
Breaking Down Barriers  
in Travel Loyalty Programs and 
Creating Relationship Memory

For a more in-depth discussion of how travel brands are evolving loyalty, see our article on winning the connected traveler with 
connected loyalty program

PERSISTENT ID AND RELATIONSHIP MEMORY

For travel brands, the real value of loyalty programs has 
always been in the data they generate and the insight 
they provide into customer behavior. A persistent ID 
enables the tracking of member behavior, regardless 
of payment type, channel, or booking method. With this 
connected visibility, brands can develop a full view of 
their customer relationships and assess the value of 
individual members to the brand. 

While many hotels leverage big data to make high-
level decisions around product, pricing, and demand 
management, they are less adept at using “little data” 
to build customer relationships at various travel-related 
touchpoints. Greeting a program member by name 
and referencing whether they are a new or returning 
customer, for example, is a small gesture which shows 
that the brand knows – and cares – who that customer 
is and the value they represent. Using a persistent 
ID enables “memory” of your customer relationships, 
demonstrated through personalization, anticipation 
of needs, and empathy for habits and preferences. It 
results in the creation of memorable moments that stay 
with a customer and inspire loyalty in the future.

FROM BUSINESS TO LEISURE OR BLEISURE

Business travelers are the natural target for loyalty 
programs, as they are always on the road and in need 
of accommodation. The exclusive emphasis on business 
travelers, however, has led to reward structures that 
make little sense for infrequent leisure travelers, or even 
bleisure travelers whose persistent ID doesn’t carry over 
when they switch from business to leisure. According 
to the US Travel Association, through October 2016, 
the market for leisure travel grew for 82 consecutive 
months.1 And that trend will continue, driven by 
millennial consumers who prefer to spend their money 
on experiences over material goods. 

Travel brands have some work to do to capitalize on 
this trend.  Many millennials – and leisure travelers in 
general – have developed channel loyalty to online travel 
agencies rather than brand loyalty to specific hotels, 
simply because the brands have neglected them. Loyalty 
programs should take a wider view of customer value 
beyond frequent visits and transactions. While leisure 

Travel, as a highly aspirational, 
emotional, and educational experience, 
requires brands to constantly re-imagine 
how they connect with travelers and 
inspire them to connect in return. 
Loyalty programs offered by hotels, 
resorts, and other travel brands are 
crucial to building a “relationship 
memory” made up of moments, 
rewards, connections, and experiences. 
As leisure trips tend to be infrequent, 
loyalty programs have traditionally been 
geared toward the high-value, “road 
warrior” business travelers. Today, 
however, brands are recognizing the 
importance (and profitability) of loyalty 
across all customer segments: business, 
leisure, and “bleisure” travelers. As a 
result, travel brands are creating new 
reward structures that are relevant to 
customers, irrespective of their reason 
for travel, and that deliver value before, 
during, and after a trip.



travelers may not travel frequently, they are open to upselling and cross-selling 
when they do travel, and can be incredibly valuable brand ambassadors to their 
friends and family. A Forbes survey found that millennials reach out to friends and 
social media 76 percent of the time when considering a travel destination.2 Brands 
must design loyalty program structures that will engage leisure travelers who may 
not be their highest-value customers but still make up a significant segment of their 
customer base.

EXPANDING LOYALTY

Recent innovations by hotel brands have removed barriers from their loyalty 
programs, making rewards and travel itself more accessible for a much broader 
audience, but these innovations need to become more widespread to have 
a positive impact on the industry as a whole. Most large hotel programs are 
still sitting on vast reservoirs of unredeemed points. Marriott, for example, 
recently reported $1.9 billion in outstanding points liability – a staggering 
number indicative of the lack of varied and convenient redemption options. 
These unredeemed points may represent customers who have left the brand 
altogether. According to Merkle’s 2017 survey, “The Great Loyalty Reset: A 
Global Outlook on Retail and CPG Loyalty,” nearly a quarter of consumers in 
North America and Europe leave loyalty programs because they require too 
much work, effort, or spending.3 

On the flip side, the Hilton Honors program is a good example of how brands 
are making travel loyalty easier and more engaging. Hilton increased the 
utility of its loyalty currency by making points redeemable on Amazon.com as 
well as making them combinable between members. Wyndham Rewards is 
also a model example and has earned both accolades and financial results by 
evolving their program in a way that streamlines rewards across all types of 
properties to a single reward tier of 15 thousand points. This restructuring has 
exposed travelers to an expansive range of accommodations that may not have 
been accessible before.

LOYALTY AND THE CONNECTED TRAVELER

As travel becomes more connected and more driven by emotion and experience, 
we are seeing traditional brand-focused and transaction-focused loyalty evolve. 
Travel brands are adapting to digital innovation and better loyalty platforms 
that enable the deep intersection among CRM, analytics, and customer-facing 
technology. They are creating relationships that extend beyond the walls of a 
hotel and go deeper than just frequency of visits. Loyalty programs today are 
engaging customers at every touchpoint, before, during, and after a trip, using 
persistent ID data to expand insights into customer behavior and democratizing 
loyalty for all travelers. With simple reward structures, they create more tangible 
memories, emotions, and experiences. In this way, loyalty programs inspire a love 
for travel and drive more sustainable, profitable, and loyal customer relationships.

For a more in-depth 
discussion of how 
travel brands are 
evolving loyalty, see 
our article on winning 
the connected traveler 
with connected  
loyalty program.

1https://www.ustravel.org/system/files/media_root/Travel_Trends_Oct_2016.pdf
2https://www.forbes.com/sites/lealane/2016/01/15/are-millennial-travel-trends-shifting-in-2016-youll-be-surprised/#34a3039136a8
3http://500friends.com/resources/the-great-loyalty-reset-report-2017


