
Chapter Two: The Consumer Inside
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Finding the consumer inside

Customer loyalty is arguably more important in business-to-business (B2B) 
industries than it is in consumer industries. That’s because, in B2B firms, the 80-20 
rule is sometimes the 90-10 rule: the top 10 percent of your customers can
account for 90 percent of your profits. The good news: by identifying the key 
purchasers and influencers in your client organizations and then building 
relationships with them that mimic relationships in the consumer world, you can 
increase the retention, yield, and lifetime value of your best customers.
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The five types of B2B customers

For the most part, business-to-consumer relationships are simple and direct: the 
business advertises its products and services, the consumer makes a purchase, and 
the business can then enter into a direct relationship with that consumer. In the B2B 
world, actual buyers are often hard to identify, and relationships can be both direct 
and indirect. B2B marketers must therefore engage in detective work to uncover the 
buyers and influencers within their client accounts. Here’s a primer to the five basic 
types of B2B customers and the keys to building relationships with them.

If you sell direct to small business owners, then identifying your best customers 
and rewarding them is relatively straightforward. If you sell primarily through 
partners and distributors, or primarily to larger companies, then identifying your 
actual buyers can be difficult. A B2B loyalty program can encourage your buyers to 
raise their hands and ask to be identified.

End-users

Purchasers

Influencers

Distributors

Partners

If you sell into larger organizations with procurement departments and purchasing 
managers, then you’ll need to know who they are. These purchasing managers 
may have leeway to choose you, or they may be bound by contractual purchase 
agreements. Identify these purchasers and then reward and recognize those who 
demonstrate loyalty to you.  

Influencers are your “hidden” customers – they’re IT directors, senior corporate 
managers, and other mid-level corporate executives who exert a profound 
influence on the purchasing decisions of your clients. A value proposition based on 
content marketing can help you reach this group – just make sure you encourage 
identification, so you can market to them on a one-to-one basis.

Many B2B companies sell their products indirectly through wholesalers and 
distributors. These distributors often have a choice between stocking your 
products and your competitor’s products. A loyalty program designed to reward 
and recognize your key distribution clients can provide an effective way of building 
relationships with them – and shifting their spend to you.

Larger B2B companies often align with strategic channel partners that help them 
enter new markets or geographies. While many channel partnerships are 
negotiated at the C-level, you can often work with your channel partners to extend 
your loyalty programme into their markets. Make them an explicit partner in your 
customer loyalty efforts, and your partners too will reward you with their loyalty.
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Loyalty as an outcome of relationships

Customer loyalty is an outcome of customer relationships. All relationships, whether personal 
or between customers and businesses, share similar characteristics, and customers give loyalty 
to those businesses with whom they have developed strong relationships. Your job as a 
marketer is not to "trick" customers into becoming more loyal, but rather to reward and 
recognize them for behavior that strengthens your bottom line. For B2B marketers, this job 
requires you to understand the psychological factors that drive customer loyalty.

The fundamental drivers of customer loyalty
In the 1050’s, McDonald’s founder Ray Kroc articulated the fundamental drivers of 
customer loyalty. In order to build customer loyalty, Kroc argued, you must execute on 
these four fundamentals better than your competitors do. Fall down on any one of these 
drivers, and you’ll lose market share to the competition.

The power of relationships
Once you have executed on Ray Kroc’s fundamental drivers of loyalty, you can begin 
to focus on building strong customer relationships. Both business and personal 
relationships share similar characteristics. Relationships:

Your products and services must be of superior make to the 
competition’s products and services. Quality

You must provide superior customer service to the 
competition. In B2B, this includes partners and distributors.Service

The customer experience, whether in your showroom or 
through your digital channels, must deliver flawlessly.Cleanliness

Your prices must be better than your competitors’ prices. 
Pricing is more complex in B2B than in consumer goods.Value

Are long-term

Are interactive

Are reciprocal

Build equity

Require dialog

Must evolve



5

Reward and recognition

We’ve seen how building loyalty with B2B customers requires a focus first on 
delivering on the fundamental drivers of loyalty as outlined by Ray Kroc, and then 
on building relationships with the purchasers and influencers within your B2B 
accounts. The third step to building loyalty with the “consumer inside” is to place a 
value proposition on the table constructed around reward and recognition. The 
combination of reward and recognition works because it appeals to both halves of 
the customer’s brain: the analytical side, and the emotional side.

REWARD

Rewards appeal to the analytical side 
of the customer brain. By rewarding 
the customer with something free 
that has perceived value, you help 
the customer rationalize the decision 
to purchase from you. Rewards can 
take the form of:

• Promotional currency (points)
• Cash-back rewards
• Gift cards
• Vouchers
• Free shipping
• Etc.

