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ABSTRACT 
 

Retail loyalty programs are normally used as a mechanism to develop a retailer-consumer relationship. 
Retailer had clear relationship drivers, yet little research examines consumers’ relationship drivers. To address 
this gap, this article investigates the true reason of why consumers engage in relationship with retailers through 
loyalty programs. Marriage theory was used in understanding the true reason why customer engage in a 
relationship with retailers as it best described the interpersonal relationship. A qualitative study involving six 
focus groups of various Malaysians’ loyalty program discovers few types of relationship drivers. The empirical 
study resulted in six (6) which range from social benefits, convenience, personnel, friends, entertainment, and 
monetary savings. The article discusses managerial implications of the findings and suggests improvement for 
future research.  
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Introduction 

 
Customer relationship strategies in retailing typically take in the form of loyalty program i.e., card-based 

reward program. Loyalty programs had been adopted by a large variety of companies ranging from airlines, 
hotels, retailers and car manufacturers (Minouni-Chaabane and Volle, 2010). This program had become a 
mechanism to manage retailers’ customer bases. The development of loyalty programs by retailers is regarded 
as a significant way to build customer loyalty and customer-retailer relationship (Hanley and Leahy, 2008).  

Among the benefits of loyalty programs for the customers are immediate cost savings, members-only deals, 
rebates, redeemable points and/or eligibility for drawings and contests. In Malaysia, the Sogo Card, Isetan and 
Jusco Cards are among the popular retail loyalty programs. The objective of these loyalty card programs is to 
motivate customers to choose one retail chain or outlets over the others. In other words, these programs use card 
membership in getting consumers to be loyal to a particular store.  

Benefits of loyalty programs for retailers are proven with the significant increase in card-membership each 
year. In Malaysia, the loyalty card business touched RM3.5 billion in the year 2010. However, most research in 
loyalty program focuses on the benefits of loyalty program, customer satisfaction and retention to loyalty 
program. The research in the underlying reason of why consumer engaged into a relationship with retailers is 
lacking.  

The current study intends to discover relationship drivers that motivate customers to enter a relationship 
with retailers, i.e., what factors drive customers to have a relationship with retailers. This study is different from 
other study in-terms of the foundation theory used. The study starts with focus group interviews to deeply 
explore the true reason why customer decided to engage into a relationship with retailer through loyalty 
program. The authors believed that understanding interpersonal relationship would be best described by 
marriage theory. The selection of the respondents to participate in the study was solely based on card 
membership. Only those who are members of retailers’ loyalty program are eligible to become respondents.  
 
Underlying Theory: 

 
Understanding relationship marketing requires depth understanding of personal relationship. This is due to 

the reason that personal and business relationships have many similarities. Interpersonal relationship is best 
described by marriage theory. What drives consumer into a relationship with retailers can be best described by 
marriage theory which states the reason why an individual decides to enter into marriage relationship. Marriage 
theory suggests that marriage is always a voluntary process, where a male and the female will decide whether to 
marry each other or to remain single. In a marriage, two individual agree to exchange only with one another as 
long as the balance of trade is favorable to both and greater than what can be derived from the greater market.  
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The benefits of successful marriage include companionship, intimacy, personal growth, shared finances, 
and shared household responsibilities and must be perceived to provide value to both relationship members if it 
is to continue. Buyer-seller relationships are made up of similar components and follow similar development 
process. Retailer decides to have a relationship with consumer because they see that a good relationship will 
leads to customer loyalty, whereas consumer who decides to engage into a relationship with retailers because 
they see the rewards from the relationship.   
 
Literature Review - Relationship Drivers: 

 
What drives customer to engage into a relationship with retailers has been a topic of interest among 

academics and industry players alike. Past studies have also shown that there is a relationship between loyalty 
program and store patronage. The effect of loyalty program membership on store attraction can be divided into 
economic, psychological and sociological influences.  

Firstly, from an economic perspective, loyalty programs provide members with value in the form of 
rewards. Monetary saving provides the major motivation for joining frequent flyer programs and book clubs 
(Paterson, 1995). Secondly, several psychological drivers enhance customer loyalty. According to Feinberg, 
Krishna, & Zhang, 2002, consumers appreciate rewards. Thirdly, loyalty programs can also have sociological 
effects. According to Baumeister & Leary, 1995, the need to belong to groups is a fundamental human 
motivation. Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) suggested that loyalty programs to be implemented in industries where 
consumers purchase frequently, and differentiation between suppliers is low, this may refer to retailing. In 
addition, customers who become members of the loyalty program are likely to identify more strongly with the 
company, because the membership relates them to a group of privileged customers (Bhattacharya et al., 1995 
and Oliver, 1999). Hence, loyalty programs can help enhance the attractiveness of the retail store and create a 
better relationship between retailer and customers.  

