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This is the first in a series of whitepapers exploring how retailers can 

build loyalty and thrive in these unusual times. 

Over the last decade, retailers have faced a sea change of shifts, from consumer 

expectations and behaviors to technology-based innovations and a dramatically 

different competitive landscape. Retailers have been reinventing themselves — 

finding new ways to help consumers browse, research, and buy through their 

preferred channels. Now, more than ever, retailers are focused on building customer 

relationships with robust loyalty programs. They are investing in ways to deliver 

unique and relevant content experiences that span both the digital and physical 

commerce world.  

Now layer on the 2020 global pandemic and the pace of change for retailers has 

accelerated, bringing new meaning to the concept of digital transformation. Today’s 

landscape and people’s everyday lives have been reshaped in ways we are only just 

beginning to see and understand. The pandemic is changing everything from what 

people buy, to how much they buy, and how they buy. 

How does this inform retail brands struggling, surviving, or thriving during and 

after the pandemic? Read on for strategic considerations, tactics, and input from 

marketers that will help retailers build trust, deepen loyalty, and drive authentic 

positive sentiment during this unprecedented and unpredictable time. 

Making a good impression 

One thing is clear: retail brands must communicate gracefully now by striking the 

right tone to help ensure a swift and authentic response. This is no small task, 

because brands are also juggling the ability to deliver in the midst of possible supply 

chain disruption, uncertain inventory and shipping changes, leaner staff, and ever-

shifting degrees to which the economy is “open.”  

As brands adapt their marketing efforts, they should optimize for product selection 

and messaging that is meaningful and relevant to the current consumer mindset, 

which is a moving train at best.  

• 39% of consumers say they will purchase more in the future from brands 

that responded well to the crisis (Deloitte)  

• 34% of consumers say they will purchase more locally-sourced products 

going forward, even if they cost more (Deloitte)  

• 43% of consumers say they are willing to spend more on convenience in 

the future (Deloitte)  

• 41% of consumers are delaying making large purchases (Deloitte)  

• 25% of consumers are reporting a decrease in net holiday spending intent 

(McKinsey) 

 

 

 

 

A recent study published by 

McKinsey about consumer 

sentiment and behavior during 

the coronavirus crisis noted: 

 73% of U.S. consumers have 

changed stores, brands or 

the way they shop 

 40% of U.S. consumers are 

becoming more mindful of 

where they spend their 

money  

 31% of U.S. consumers are 

buying less expensive 

products to save money 

 80% of Americans have yet 

to return to their pre-

COVID-19 levels of comfort 

about everyday out-of-the-

house activities  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html..html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html..html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html..html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html..html
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/survey-us-consumer-sentiment-during-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/survey-us-consumer-sentiment-during-the-coronavirus-crisis
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Key shifts and how to respond 

Trend: radical shifts in shopping patterns 

“Out-of-stocks may be driving consumers to seek alternative brands.” A McKinsey 

report found that more than 75% of consumers have tried new brands, places to 

shop, or methods of shopping so far during the pandemic. 

As we move through the different waves of the pandemic, consumer buying 

behavior continues to shift as well. Early on, in February to April 2020, we saw that 

stay-at-home orders impacted traditional spending patterns immensely, and in some 

cases that spending was panic driven. Sales were greatest initially for: 

 Household essentials: Toilet paper, diapers, thermometers, cleaning 

supplies, masks, hand sanitizer, paper towels, hand soap, tissues, water 

filters, and groceries (especially organic) 

 Entertainment: Books, board games, puzzles, Nintendo switches, bakeware, 

yeast, flour, fitness equipment, sewing machines, hair dye, and lounge wear 

 Tech and office products: Printers, monitors, laptops, office chairs, desks, 

and webcams 

 

 

Image 1. Rakuten Intelligence. Data uses the periods from March 4, 2019 to April 12, 2019 and March 2, 2020      

to April 12, 2020 for the year-over-year comparison 

Certainly, there have been both early benefactors and those hit harder during the 

pandemic. As many consumers hunker down in their homes, there has been a 

marked uptick in: 

 Home renovation and décor  

 Casual clothes and leisurewear  

 Home exercise equipment   

 Crafting, puzzling, and other hobbies  

 Pet ownership and the resulting accoutrements    

 Gifting  
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Alternatively, some retail categories have been hit harder than others:  

 Luggage  

 Suiting and dress clothes  

 Jewelry  

As the pandemic continues, lockdowns wax and wane, and fatigue sets in, people 

have been reaching beyond the essentials and shifting their focus to self-

improvement and comfort items, despite many consumers seeing their incomes fall. 

