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Introduction 
No one could have predicted that the marketing strategies presented  
in January 2020 would become obsolete in March as businesses executed 
a quick pivot to digital experiences due to COVID-19. Retailers had to quickly 
adapt to the accelerated trend of ecommerce that the pandemic brought on. 
Loyalty was no exception.

As customers moved online, their habits and expectations shifted accordingly. 
Online shopping gives consumers nearly unlimited choices, making loyalty 
difficult to secure. While retailers have spent the past year determining  
what the changing landscape means for their 2021 marketing plans,  
on a more granular level they must also consider what it means for their 
customer loyalty programs:

• What does the loyalty landscape look like in 2021?
• How do current loyalty programs stand up to new consumer expectations?
• Which aspects of customer loyalty are most difficult to maintain? 
 
 

Based on a survey of 300 marketing and loyalty professionals across  
the U.S., this report reveals retailers’ current and future loyalty strategies, 
barriers to loyalty program innovation, expectations for loyalty in the new  
year and perceptions about whether current loyalty programs are ready  
to compete in 2021. 

Clarus Commerce – Loyalty Industry Data Study 2021
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Key Findings

95% 
of respondents with traditional 

loyalty programs have discussed 
launching a premium loyalty 

program in 2021.

90% 
of respondents say enhancing  

or expanding their loyalty  
programs is a priority for 2021. 

78% 
of respondents anticipate  
an increase in the number  

of premium loyalty programs  
due to COVID-19.

57% 
of respondents cite lack of budget, 

internal resources or IT support  
as the main reasons for not 
launching loyalty programs. 

51% 
of respondents with premium 

loyalty programs consider program 
members to be at least 4x as 

valuable as non-members.

What Are the Differences Between Premium  
and Traditional Loyalty Programs?

Premium loyalty programs offer enhanced, immediate benefits 
like instant discounts, free shipping and VIP experiences that 
can be used at any time in exchange for a membership fee.

Traditional loyalty programs offer free enrollment, but  
require members to make purchases over time for rewards  
that come later.



The Loyalty Landscape   
in 2021

SECTION 01
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1 Amazon Prime

2 Target Circle

3 DSW Rewards

4 Kohl’s Rewards

5 Ulta Ultamate Rewards

6 Nordstrom The Nordy Club

7 Sephora Beauty Insider

8 Barnes & Noble Member Program

9 Lululemon Membership

10 CVS CarePass

Top 10 loyalty programs retailers look to for inspirationCustomer loyalty is harder to obtain than ever

In our 2020 Premium Loyalty Data Study, we found that nearly two-thirds  
of consumers agree their loyalty is more difficult for retailers to maintain  
than ever before. However, data from this survey revealed that less than  
half of retailers “strongly agree” maintaining customer loyalty is more  
difficult than ever before. 

This is a dangerously complacent position. In 2020, consumers experienced 
a completely digital retail environment and emerged with far higher 
expectations for speed and convenience. These shifting consumer 
expectations and the ever-increasing saturation of ecommerce options mean 
customer loyalty in 2021 will be harder to gain and retain than ever before.

Competition between retailers will be fierce in 2021

It’s more important than ever to think about your loyalty strategy — because 
your competitors are. In fact, nearly all our respondents (90%) say it is 
a priority to enhance or expand their loyalty program in 2021. And for 
those with only traditional loyalty programs, nearly all (95%) have discussed 
launching a premium loyalty program in 2021.

While many loyalty strategies can beat the competition and gain customer 
loyalty, others only push customers toward the competition. Determining 
where the distinction lies is the first step toward defining your successful 
loyalty plan for 2021. 

http://info.claruscommerce.com/WC-2020-PL-Data-Study_LP-2020-PL-DataStudy.html
http://info.claruscommerce.com/WC-2020-PL-Data-Study_LP-2020-PL-DataStudy.html?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study


Current Loyalty Programs:  
Benefits, Vendors and Challenges

SECTION 02
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Time to first benefits delivery for new members

12% Immediately

42% Within the first week

41% Within the first month

5% Within the first six months

Retailers are waiting too long to provide benefits

Forty-one percent of retailers say their loyalty program members receive 
benefits within the first month. Respondents with premium loyalty programs 
tend to offer benefits faster: 65% say their members receive benefits at least 
within the first week, while 17% say immediately. 

