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How Loyalty Programs and Customer Relationship Marketing Can Work 
Together to Create Personalized Experiences That Deliver Results 

By: Sara Hogan

Loyalty and CRM. CRM and loyalty. For many brands and retailers, these two concepts are usually mentioned 
in the same breath. Both represent complementary aspects of the brand-customer relationship, and both are 
dependent upon the marketer’s ability to glean knowledge and data from customer interactions. Both, when 
performing at their best, grant brands insights into the behaviors and motivations of their customers, and both 
are tools that enable personalized engagement.
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Loyalty programs and customer 
relationship marketing systems 
are just that – tools. Loyalty  is not 
instantly created with the launch 
of a rewards program, nor are 
sustainable customer relationships 
born when CRM software is installed. 
Genuine customer loyalty and 
truly beneficial brand-customer 
relationships can only be developed 
through an organization-wide 
commitment to understanding 
customers and meeting their 
expectations, executing people- first 
marketing strategies, and delivering 
personalized experiences on an 
ongoing basis. 

At its core, customer loyalty is the result of consistently positive emotional experiences, high perceived value, and 
satisfaction with brand interactions. To attain this, brands and retailers must deploy strategies centered on creating 
personalized encounters that resonate with customers, both at the time of purchase and throughout the entire 
customer life cycle.

As with so many aspects of loyalty and marketing, these strategies depend on the effective use of customer data. 
Loyalty and CRM can be invaluable to achieving the twin goals of lasting loyalty and mutually beneficial brand-
customer relationships, but only if they work in concert with each other to deliver the data necessary to power 
people-first approaches.
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So, What’s the 
Difference? 
In order to understand how loyalty 
and CRM can work together to 
generate results, it’s important to 
define and differentiate these related 
but distinct undertakings.

Customer relationship marketing 
is concerned with managing all 
touchpoints between a brand or 
retailer and its customers, with the 
goal of strengthening relationships, 
increasing  customer loyalty, and 
extending customer lifetime value 
(CLV). It gathers data from every 
point in the customer life cycle, 
including point of sale and customer 
service, and it informs retention and 
attrition programs and database 
marketing. CRM is not a singular, 
formal program that  requires 
explicit opt-in from the customer to 
accepting marketing communication. 
It only requires a single customer 
identifier, such as an email address.

Loyalty programs, on the other hand, are far more structured, while 
still dedicated to achieving similar goals. Customers must opt into a 
loyalty program, and in doing so, they implicitly acknowledge that they 
have some existing level of affinity for the brand or retailer. They are 
willing to provide more extensive personal information, and in return, 
they expect more personal, rewarding, and exclusive interactions. 
Customer touchpoints in loyalty programs include registering to join 
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the program, receiving a welcome communication, 
obtaining offers for the current or next visit, 
receiving communications about seasonal events or 
personalized content, and obtaining and redeeming 
rewards or benefits.

A good way of thinking about the relationship of 
loyalty programs to CRM is that CRM represents any 
interactions between the brand and any customer, 
while loyalty programs deal with all interactions 
between the brand and customers who have opted 
into a loyalty program. While that may seem slightly 

reductive and tautological, it is nonetheless true, 
and illustrative of the key differences in structure. 
This definition also highlights a perspective 
of loyalty programs that often goes under-
acknowledged: they include every communication 
(or interaction) with a customer that has opted 
into a loyalty program. By its nature, CRM is all-
encompassing, but loyalty programs are often 
considered in a more circumscribed way, limited 
to rewards or earn-and-spend or accrual levels … 
which is a mistake. Loyalty, to put it mildly, is a full-
time pursuit.

Omnivorous captures data 
from every consumer 
touchpoint

Minimal opt-in required by
customer

Not reliant on formal 
framework

Encompasses wide range 
of customer behavior

CRM

Circumscribed captures 
data only from loyalty
program interactions

Formal opt-in required by
customer

Relatively structured 
framework

Based on rewards and
redemptions

LOYALTY
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The Challenge 
If loyalty and CRM share so many 
commonalities – indeed, one is effectively 
a subset of the other – why is it so 
challenging to get them to work together? 
The roadblock seems to be a combination 
of inertia and the persistence of intra-
organizational silos. The key challenge to 
developing robust, integrated approaches 
to CRM and loyalty is that they are often two 
separate business units within a company. 
And though they share an ultimate goal of 
developing customer relationships, they may 
not share immediate operational priorities. 

They also typically run on two different 
technological systems and are often 
managed by different teams, limiting their 
ability to “speak” to one another. This 
limitation is particularly, well, limiting. It is only 
through technological integration that loyalty 
and CRM systems can share and leverage 
the customer data required to create holistic 
people-based marketing solutions.

To achieve this, brands and retailers should 
endeavor to streamline all processes  and 
outputs – including loyalty and CRM systems 
– to ensure that the customer has a unified 
and consistent brand experience.

Disjointed attempts to engage customers will generally be 
poorly received and have the opposite of the intended impact. 
Instead, brands and retailers should carefully orchestrate how 
customers and members of loyalty programs are approached and 
communicated with. After all, customers aren’t privy to where the 
loyalty program ends and CRM takes over – they only experience 
the brand through their interactions with it.