However, even among those who have more stable incomes (technology jobs, 

essential workers, etc.), the overall financial uncertainty affects buying choices. 

An interesting side effect of COVID has also been the concept of “stress spending,” 

examined closely in a survey by Credit Karma last spring. It noted that 35% of 

respondents made impulse buys to deal with feelings of anxiety and stress during the 

pandemic. And close to half (45%) of those same respondents said they spend money 

because of stress at least once a week and another 17% make daily impulse buys. 

Response: how to adapt to these shifting patterns 

Tactic 1: understand your shifting audience  

It is a near certainty that who’s buying, where they are buying, and what they are 

buying has shifted since the beginning of 2020. The most successful retailers are 

adopting a data-driven approach to understand how segments have shifted pre-and 

post COVID.    

For example, JOANN a leading provider of fabric and craft supplies, saw a large 

spike in new orders. They built segmented datasets based on trending user-level 

activity. After analyzing statistically relevant cohorts, they identified specific 

behavioral changes in the customer lifecycle. Through data visualization, they 

pinpointed and updated messaging at key engagement moments. The outcome was 

new data schema based on propensity score, updated lifecycle marketing programs, 

and optimized channel messaging to address changing customer needs. The 

adjustments positively impacted Buy-Online-Pick-Up-In-Store (BOPUS) and new 

“digital first” customer segments. 

Loyalty program engagement data is also an excellent source for retails to mine. By 

incentivizing members to complete surveys and reviews, retailers get feedback on 

what’s driving customer loyalty, what’s working, what’s not, and where to allocate 

budget. It can also lead to targeted programs to engage and-or win-back less satisfied 

or dormant customers.  

Of course, loyalty programs also provide a great avenue to reward customers for 

trying new ways to shop, or shopping through specific channels.  

Tactic 2: give consumers choices in how they shop 

Buy-Online-Pick-Up-In-Store or BOPUS has never been more popular, especially in 

the retail and restaurant industries. What was once seen as a convenience now has 

the added benefit of keeping buyers and retail workers safe as well. BOPUS looks 

like it’s here to stay, well beyond when the pandemic has passed. For elderly, 
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disabled, immune-compromised, and pregnant customers as well as parents of young 

children, contactless shopping is a lifeline to essential supplies and items.  

Adoption to this delivery economy has notably been strong among younger 

shoppers (Millennials and Generation Z). Primary motivations for trying BOPUS 

are:  

 Convenience 

 Reduced costs (e.g. no shipping charges)   

 Faster access to purchases 

Curbside pick-up is an even nicer touch for those not wanting to leave their vehicles 

to go in-store. This model works best for retailers with locations outside of shopping 

malls. 

This is yet another instance where speed is of the essence for retailers. Consumer 

demand is strong now, and retailers are struggling to implement quickly. 

Operational changes of this nature can be challenging to implement, even though 

the ROI model is strong. Retailers are urged to ensure that consumers can pick up 

their items within two days or less. The value of BOPUS diminishes significantly if 

retailers can’t execute more quickly than a shipment would arrive on their doorstep.     

 40% of consumers view BOPUS as a necessity that every retailer should 

offer and a “very valuable” aspect to online shopping overall. (eMarketer)  

 70% of consumers who shop online in the U.S. have used the click-and-

collect model. (Business Insider)  

 Walmart, with about 4,700 stores in the U.S., was one of the earliest chains 

to offer curbside pickup. Curbside orders contributed to an overall boost in 

its e-commerce sales, which accounted for 11% of the chain’s revenue in 

the quarter that ended July 31, 2020 up from 6% a year earlier. (New York 

Times) 

Tactic 3: ensure strong, proactive communication 

Have strong, proactive, and transparent communication to build loyalty. 

 Automate back-in-stock stock alerts (with possible interruption in supply 

chains).  

 Set contingency plans around shipping dates/availability (especially during 

holidays) and utilize inventory APIs and self-service shipping trackers to 

help set expectations. 

 In addition to the standard order and shipment confirmation, trigger an 

email and/or SMS message when the shipment is delivered.   

