%), and access to industry knowledge (47%).

Merkle’s April 2017 survey of B-to-B sellers and buyers in North America and the UK highlights 
key challenges and opportunities for business-focused loyalty programs, especially if sellers want 
to retain the membership and patronage of valuable existing business members and recruit new 
members to their programs. Beyond the discounts and price breaks they value, business buyers 
send a strong message about their expectations for industry-tested knowledge, high-quality 
products, dedicated support, consulting services and expertise, industry connections, and other 
value-added services from the B-to-B programs they join.

 2   ⊲   B-TO-B LOYALTY REPORT SERIES   |   Summary
  



BEYOND INCENTIVES, B-TO-B PROGRAMS MUST DELIVER BUSINESS-
BUILDING EXPERTISE AND SERVICES

What emerges as particularly striking in our survey is B-to-B buyers’ expectations for non-financial 
incentives, help running their businesses, and niche expertise once they join loyalty programs.

As financial perks wane in importance as a key incentive, other competencies and capabilities 
arise as the primary elements that drive member satisfaction and affinity. B-to-B sellers must first 
understand the obvious gap between what they think their buyers value most and what buyers 
actually do value most:

What sellers think buyers want are, in order:
 ⊲ low prices based on spending levels (48% North America, 38% UK)
 ⊲ low prices based on spending volume (43% North America, 40% UK),
 ⊲ incremental preferred services (48% North America, 29% UK)
 ⊲ relevant rewards/discounts (46% North America, 37% UK)
 ⊲ business-building resources (42% North America, 44% UK)

But what buyers actually value most from their B-to-B programs are:
 ⊲ dedicated support (57% North America, 38% UK)
 ⊲ financial incentives (57% North America, 37% UK)
 ⊲ industry knowledge (45% North America, 40% UK)
 ⊲ strategy/consulting services (32% North America, 29% UK) 

If sellers start off their relationship with a clear understanding of their members’ “help-me-run-my-
business” needs, they are much better positioned to follow through with the services, resources, 
and levels of professionalism that keep business owners engaged and keep loyalty programs 
competitive.
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B-TO-B LOYALTY: THE RIGHT SOLUTIONS CAN DEEPEN IT, THE WRONG 
MOVES CAN ERODE IT

To help their customers succeed, B-to-B sellers must know which factors build loyalty – and which 
factors erode it. High on the list of loyalty-building factors are:

 ⊲ high-quality products (78% North America, 72% UK)
 ⊲ good customer service (65% North America, 59% UK)
 ⊲ solid reputation (62% North America, 63% UK)
 ⊲ effective communication that maintains relationships and meets B-to-B program members’  

 needs (61% North America, 51% UK)
 ⊲ price-related perks (56% tie, North America and UK).

Similarly, non-financial factors also rank highly for their ability to erode loyalty, led by:
 ⊲ poor customer service (66% North America, 55% UK)
 ⊲ high costs/prices (61% North America, 58% UK)
 ⊲ low-quality products (57% North America, 63% UK)
 ⊲ poor reputation (48% North America, 39% UK)
 ⊲ inattention or lack of communication (44% North America, 41% UK)
 ⊲ lack of understanding about a B-to-B owner’s needs (36% North America, 46% UK)

It’s clear that B-to-B programs must focus on business-building relationships and services that can 
prevent customer churn, keep members engaged, and stave off competition from upstart B-to-B 
program competitors. 
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“HELP ME RUN MY BUSINESS” CAPABILITIES CAN BOOST RESULTS & DEEPEN 
LOYALTY

Business owners who join loyalty programs want higher sales, more customers, more valuable 
existing customers, and more profitable relationships throughout their business operations. B-to-B 
programs must provide an array non-financial incentives and services to help them achieve results.

High on the list of requested and appreciated perks and incentives are: 

 ⊲ Dedicated support: Make B-to-B members feel special with members-only perks and  
 services (after-hours access, dedicated account teams, onboarding, etc.).

 ⊲ Strategy and consulting services: Offer expert insights and access to internal and external  
 “thinkers” who can keep business owners focused on growth, opportunities, revenues, and  
 the future.

 ⊲ Industry knowledge: Make sure B-to-B program team members understand their members’  
 businesses and industries. Become educated about business owners so that they can make  
 sound decisions based on seasoned expertise and strategic insights.