However, for many customers, receiving premium loyalty program benefits 
even within the first week may not be quick enough. Data from our Premium 
Loyalty Data Study revealed that 40% of consumers expect benefits 
immediately from premium loyalty programs. 

The ability to provide faster benefits caters to consumer expectations  
for instant gratification, but it also makes for a more successful program. 
Retailers that offer loyalty program benefits sooner see more frequent 
shoppers: The majority of respondents (86%) who offer benefits within the 
first week say their loyalty program members shop at least once a week — 
that number drops to 63% for those who offer benefits within the first month.

Retailers that offer benefits sooner also experience faster ROI: Over half  
of respondents (62%) who offer benefits within the first week see ROI within 
the first six months. For those who offer benefits within the first month, only 
21% see ROI within the first six months.

Retailers that offer benefits sooner also experience 
faster ROI:

of retailers who offer benefits  
within the first week experience  
ROI within the first six months

of retailers who offer benefits 
within the first month experience 
ROI within the first six months

62%

21%

of respondents who offer benefits within the first week say 
customers shop at least once a week

86%

http://info.claruscommerce.com/WC-2020-PL-Data-Study_LP-2020-PL-DataStudy.html?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study
http://info.claruscommerce.com/WC-2020-PL-Data-Study_LP-2020-PL-DataStudy.html?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study
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Immediate Benefits: Walmart+

Last year, Walmart debuted its long-awaited competitor  
to Amazon Prime: Walmart+. The program was a hit:  
11% of Americans subscribed to Walmart+ within two  
weeks of its launch. 

While the program has the advantage of being attached to  
both a household name and retail giant, the immediate program 
benefits also contributed to Walmart+’s success. After signing 
up, program members receive free unlimited delivery, member 
price savings on fuel and mobile checkout from their own 
devices, with more enhancements planned over time.

Beyond unnecessarily delaying benefits, retailers are also failing to think 
strategically about future benefits: Only 7% of respondents offer holiday 
discounts as part of their programs. However, 73% of millennials from our 
Premium Loyalty Data Study have joined a loyalty program solely to use the 
discounts and perks during the holiday shopping season. This oversight 
could significantly cost retailers when busy spending seasons roll around  
and consumers choose to do their holiday shopping with the competition. 

Retailers struggle to find value with only in-house resources

While many retailers launch their programs in-house, it can be challenging: 
37% of retailers say “competing priorities” were the biggest barrier to  
entry in launching their loyalty programs, almost 1 in 4 say they lacked  
the internal resources to build and manage their programs, and 19% say  
they suffered from a lack of IT support. Moving forward, these in-house 
programs might lack the necessary data and IT support to make program 
updates, and competing priorities might further move the programs down 
organizations’ to-do lists. 

The most common barriers to launching a loyalty program

37% Competing priorities 

24% Lack of internal resources to build and manage 

19% Lack of IT support 

14% Lack of budget 

6% Lack of leadership buy-in

https://seekingalpha.com/news/3618399-retail-stunner-11-of-americans-estimated-to-already-walmart-plus?utm_medium=email&utm_source=seeking_alpha&mail_subject=amzn-retail-stunner-11-of-americans-estimated-to-already-have-walmart-plus&utm_campaign=rta-stock-news&utm_content=link-1


Clarus Commerce – Loyalty Industry Data Study 2021 10

Frequent Updates: Starbucks

Starbucks has an industry-leading loyalty program,  
and updates it often to cater to customer needs.

The key updates that led to the program’s success? Offering 
more ways to earn and rewarding more frequently.

In 2018, Starbucks changed the earning model from visit-based 
to spend-based. A year later, the company eliminated program 
tiers so members could redeem benefits sooner. Finally, in 
2020, Starbucks gave members more payment options and 
ways to earn Stars through the Starbucks app. Previously, 
customers could only pay with Starbucks gift cards. Now,  
they can choose from a full range of payment options.