 Optimize for customer convenience. Creating a frictionless end-to-end 

experience for customers by creating simple and intuitive ways to 

purchase, receive, and even return items. Have alternate messaging ready 

to go, especially if you utilize a modular template or design system 

approach with pre-built content modules ready to go. 
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 Incent most loyal customers. Use loyalty data to offer free shipping and 

free returns for high value loyalty program members. (These perks make a 

great selling point to encourage loyalty program sign-up.) Vitamix has 

executed this strategy particularly well by including live, dynamic loyalty 

messaging in their monthly recap email campaigns to Vitamix Rewards 

members.  

Hanna Anderson is a brand that has communicated especially well. This email from 

their CEO clearly articulated how customers might be impacted by changes this 

year. With clarity and high emotional intelligence, this message also outlined the 

ways Hanna Anderson is mitigating customer impacts. It closes with a warm 

message about focusing on what matters most this holiday season.  

 

Without a strong sales push in this campaign, Hanna Anderson focused on the 

importance of shopping early and sets the tone for subsequent proactive 

communication from the brand. The strongest brands will not only survive these 

challenging times, but build even stronger customer loyalty and brand equity.  

 

 

 

 
 

https://movableink.com/blog/how-vitamixs-partnership-with-movable-ink-and-crowdtwist-boosted-customer-loyalty/
https://movableink.com/blog/how-vitamixs-partnership-with-movable-ink-and-crowdtwist-boosted-customer-loyalty/
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Next in our series we’ll be addressing: 

 Ways to build authentic connections with customers  

 Accelerating shift to digital-forward interactions  

 Frictionless and flexible approach to loyalty 
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This is the second in a series of whitepapers exploring how retailers can build 
loyalty and thrive in these unusual times. 

As COVID-19 has made social distancing part of our everyday, there are fewer 
opportunities for retailers to interact with their customers in person. While this will 
be the case for some time, it isn’t a new challenge. Fortunately, e-commerce was 
already well established before the coronavirus hit; lockdowns and quarantines have 
drastically increased our dependence on it. Whether in response to the pandemic or 
preexisting industry trends, brands need to figure out how to create emotional 
online connections with customers when offline experiences are limited.	

Key shifts and how to respond 

Trend: brands must find new ways to establish authentic connections as more 
customers engage across digital channels  

This year has been particularly challenging for small businesses, but they can be 
heartened to know that their size and “closeness” to their customers gives them an 
edge over the bigger players when it comes to understanding their audience. A focus 
on maintaining and deepening relationships could be the difference between staying 
afloat or not — a wise investment in emotional capital when revenues may be soft. 
Social media use has surged during the pandemic, and many companies are using 
platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and others to connect in new and more personal 
ways with great success. 

There’s much nuance to in-person interactions that may feel challenging to replicate 
online, but retailers have plenty of tools and strategies to leverage to help them 
strike the right chord with customers looking for authenticity, convenience, 
stability, and empathy. 

Tactic 1: rethink customer data 

To build a rapport with customers, it’s key to read the room. This is especially true 
in the midst of a pandemic when people are experiencing unprecedented levels of 
stress in their lives. During such an uncertain time, brands must ask themselves 
what they’re doing to help customers. Since people’s pandemic experiences are 
incredibly varied, retailers need to adjust their approach according to each person’s 
unique wants and needs. 

This is where personalization makes all the difference, and for brands who invest in 
it, the rewards are high. Consumers said they were 110% likelier to add additional 
items to their basket when a shopping experience was highly personalized and 40% 
likelier to spend more than originally planned.  

Luckily, it’s easier than ever to get to know customers from afar, thanks to the 
availability of data. But the challenge isn’t just capturing the data; it's having the 
tools in place to manage and act on it. With the increasing number of touchpoints a 
customer may have with a brand online, it’s often easier said than done. To make 
sense of complex information, companies are trying to streamline data flow and 
present it as a single view to better understand and engage customers. 

Year-in-review emails are a really effective way for retailers to leverage customer 
data to create a compelling, personalized experience.  

  

Example: Hollister’s end-of-
year wrap-up email. 

 

Example: Hollister encourages 
customers to earn more points 
by downloading the app or 
sharing more information 
about themselves. 
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Hollister’s end-of-year wrap-up gives customers a chance to reflect back on positive 
moments with the brand and interesting insights into their own behavior.  

Hollister also encourages customers to earn more points by downloading the app or 
sharing more information about themselves, all of which build loyalty in the long 
run. 