 ⊲ Industry networking opportunities and connections: Connect B-to-B members with like- 
 minded colleagues at trade shows, conferences, training sessions, and social events, or  
 create new connections through case studies, online communities, and members-only  
 events. Serve as the B-to-B glue that keeps seller-buyer connections intact and strong.

 ⊲ Value-added services: Assess members’ specific needs, and provide services that add  
 value – e.g., free shipping, same-day delivery, dedicated phone support, members-only  
 warranties, or additional marketing support.

 ⊲ Education, training, and coaching: Tailor and provide information and training based on  
 business owners’ needs – from technology and human resources to professional skills and  
 proficiency. Train B-to-B owners to be more successful, knowledgeable, and competitive.

 ⊲ Trade-related tools: Help businesses with products, samples, branded displays, and  
 complimentary tools of the trade to help them reach their own customers more effectively.

 ⊲ Data: A powerful B-to-B resource, data can enlighten everything from competitor   
 benchmarks to customer behaviors to market trends. 

 ⊲ Content: Heighten B-to-B members’ visibility with a range of content: newsletters, blog  
 posts, industry briefs, videos, visuals, social media content, and more. Establish your B-to-B  
 program members as respected experts.
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CREATE PATHWAYS THAT LEAD TO NEW OPPORTUNITIES AND BUSINESS 
GROWTH

Successful B-to-B programs create more than just successful results for sellers and buyers alike. 
They exert a ripple effect throughout the economy. Business owners themselves are consumers, 
and their decisions about what to buy and recommend filter to the broader marketplace. Well-
executed B-to-B programs must be built on the products and services and owners value the most 
– and focused on products and services that help them run their businesses.

The effects can extend throughout the wider marketplace via stronger brand advocacy, more 
connections with new prospects, links to new business opportunities, and enhanced brand 
“talk value.” The effects can even extend to B-to-B owners’ customers and clients – who ideally 
will benefit from better products, services, customer service, and knowledge as a result of the 
business owner’s involvement in a healthy, growth-focused B-to-B loyalty program.

Strong B-to-B relationships also can lead to reputation-building case studies, greater industry 
visibility, more influencer recommendations, valued analyst recognition, and higher Net Promoter 
Scores (NPS), the industry ranking that compares the impact of promoters to detractors.
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KEY TAKEAWAY: B-TO-B LOYALTY PROGRAMS MUST CREATE RELATIONSHIPS 
AND PROVIDE RESOURCES THAT SUPPORT SHARED GROWTH

Informed by new data about what B-to-B buyers value most from their loyalty programs – and 
inspired by the possibilities of new products, services, and incentives that B-to-B sellers can 
provide – B-to-B loyalty is positioned for change. B-to-B sellers must align their programs around 
buyers’ most-valued services and the move to the mobile channel. Third-party global data, in fact, 
shows that 60% of B-to-B buyers agree that mobile content is critical to their work.

 ⊲ B-to-B sellers must look beyond financial incentives and focus instead on business-building  
 resources, relationships, and opportunities that foster growth and success for their B-to-B  
 business owners. 

 ⊲ As they do so, B-to-B sellers are laying the groundwork for their own success – likely to be 
 come more proficient at running their own businesses and loyalty programs and able to  
 leverage ever-expanding connections with their B-to-B owners and the broader market 
 place. B-to-B sellers can create products and opportunities that turn satisfied business  
 owners into brand advocates, allowing them to take advantage of spillover “soft benefits”  
 that include improved talk value, third-party endorsements, and the ability to influence  
 downstream business and consumer markets. 

This research clearly spells out an opportunity for B-to-B loyalty program providers. By crafting 
loyalty solutions that are based less on financial incentives and more on value-adding resources 
buyers want, they can create a shared-prosperity dynamic that will increase the depth and duration 
of these business relationships. 
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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. For more nearly 30 years, Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit organizations 
have partnered with Merkle to maximize the value of their customer portfolios. 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. Its combined 
strengths in performance media, customer experience, customer relationship management, loyalty, 
and enterprise marketing technology drive improved marketing results and competitive advantage. 
With 4,400 employees, Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 16 additional offices in 
the US and 11 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.

http://www.merkleinc.com