On the other hand, retailers that reported working with vendors have  
greater program agility — and success. Data shows that retailers that  
work with vendors update their loyalty programs more frequently: 27%  
of respondents who work with a vendor say they have updated their 
programs within the last month, compared to only 8% of those who  
manage their loyalty programs in-house. With fast-shifting consumer 
expectations, updates are essential to ensuring programs stay relevant  
and valuable to members. 

Perhaps because of this agility and ability to stay relevant with frequent 
updates, loyalty members shop more with retailers that manage their  
program with a vendor: 44% of respondents who use a vendor say loyalty 
members shop with them at least once every few days, compared to only 
30% of respondents who manage programs in-house.

Finally, retailers that work with vendors also see ROI from their loyalty 
programs faster — 51% of respondents who work with a vendor say they 
experienced ROI within the first six months. For those that manage their 
programs in-house, that number drops to 41%.

**4% never*1% > 2 years ago

2018 2019 2020

Vendor vs. In-House:  
How often do retailers update their programs?

Vendor

In-House

27%

8% 36% 38% 13%

26% 29% 17%
last month

last month

last 3 months

last 3 months

last 12 months

last 12 months

last 24 months

last 24 months

**

*

https://www.claruscommerce.com/blog/why-starbucks-is-giving-rewards-members-new-ways-to-pay/?utm_source=resources&utm_medium=data%20study&utm_campaign=2021%20b2b%20data%20study
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Today’s retailers are overlooking the loyalty benefits that customers want  
— which are often the tried-and-true, essential benefits, like free shipping. 

Percentage of retailers who say they 
don’t currently provide this benefit,  
but would like to in the future

Percentage of consumers who say  
this perk would motivate them to 
join a premium loyalty program

Free shipping

66%

13%

Exclusive in-store experiences

19%

42%

Surprise rewards

45%

32%

Instant discounts 

60%

22%

Holiday discounts

38%

45%

Free giveaways

56%

17%

Exclusive deals

35%

36%

Faster shipping

47%

13%

Personalized offers

27%

47%



Today’s Retailers are Planning for 
Premium Loyalty Programs in 2021

SECTION 03
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At this point, launching a premium loyalty program is on most retailers’  
radars: In fact, 95% of respondents with only traditional loyalty programs 
have discussed launching a premium loyalty program in 2021. Some  
may hesitate to launch a premium loyalty program due to concerns that 
customers won’t join. But customers will join — as long as there is clear  
value in the program. 

The majority of retailers with premium loyalty programs think that cost  
(58%) is the main deterrent to customers joining. However, consumers  
say differently: 70% of those not in a premium loyalty program would join  
one if their favorite retailer offered it and the benefits were valuable. 

Premium loyalty programs are highly valuable 

Premium loyalty program members shop more often. From the consumer 
perspective, 94% of premium loyalty members say they shop at that 
program’s retailer at least once a month, and 44% of retailers with premium 
loyalty programs say members shop with them at least every few days. 

Premium loyalty programs are almost always profitable: 84% of retailers  
with a premium loyalty program rate the profitability of their programs at an  
8 or above (out of 10). But even more significant, more than half of retailers 
(51%) with premium loyalty programs consider their members to be at least 
4x as valuable as regular customers.

Finally, premium loyalty programs support greater program innovation and 
agility — which is critical for adapting to the changing needs of customers 
and meeting them where and when they are shopping. Fifty-eight percent 
of respondents with premium loyalty programs have made updates in at 
least the last three months, while 23% have done so within the last month. 

Frequency of member purchasing for retailers with 
premium loyalty programs 

9% Every day

39% Every few days

31% Once a week

14% Once every few weeks

7% Once a month

13

Over half of retailers with premium loyalty programs consider 
their members to be at least 4x as valuable as regular customers

51%
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Traditional programs may be more limited in their innovation and thus less 
attractive to consumers: 62% of respondents with only traditional programs 
have not updated their loyalty programs in the past three months.

The pressure to build a program that resonates comes from several angles: 
The majority (78%) of respondents foresee an increase in premium loyalty 
programs due to COVID-19. But there is also pressure from retail giants:  
90% of respondents say the launch of Walmart+ influenced their decision  
to consider a premium loyalty program by the end of 2021.

The good news is that a premium loyalty program doesn’t have to replace  
an existing program. Retailers can offer a premium tier for their best 
customers on top of their current programs.