Given how dramatically consumer behavior has changed in response to the 
pandemic, it’s critical for brands to take a fresh look at their data. The Harvard 
Business Review notes that these sudden changes may render existing predictive 
models and forecasts unreliable or inapplicable. As such, companies will need to 
review their current systems and reassess the best way to proceed. A few ways they 
can do this are: 

� Review KPIs to ensure historical data isn’t skewing predictive models 

� Perform pre/post COVID analysis to determine how customer profiles and 
buying behavior is shifting, and update segmentation models and associated 
email triggers appropriately. (Welcome programs and first-time buyer 
engagement programs are especially important to monitor and update.) 

� Analyze customer data more frequently, keeping an eye out for developing 
trends in buying behaviors to help stay ahead of unexpected drops or surges in 
sales, or identify new markets 

� Leverage new data sources that provide valuable insight into customer 
behavior, like email interactions, web sessions, and customer care logs 

Tactic 2: foster trust outside of the sale 

To make sure customers are sticky in the long term, it’s critical to earn their trust. 
That can be tricky when many retail brands are facing unprecedented and 
unpredictable challenges in their supply chains. But there are plenty of steps to take 
to both manage and meet customer expectations. 

While it’s impossible to control ever-changing regulations or USPS slowdowns, 
what can be controlled is the level of transparency shared with customers, which 
will make all the difference. Applications can use inventory APIs to ensure that only 
in-stock items are being featured on websites, emails, and other communications 
with customers. Boxed did exactly this by tapping into their API to pull products 
from their best sellers pages to ensure that every recipient saw items that were in 
stock based on their shipping location. This prevented the pang of disappointment 
customers feel when they add an item to their shopping cart, only to discover it’s 
unavailable at checkout.  

In the event that inventory replenishment takes longer than usual, retailers can 
offer customers the option to get notified when desired products are back in stock.  

During times of increased sales, companies can also build contingency plans, so 
they’re prepared to meet the demand in a COVID-safe and timely way. During this 
time of extreme uncertainty, making good on promises is more important to the 
customer experience than ever. 

 

Example: Boxed used 
inventory APIs to ensure that 
only in-stock items are being 
featured on websites, emails, 
and other communications 
with customers. 
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In the event that something goes wrong and companies are unable to deliver on 
customer expectations, a quick and authentic response is critical. Anson Calder, a 
retailer of high-end leather goods, sent an effective acknowledgement to customers 
who pre-ordered new iPhone cases before the holidays but did not receive them on 
time. In addition to acknowledging potential customer disappointment, they offered 
impacted customers a $20 off gift card as an extra touch.  
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Companies should also be proactive in keeping communication open between teams, 
especially marketing and customer service. For instance, giving customer service 
access to marketing emails can provide them with additional insight to guide their 
conversations with customers and provide a personalized experience. 

Another area where retailers can earn consumer trust is corporate responsibility. 
COVID-19 has put companies in the spotlight as the pandemic has laid bare 
economic disparity and many people are examining capitalism’s role in creating 
them. While this may feel tricky to navigate, brands should look at this as a unique 
opportunity to reflect on current practices and make changes for the better. 

Not only is it a moral imperative, but it’s what customers want. In fact, 81% of them 
say that being able to trust a brand to do what’s right is a deal-breaker for them. 
However, only 34% say they trust most of the brands they buy or use. With such a 
wide gap, it’s clear that it’s time for companies to rise to the challenge. 

But just stating the commitment to help or making a one-time change isn’t enough 
— it’s vital to be dedicated for the long term. Consumers remain wary of empty 
virtual signaling, with 33% of them reporting to have convinced other people to 
stop using a brand that they felt wasn’t acting appropriately in response to the 
pandemic. It’s also the right thing to do. 

Tactic 3: be creative with communicating value 

Orders to create “sticky” content are familiar to many marketers, but it’s helpful to 
remember why. Compelling content isn’t an end in itself — rather, it’s a way to stay 
top-of-mind for customers so that when the time comes to make a purchase, they’ll 
come to you. It puts brands ahead of their competitors by allowing them to 
demonstrate that they understand customer interests, needs, and where they’re 
coming from (which you’ll know from the aforementioned customer data). 

Integrating shareable elements is a great way to encourage people to share on social 
media, increasing reach and being introduced to new customers. Don’t be afraid to 
get creative and take a fresh approach or experiment with interactive components 
— the goal here is to be memorable to have an edge against competitors.  

