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Source: Bond Brand Loyalty, The State of Loyalty 2019-2020
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HOW LOYALTY REWARDS 
PROGRAMS WORK
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Traditionally loyalty rewards programs can be categorized in two main types: structured vs unstructured

STRUCTURED

• Structured programs are “traditional” loyalty rewards 

programs, so called “earn-and-burn” programs.

• There are rules (terms and conditions) on how the 

program works.

• There’s a sign up process and a member needs to 

actively join to participate.

• There’s a currency (usually points, $ or transactions 

thresholds) to track the progress towards earning a 

reward.

• Members earn a reward once hit a specific threshold 

(e.g. cash to redeem towards next purchase, catalog 

with prizes, experiential rewards).

• There’s a specific process and timing to redeem 

rewards.

• Industry leaders leveraging structured loyalty 

programs are all major airlines, retailers, and credit 

card providers.

UNSTRUCTURED

• Unstructured loyalty rewards programs don’t have a 

formal program with terms and conditions where 

members need to actively sign up to join them. 

• Usually it’s a strategy based on leveraging transactional 

and behavioral data to retain customers and build long-

term loyalty. 

• Example of organizations using unstructured loyalty 

programs are those providing continuously optimized and 

personalized experiences to their customers, keep them 

engaged and reward them with special discount, 

monetary or experiential incentive. Think at Nike, Apple, 

Disney.
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THE FUTURE OF LOYALTY IN 2021 
AND BEYOND
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1. The term “points” is becoming outdated

Steelers Nation Unite, a fan engagement program, is an example 

of implicit points within a loyalty program. As members perform 

activities and unlock badges within the program, they 

automatically receive more benefits, offers, and insider access.

2. Members are demanding more frequent interaction opportunities

Non-purchase interactions can include communication opt-ins, profile 

completions, social media participation, product uses, gamification, 

check-ins, adding items to wish lists, product reviews, and the list goes 

on. New Balance’s program, MyNB, even lets members earn points by 

exercising with their partner running app.

3. Instant reward fulfillment is gaining significance

Customers are already experiencing instant fulfillment elsewhere. 

For example, Amazon Prime Now has shipping in under 2 hours 

and Uber Eats and many other mobile apps deliver food in 15 

minutes or less. Consumers want things “now” and this carries 

over into their favorite loyalty programs.

4. Not just instant rewards, but a full range of reward options is 

desired

Rewards need to be more personal. Members would rather have a 

catalog of rewards to choose from that are relevant to them, rather 

than only cash rewards. The best rewards catalogs stretch across a 

number of categories, such as product, experiential, and charitable. 

5. Companies are targeting generation Z as they come more into 

the picture

They are more tech-savvy and tech-demanding than the other age 

groups. This will advance the mobile trends we are already seeing in 

recent years, and cause companies to pay even closer attention to 

their behaviors as they define their shopping identities.

6. Companies are demonstrating commitment to philanthropy

Corporate responsibility and philanthropy are nothing new, but it is 

now being incorporated into loyalty programs. Programs are including 

their charitable actions in their messaging, and more importantly to 

directly impact customers, are offering charitable elements for 

customers to participate in. An example of this is having donations to 

a relevant cause as a reward option for members to choose.

Customer loyalty requires more than a program. Driving engagement and true loyalty depends on creating an emotional connection with 

the customer. Below six main trends to consider for loyalty programs in 2021 and beyond.
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About.
The WL Agency is a data-driven digital marketing agency and 
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For any questions, clarifications feel free to contact

Francesco Spagnulo

francesco@thewlagency.com

thewlagency.com
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