“I get my money’s worth.”

RECOGNITION

EMOTIONALANALYTICAL

Recognition appeals to the 
emotional side of the customer brain. 
By providing high-value customers 
with special privileges, you reinforce 
your loyalty to them and encourage 
customer retention. Recognition can 
take the form of:

• Program tiers
• Special access
• Preferred pricing
• Exclusive events
• Dedicated customer service
• Etc.

“I am a valuable customer.”
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How to identify the consumer inside

We’ve learned in this chapter how a combination of reward and recognition can 
encourage the individuals within your client accounts to raise their hands and ask 
to participate in a deeper relationship with you. We’ll conclude with a summary 
task list to help you identify the consumers inside your B2B accounts.

1 Define your selling environment
Are you selling big-ticket items, small supplies, or both? Is your business based on channel sales, 
or are you selling direct to individual small business owners? How much of your business is based 
on contracts? Are you selling your services on a subscription basis, or do you sell individual 
products? A points-based loyalty program won’t work in every environment—so let your business 
model drive your loyalty strategy.

2 Assess your customer data
How much data do you have on your customers? How dated is your contact information? Can you 
tell a purchasing manager from an influencer in your data files? The quality of your existing data 
will drive your loyalty strategy— if you need to acquire data, then an open-enrollment program 
that casts a wide net will do the trick. If you already have good data, then a narrower, fee-based 
program might be the ticket.

3 Define and identify your best customers
Here’s a core tenant of loyalty marketing: some customers are more valuable than others. First 
define what a best customer looks like: Those customers who spend and engage with you the 
most. Second, find other customers that, with the right offer or incentive, could become best
customers. Focus your loyalty efforts on those customers of highest current and potential value, 
and your program will deliver a solid return.

4 Define your loyalty objectives
Your business strategy will define your program structure and value proposition. Is your aim to 
reduce customer churn? To increase the yield from your top customer segments? To expand 
market by double digits in a tough competitive environment? To succeed, you must align your
program goals with your overall business objectives. Doing so will ensure that your program 
delivers bottom-line impact.

5 Choose your program structure
With your program objectives in pace, you can know choose the structure that will best deliver on 
those objectives. Will you build a proprietary program closely linked to your brand? Will you join a 
multi-partner coalition program to deploy economies of scale? Or will you become an earn
or burn partner in another program? Your budget, objectives, and desired degree of control will 
determine your optimal path.
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How to identify the consumer inside

6 Develop a reward and recognition strategy
Just like consumers, B2B customers are motivated by reward and recognition. A points– or 
currency-based program is a great tool to deliver on that promise. If you have a subscription-based 
business, however, then you might find a program based on dialog, engagement, and soft
benefits will better serve. Choose the reward strategy that best fits your business and that will 
spark desired customer behavior.

7 Segment your customer base
Follow the example of consumer programs by profiling current customer behavior to understand 
value, potential, likelihood to churn, or other key behaviors. Then segment your customers by 
desired program impact: Some customers will fall into the “retain” category; others into the 
“increase customer share” category; other low-value customers might fall into the “ignore” 
category. Now you’re poised for success.

8 Mine your data for actionable insight
Once your program is up and running, collect behavioral, engagement, and purchase data and 
then mine that data for insight. What behavioral gaps can be closed with a relevant message? 
Where can a points bonus increase frequency, recency, or value? Where can the right offer 
prevent a good customer from leaving? Apply precious marketing dollars where they can deliver 
the greatest impact.

9 Close the dialogue loop
Just like consumers, B2B program members know that their participation should result in more 
relevant, personalized communications. Demonstrate that you’re listening by closing the dialog 
loop: when you collect a piece of information, act on it. If a member demonstrates interest in a 
redemption option, for example, promote other rewards with similar appeal. Members will expect 
no less of you.

10 Measure your success
The final step to B2B loyalty success is measuring the results of your activities. Take periodic 
program health checks. Is the program meeting its financial objectives? Are customers 
changing their behavior in desired ways? Have you moved the needle on your overall business 
goals? If there are gaps, then tweak the model; if you’re successful, then doubling down 
might be the ticket.
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About the Essential Guide to B2B Loyalty

We hope you’ve found this introduction to B2B Loyalty valuable. In subsequent 
chapters of the Essential Guide to B2B Loyalty, we’ll explore the step-by-step 
process by which you can build stronger, more profitable relationships with your 
best customers. You will automatically receive one new chapter of the Guide each 
month. You can unsubscribe from our list at any time by replying to our email with 
the word “unsubscribe” in the subject line.
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