CHALLENGES 
IN GETTING CRM & 
LOYALTY TO WORK TOGETHER

Organizational Silos
Di�erent teams or business units 
are responsible for each initiative.

Potentially Conflicting Tactical 
Priorities 
The #1 goal of loyalty is to 
increase customer engagement 
with the program; CRM is not 
program dependent.

Di
erent Technologies
Systems may not e�ectively 
“speak” to each other.

Inertia
Loyalty and CRM were always approached separately, so they remain 
apart.

Lack of Stakeholder Buy-In
If decision makers aren’t on board with the benefits of an integrated 
approach, achieving true people-based marketing is di�cult.
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The Importance of Getting Together 
Resolving the central challenge of getting CRM and loyalty 
programs to work together requires more than simply 
putting the respective program managers in a room 
together and telling  them to play nice. Not to discount 
the importance of communication and organizational 
buy-in – which are crucial – but seamless and effective 
integration demands a technological solution.

While an existing CRM program may be able to provide deep insights into customer behavior, a comprehensive system 
that incorporates CRM data and data derived from a loyalty program can expand and improve that capability, while also 
creating customer advocacy. A strong combined solution will leverage a CRM data set to determine the most effective 
offers, tone, and cadence to deliver to customers. It will provide the loyalty framework to engage, reward, and inspire 
them again and again.

With both the loyalty program and the CRM system working from the same pool of data and communicating with one 
another, a brand or retailer can tap into a variety of marketing options. Direct marketing can include loyalty program 
status and rewards/points balances. Communications and offers can be deployed based on more than strictly loyalty-
related criteria; they can be tailored according to a broader vision of the customer and his/her behavior.  
 
The chief advantage of integrating loyalty and CRM is the convergence of data and loyalty program capabilities.

BENEFITS
OF A COMBINED SOLUTION

• Broader, more effective data set
• Better-tailored offers and communications
• More comprehensive view of the customer
• Deeper understanding of customer behavior
   and motivations
• Crossover marketing that includes loyalty
   components (status, point balances)
• Easier to determine customers’ positions in
   consumer life cycle
• Enables higher-level personalization of
   rewards and interactions



CRM VS. LOYALTY: This Time, It’s Personal 8

One excellent example of an international company 
leveraging this advantage is 1-800-FLOWERS.
com.  By  integrating  its loyalty program data with 
its CRM system and overall marketing strategy, 
the company has enabled revenue-boosting 
personalization at multiple customer touchpoints 
across multiple banners. 1-800-FLOWERS can, for 
example, instantly recognize that a customer is  
eligible for a reward during an interaction with an 
automated “concierge,” creating perceived value for 
the loyalty member and extending engagement with 
the brand through that personalized interaction. This 
data-enabled strategy also provides  a better picture 
of the customer’s lifetime value.

The personalized approach that is facilitated 
by the integration of CRM and loyalty data is of 
value not just to the brand, but to customers and 
loyalty members themselves. By allowing brands 
to offer what they know their customers are most 
likely to purchase, customers are only exposed to 
the offerings they actually want. And anticipating 
customers’ needs and desires is a surefire method 
for building and solidifying positive customer-brand 
relationships.



CRM VS. LOYALTY: This Time, It’s Personal 9

The Customer Life Cycle
It’s also a way to profitably manage the customer 
life cycle. The permission customers give a brand 
or retailer by signing up for a loyalty program (or 
providing their email address for CRM purposes) 
enables the brand to gather immense insights about 
what, when, how, and how often they buy. Combining 
CRM and loyalty program data with innovative 
marketing and communications strategies allows 
brands and retailers to target customers at every 
point of their life cycle with the brand to maximize 
engagement.

And it’s all about engagement. One of the most 
common mistakes that brands and retailers make 
is neglecting to personalize communications and 
experiences, which encourage more frequent and 
more meaningful engagement. This is a mistake that 
can be avoided with a coordinated approach. By 
using data to relate to customers as individuals, not 
just personas or segments, brands can effectively 
create experiences for their most valuable 
customers at every stage of the loyalty life cycle. In 
turn, these data-driven experiences lead to longer, 

more profitable relationships, and the “stickiness” 
that keeps customers coming back.

Each step within the customer or loyalty life cycle 
has its own purpose and objectives, and by 
strategically managing interactions at these steps, 
retailers and brands can ensure they send the 
right message to the right customer at the right 
time – enabling meaningful, relevant, and real-time 
engagement across channels.
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Getting Personal
Ensuring that loyalty and CRM functions work seamlessly together should be a top priority for brands and retailers 
in every category. Though distinct, loyalty and CRM  serve  the same ultimate goals. With proper technological 
integration, loyalty data can feed CRM engagements with valuable insights to create a personalized experience 
across touchpoints and throughout the customer life cycle. Used in conjunction, these tools can create the people-
based approaches that truly set a brand apart from its competition and cement the customer relationships that will 
help it thrive for years to come.



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 than 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 more than 5,500 employees, Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, 
Maryland, with 24 additional offices in the US and 25 offices in EMEA and APAC. In 
2016, the agency joined the Dentsu Aegis Network. For more information, contact 
Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.