Premium Loyalty Success: CVS

Finding the right mix of premium and traditional loyalty offerings  
is the key to CVS’s success. The drugstore chain offers both types  
of programs, each targeting a different audience. Most customers  
are a good fit for CVS ExtraCare, a traditional loyalty program that  
offers rewards points for purchases as well as occasional discounts. 

For CVS’s best customers, there’s CVS CarePass, a premium loyalty  
program with benefits that include fast, free shipping; access to a  
pharmacist helpline and automatic monthly rewards. This program  
converts good customers into great ones: CarePass members  
increase their spending by up to 20% after joining.

Clarus Commerce – Loyalty Industry Data Study 2021 14

https://retailwire.com/discussion/cvs-subscription-program-goes-big-to-outdo-amazon-prime/
https://retailwire.com/discussion/cvs-subscription-program-goes-big-to-outdo-amazon-prime/


Clarus Commerce – Loyalty Industry Data Study 2021 15

2021 Is the Year to Rethink 
Your Loyalty Strategy
It’s time to rethink your loyalty strategy to align with modern  
consumer expectations.

Over half of retailers (59%) only offer a traditional loyalty program,  
but it’s going to take more than a traditional rewards program to stand  
out from the crowd. Build a loyalty program that focuses on your unique 
customer needs and provides them clear value. 

Consumers want instant benefits, amazing experiences and a lot of value.  
It’s time to go above and beyond the competition with both transactional  
and experiential rewards. In addition to creating a valuable program, make  
sure it stays current, constantly updating the program to remain one step 
ahead of consumer expectations.

In 2021, many retailers are looking for new ways to meet consumer 
expectations. And offering a premium loyalty program, or tier on top  
of your current program, can help. 

If you have any questions or are interested in learning more,  
contact the loyalty experts at Clarus Commerce.

Clarus Commerce

https://www.claruscommerce.com/contact/?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study
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Methodology 
Clarus Commerce surveyed 300 American marketing and loyalty 
professionals in October 2020. The respondents spanned a variety  
of retail categories and types of loyalty programs offered. 

Do you offer a loyalty program for customers?

59% Yes, we offer a traditional (free) loyalty program

23% Yes, we offer both a traditional and premium loyalty program

18% Yes, we offer a premium (fee-based) loyalty program

Which category of retail do you work in?

16% Automotive, including auto parts, new and used vehicle sales

15% Building and garden supply, such as Lowes and Home Depot

14% Food and beverage, including grocery and liquor stores

12% Electronics and appliances, including big box retailers like Best Buy

10% Health/beauty, including drugstores

9% Department stores

9% Apparel, such as specialty clothing stores

8% Hospitality and leisure, including hotels, restaurants, and bars

4% Sporting goods/hobby supplies, like Hobby Lobby and Michaels

2% Furniture

1% Gas stations
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About Clarus Commerce 
Clarus Commerce—where customer loyalty meets subscription revenue—is the only company solely 
focused on building, managing and optimizing customizable premium loyalty programs for retailers.  
The company provides the full suite of services needed for a successful loyalty program, which includes 
the technology platform, client services, strategy, creative, marketing, analytics, IT and operations.  
Clarus Commerce was founded in 2001 and is headquartered in Rocky Hill, CT.

Interested in learning more about loyalty? Download and explore the following resources:

2020 Premium Loyalty Data Study 
Ebook: The Ultimate Guide to Loyalty Management 
The Definitive Guide to Premium Loyalty

For even more visit us at claruscommerce.com. ©2021 Clarus Commerce LLC

http://info.claruscommerce.com/WC-2020-PL-Data-Study_LP-2020-PL-DataStudy.html?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study
http://info.claruscommerce.com/WC-2020-FYQ4-Loyalty-Management-eBook_LP-LoyaltyManagement-eBook.html?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study
http://info.claruscommerce.com/WC-2020-FYQ2-DefinitiveGuidetoPL_LP-PLQuestions-Reg.html?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study
https://www.claruscommerce.com/?utm_source=data%20study&utm_medium=resources&utm_campaign=2021%20loyalty%20industry%20data%20study
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