Retailers would also be wise to weave in educational content, making sure there’s a 
mix across programs, campaigns, and channels. This is an extremely effective way to 
showcase expertise and stand out from the competition. People are more likely to 
buy from brands that have established themselves as experts in their industry and 
already have an emotional connection to that brand. For instance, how-to videos, 
such as Food52’s series, with a consistent host make it possible for companies to 
recreate an in-person experience that customers can enjoy from home. 

Since the economy’s recovery remains unpredictable, people are likely to remain 
budget conscious. Even though price sensitivity will continue to play a significant 
role in purchasing decisions, brands don’t have to rely on excessive promotions to 
appeal to customers in this way. For retailers with membership programs, they can 
use data visualization to drive home value and savings, reminding customers of the 
impact of their membership. 
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This email from Sam’s Club is a great example of using data visualization to 
demonstrate value. The bright, easy-to-understand visuals show the amount each 
member saved to date in four areas: cash rewards, cash back, instant savings, and 
free shipping. And to emphasize the total impact of the membership program, they 
showed the total savings at the top of the email. This approach was so successful, the 
company recreated it for mobile push and in-app messaging. 

There’s no question that this has been a challenging year for most retailers, but 
thankfully today’s marketplace offers the technology to create connections that 
previously would have only been possible in store. In fact, online experiences afford 
companies the chance to understand and accommodate customers in new, unique 
ways.  
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Of course, we all eagerly await the day when social distancing is no longer 
necessary, but in the meantime, brands have plenty of opportunities to build trust 
with customers. The key lies in personalized, transparent communication that 
speaks to individual customer wants and needs. The data and tools are all there to 
make it happen — brands just have to take advantage of them. 

One area where personalization can really help boost retention is loyalty programs, 
which we’ll explore in the final part of the series. By leveraging customer data, 
retailers can tailor rewards initiatives on an individual level, ensuring that these 
efforts are building real relationships with consumers and giving them compelling 
reasons to stick around. 
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This is the last in a series of whitepapers exploring how retailers can build loyalty 

and thrive in these unusual times. 

In part one of this series, we examined just how much the retail landscape and 

customer behavior has shifted due to the ongoing pandemic. We also analyzed how 

the most effective brands have responded with empathy and built more authentic 

connections with customers. In the final installment of a three-part series, we’re 

highlighting the ways retailers can go from “surviving” to “thriving” by focusing on 

generating customer loyalty.     

There’s no question that the global pandemic has increased the pace of change for 

retailers. It’s estimated that the pandemic has accelerated the shift to digital 

shopping by roughly five years (IBM’s 2020 U.S. Retail Index.) Because of and 

amidst these changes, consumers’ choices and expectations are increasing — making 

it harder to build and maintain loyalty. According to a McKinsey study on consumer 

sentiment, 75% of consumers have changed stores, brands, or the way they shop. 

 

 

Though in-store shopping will always play a significant role for most brands, it’s 

more important than ever to support seamless contactless shopping, while also 

maintaining authenticity and value. Here, we’ll discuss several loyalty-building 

approaches for retailers to retain and build loyalty now and down the road. 

Approach: Use a data-driven, cross-channel strategy for maximum 

engagement  

The coronavirus affected how, what, and where people buy. This raises the bar for 

retailers to seamlessly recognize and reward customers across all channels. It goes 

without saying that multi-channel marketing increases the likelihood of the 

customer taking the desired action. Of course, following customer interactions 

across channels is more difficult than it may seem.  
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It’s now table stakes for retailers to have tools and processes in place to:  

 Manage identity resolution across channels 

 Collect customer data across all touchpoints and channels 

 Translate that data into actionable customer profiles leveraging rich first-party 

data such as purchase behavior, brand engagement, social influence, and 

product affinity  

 Measure and reward customer referrals 

The sheer volume of data flowing into customer profiles necessitates adoption of AI 

and machine learning. The challenge lies in ensuring that clean and accurate data is 

flowing into AI-driven interactions, and that marketers are regularly auditing, 

testing, and optimizing messaging at every step of the customer journey. 

Companies who use customer data in marketing outperform their peers by 85% in 

sales growth and more than 25% in gross margin (Google)   

Tactic: Prioritize up leveling the mobile experience  

Not everyone has the budget or resources to optimize all channels, so retailers will 

need to prioritize and shift resources to get the best ROI for their particular brand. 

More often than not, mobile, which has seen enormous growth during the “COVID 

era,” brings huge opportunity for retailers.  

 70% of internet users worldwide are using their smartphones or mobile phones 

more as a direct result of the coronavirus outbreak (Statista) 

 Globally, mobile usage has increased an average of 1 hour per day during 

COVID-19 (Ericsson Mobility Report) 

 Mobile ad engagement has increased 15% during the pandemic (Mobile 

Marketer) 

 Three out of four American consumers have tried a new shopping behavior, and 

most intend to continue the new shopping behavior even after COVID-19 

subsides (McKinsey) 

 According to eMarketer’s predictions for 2020, the total spending on social 

networks was expected to cross $43 billion  

Not surprisingly, much of that time spent on phones is done on social media which 

has become a key player for retail sales. Research shows that more than three-

quarters of people have bought something they viewed on social media. This can be 

as “easy” as making all posts shoppable, using “shop my feed” or “reels, but can also 

involve engaging influencers. Retailers should make it easy for people to add 

hashtags to posts and use them as featured content. Retailers should also diligently 

respond when tagged on social media (both with positive and negative feedback) as, 

in some cases, reposts can be the best sales tools of all.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example: Williams Sonoma 

infuses the inspiration aspects 

of social media with the 

convenience of online 

shopping, optimized for the 

mobile experience 

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/future-of-marketing/emerging-technology/customer-data-marketing-using-cloud/
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Mobile apps also present an opportunity to capitalize on shoppers who have already 

started to browse by leveraging social proof and dynamic imagery for app 

abandoned cart triggers. 

Approach: Create highly personalized experiences to foster loyalty  

Personalization has been popular for many years, but how does a brand go beyond 

just the basics to meet customers’ ever-growing expectations? Each brand’s approach 

will be unique, however, mapping the customer journey to identify key and 

customized touchpoints that add value and speak to each customer will ensure value 

propositions are focused on creating real relationships with consumers.  

In a recent customer survey by BCG-Google, respondents were 110% more likely to 

add additional items to their baskets and 40% more likely to spend more than they 

had planned if the shopping experience was highly personalized. And, when asked 

to rate a particular retailer, customers ranked companies 20% higher when the level 

of personalization was high vs. low. 

 

The bottom line is if retailers find ways to reduce friction and enable a better online 

shopping experience, the result will be happier customers that will be more loyal 

and keep coming back for more.  

Tactic: Take extra care of newly acquired customers to begin building a relationship   

Many retailers have seen shifts in the profiles of newly acquired customers. 

According to retailcustomerexperience.com, a recent study cited that customers 

acquired during the pandemic have an 82% lower retention rate than those acquired 

during the non-COVID or non-holiday period. So, applying a special lens to newly 

acquired customers and addressing retention issues early may help build long-term 

loyalty beyond the initial sale.  

This is an important moment to perform analysis on new customers and to create 

more targeted “welcome” experiences. Pre-post COVID analysis on new customers’ 

acquisition source, spend, early engagement, etc. will inform messaging and offer 

strategies early in the customer lifecycle.  

Another tactic for retailers to consider is deploying a quick survey in purchase 

confirmation emails to new first-time customers and ask them why they choose to 

shop with them today.  

 

Example: Some retailers are 

driving conversions using 

customer behavior to make 

shopping even more frictionless  
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Just as customers are more likely to make a second purchase immediately after a 

positive experience, they are potentially just as likely to answer a few questions that 

will prove immensely valuable and help earn and retain their loyalty.  

Tactic: Define and appeal to segments in new and creative ways 

Does a brand’s traditional segments still make sense for the customer experience? 

With ongoing pressure on most shoppers’ incomes, consumers continue to try new 

brands and channels, with convenience and better value being the primary drivers 

of the new behavior. A McKinsey study found that three out of four American 

consumers have tried a new shopping behavior and most intend to continue the new 

shopping behavior even after COVID-19 subsides. So, analyzing shifts with ongoing 

customers to understand if they still value the same things as they did pre-COVID 

(and try to anticipate how or if that will change once recovery has begun) is more 

important than ever. 

Strategically targeted content that appeals to a customer’s unique amalgam of 

preferences from lifestyle, values, environmental impact, and even how companies 

are treating their employees can make a big difference. Having an authentic point of 

view that’s true to one’s brand on social issues, for example, and finding creative 

ways to create meaningful offerings and experiences that resonate with these 

specific customer segments will go a long way. 

Tactic: Create new experiences to mimic in-store conversations  

To fill the gap left by traditional in-person experiences during this time of social 

distancing, these 1:1 touchpoints can be a powerful way to connect with shoppers 

and foster loyalty.  

 Online chat to help bridge gap left by lack of in-person interactions in store 

 Add augmented reality (AR) options for product experiences before one buys   

 According to a Nielsen global survey from 2019, consumers listed AR & VR  

as the top technologies they’re seeking to assist them in their daily lives. In 

fact, just over half (51%) said they were willing to use this technology to 

assess products. 

 “We’ve seen AR shift from being sometimes gimmicky to now solving real 

pain points for customers, especially amid the pandemic. In fact, e-

commerce company Shopify recently released new data highlighting that 

interactions with products having AR content showed a 94% higher 

conversion rate than products without AR.”  (see HBR article) 

 Offer scheduled video demonstrations or even a personalized online 

consultation 

In-store shopping is often a sensory experience—how did the store’s atmosphere 

make a brand’s customers feel? It’s human nature to touch things to gain a sense of 

quality and value. Being able to ask a question to validate a purchasing decision is a 

simple interaction,  often enough to move to purchase. Many of these hard to 

quantify sensory experiences are often lost when online shopping. Any opportunity 

to help customers feel like they’re experiencing a brand’s products beyond an image 

and a description on a screen will likely foster a positive customer experience.  

 

 

 

Example: Youth to the People 

offers free 15-minute skincare 

sessions with an expert via 

video chat with purchase 

(accessed through a QR code) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://hbr.org/2020/10/how-ar-is-redefining-retail-in-the-pandemic
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Approach: Map the customer experience, documenting what customers 

are thinking, feeling, and doing at every step in the journey  

This may seem rather obvious, but going through this exercise at least once a year 

can yield important insights. If there is one positive byproduct of the pandemic, it’s 

that it has forced retailers to reflect and reevaluate what’s working, what’s not 

working, and what can they do today to improve the customer experience and thus 

foster greater loyalty. A critical first step is to map out various customer journeys in 

order to identify pain points when shopping online and then try to solve for them 

using convenience boosting services or add-ons that give customers reasons to buy 

more, more often.  

Many retailers are finding that since the pandemic started, their customers are 

expecting upgraded and innovative service offerings. Two almost universally 

expected upgrades/innovations are a simplified and contactless return policy and 

providing multiple ways to facilitate customers’ preferred support needs (such as 

directly by phone, email, or social media.) It goes without saying that customers 

who had an “easy” shopping experience are happier and more loyal. According to 

Wharton Baker Retailing Center and WisePlum, customers who experienced 

problems while shopping were 35% less loyal than those who conducted business 

problem free. However, once these are in place, there are a couple other innovative 

tactics to consider that should elevate the customer experience and satisfaction. 

Tactic: Implement a subscription model  

According to CouponFollow and Forbes, “Retailers are taking note of this shifting 

behavior, and data projects that by 2023, as many as 75% of direct-to-consumer 

brands will have a subscription-based offering.” They also note that while some 

verticals lend themselves to subscriptions more than others, they are seeing growth 

across all sectors.  

 A third of those surveyed said they continue to pay for boxes even if unused 

(perceived value) 

 Around 20% of people purchased subscription boxes just to have those products 

available to them during the pandemic 

As an example, fashion retailer Vince offers a unique subscription service designed 

to encourage ongoing loyalty through both value and exclusive benefits such as free 

shipping and dry cleaning.  

For many customers, loyalty is not just about what a brand may offer whether value, 

quality, etc., but the opportunity to engage with a brand that brings joy or other 

experiences they find personally rewarding. When a customer commits to a 

subscription model, retailers not only have a predictable revenue stream, but an 

opportunity to build a deeper relationship that can yield new insights on how to 

improve a retailer’s approach to customer loyalty and set the stage to acquire and 

retain new customers with these learnings.  

 

 

 

 

Example: offering all 

experiences - live chat, in-store 

and virtual appointments  

 

 

Example: Vince offers a unique 

subscription service designed 

to encourage ongoing loyalty 

https://whr.tn/3fe4Lk4
https://couponfollow.com/research/roi-of-subscription-boxes
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kaleighmoore/2020/07/15/retail-subscriptions-thrive-during-covid-19/?sh=4207f6b82a0b
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Tactic: Formalize loyalty program to identify and reward best customers  

Most loyalty programs have some mechanism (points etc.) to reward customers for 

making purchases. More nuanced and robust programs add another dimension by 

rewarding nonpurchase activities. Gamification can be a great way to entice 

customers to: 

 Amplify reach by sharing promotions on social channels  

 Provide user generated content for brand stories  

 Encourage customer referrals (especially when both the referrer and the referee 

receive a benefit)  

 Write product reviews  

 Complete customer satisfaction surveys  

Some retailers find that brand loyalists and influencers welcome the opportunity to 

identify themselves as supporters with badges in social media. As an example, Land’s 

End created a campaign to encourage brand loyalists to tag their Land’s End inspired 

holiday photos with the hashtag #mylandsend. The end result was a simple, but 

effective, campaign that engaged their best customers while promoting the brand to 

potential new customers.  
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Likewise, a formal loyalty program can make it easier for retailers to send targeted 

offers to specific audiences. Rather than send a richer incentive to all customers, a 

retailer may elect to send the highest value coupon to a one-time purchaser in order 

to move them to an ongoing purchaser. It’s important to protect margin by not 

offering blanket discounts to customers who would have shopped anyway. With 

most loyal customers, retailers may elect to offer other perks such as an exclusive 

sneak peek at new merchandise or incentives designed to encourage trial of new 

products.  

Many retailers are testing loyalty offers that drive future purchases once restrictions 

have been lessened or lifted. By taking both short- and long-term approaches, 

brands can deepen relationships and retention while driving new and repeat 

business though creation of personalized experiences based on buying behavior and 

offer meaningful rewards.  

With so many shoppers using mobile devices to purchase, offering a robust loyalty 

program in-app experience can also boost engagement. Allowing members to easily 

access and manage rewards points or receive special bonus discounts, personalized 

perks, custom content and various delivery or pick-up options help create a seamless 

and engaging end-to-end experience. Also consider creative approaches to social 

media use such as issuing rewards for posting appropriate brand hashtags (10 points 

for a tweet or Instagram post, for example).  

Last but not least, retailers such as Sur La Table implemented personalized 

messaging to remind customers to use their points. This messaging works best when 

it’s tangible and time-bound. For example, “You’ve reached a new milestone. Earn 

$10 off your next purchase before your points expire on XYZ date.”  

Conclusion 

These are just a few tactics to consider to help better navigate these uncertain times. 

The main takeaway here is loyalty is not just about offers and points. It’s about 

creating unique and positive customer interactions at every point in the lifecycle. 

Knowing that customers have many shopping options, a brand’s most loyal 

customers will still choose to shop with them — that’s the ultimate test of any 

loyalty program. A customer loyalty program is an investment, but one that will pay 

dividends now and into the future if thoughtfully designed and implemented. 

However, this is a monumental task no matter the size of a company or marketing 

team so it’s critical to lean on technical and agency partners to support both the 

loyalty vision and implementation plans. By working together and taking advantage 

of their collective expertise and capabilities, not only will a brand survive the 

challenges due to COVID-19 but will be well positioned to thrive well beyond.   

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Example: Sur La Table 

implemented personalized 

messaging to remind customers 

to use their points 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

9 Whitepaper  /  Retail Loyalty in the Midst of a Pandemic: Part 3  

 Copyright © 2021, Oracle and/or its affiliates  /  Public 

This whitepaper was produced in conjunction with our partners: 

 

 

People don’t experience data, they experience content. Movable Ink activates any 

data into real-time, personalized content in any customer touchpoint. Over 700 of 

the world’s most innovative brands rely on Movable Ink to accelerate their 

marketing performance. With more than 300 employees, the company is 

headquartered in New York City with operations throughout North America, 

Central America, Europe, Australia, and Japan. Learn more at movableink.com. 

 

 

Shaw/Scott is a digital marketing agency that empowers brands to elevate customer 

experiences. We offer innovative solutions in consulting, implementation, 

enablement, and software, giving our clients a robust toolbox to bring marketing 

goals within reach. With a global team of industry pros, rave reviews from leading 

brands, and numerous industry awards, Shaw/Scott is a leader in customer-first 

digital marketing. To learn more, visit the Shaw/Scott website at shawscott.com. 
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