Generally, marketing literature focused at product and service efforts as drivers of total customer value 
(Bolton and Drew, 1991; Frenzen and Davis, 1990), and relationship marketing effort as drivers to attitudes and 
behavior (DeWulf and Odekerken-Schroder, 2003), the actual relationship drivers are rather neglected. This 
study explores the reason why customer decides to engage to a relationship with retailers through loyalty card 
program. It than defines and operationalizes six relationship drivers and empirically proved the measurement 
items. 

 
a. Social Benefits: 

 
Social benefits can be defined as “to belong to a group that shares the same values” (i.e., Mimoumi-

Chaabane and Volle, 2010). Loyalty program also focuses on experience of ownership and consumptions 
(McAlexander et al., 2002), which enhance perception of social benefits (Libermann, 1999), such that customers 
who are members feel themselves part of an exclusive group of privileged customers, identify with that group, 
and share values associated with the brand (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001; Mimoumi-Chaabane and Volle, 2010). 

 
b. Convenience: 

 
Convenience benefits lead to utilitarian values as well and encourage people to join loyalty programs 

(Mimouni-Chaabane, 2010). Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) claim that consumers develop enduring relationship 
with firms to simplify their decision making by minimize the difficulty of choosing among alternatives. 
Convenience is defined as “to shop at the store without hassle”. 

 
c. Personnel: 

 
The main idea of relationship marketing is consumer focus and selectivity, where all customers do not need 

to be served in the same way (Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995). With loyalty card programs retailers can recognize 
the customers so that the store personnel can be train to give a better treatment to the customers. Store personnel 
play a major role in attracting customers to join a loyalty card programs. Personnel can be defined as “to receive 
a good treatment from the store personnel”. 

 
d. Friends: 

 
Friends can be one of relationship drivers that attract customers to join a loyalty card program. This is 

because by following friends’ recommendations, customers are actually wanted themselves to be associated 
with friends i.e., to belong to a group that shares the same values (Mimouni-Chaabane, 2010). Thus, friends are 
defined as “to be associated with certain groups of friends”. 
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e. Entertainment: 
 
Consumers may be attracted to join a loyalty programs because of the pleasure associated with collecting 

and redeeming points (Johnson, 1999). In this scenario, customers act like players and experience a feeling of 
entertainment (Mimoumi-Chaabane and Volle, 2010). In this study, entertainment is defined as “to enjoy the 
pleasure of rewards for shopping”. 

 
f. Monetary Savings: 

 
Monetary saving becomes an important driver to customer’s relationship with retailers. In order to engage 

in relationship with, customer must perceive that retailers will provide more value at a lower cost (Parvatiyar 
and Sheth, 2000). In fact, monetary savings provide the major motivation for joining frequent flyer program and 
books clubs (Peterson, 1995). Therefore, monetary savings can be defined as “to save money whenever 
shopping”. 
 
Research Methodology: 

 
Qualitative Study: 

 
A focus group study among loyalty cardholders provides further insights into relationship drivers that drive 

customer to join a loyalty programs. The sample consists of sixty Malaysian consumers (40 women, and 20 
men) who aged range from 21 – 55 years and work in variety of occupations. The discussion begins with asking 
the respondents to reveal how many loyalty cards that they have in their wallet. Then, for each card, the 
respondents identify and discuss the true reasons why they join that membership. A rich qualitative data from 
this study revealed the following relationship drivers. 

a. Monetary saving seems to be the most important driver to respondent’s relationship with retailers. 
Respondents agree that loyalty program help them to reduce search and decision cost through the value added 
benefits such as frequent flyers and direct mails to update current prices and offers, member’s price, member’s 
privileges day and so on. 

b. Recognition. Psychologically, when the customers become members of loyalty program they 
consequently experience recognition benefits (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000); majority of respondents confirmed that 
they are treated better that other customers.  

c. Social benefits. Customers who are members also feel themselves part of an exclusive group of 
privileged customer, identify with that group, and share values associated with the brand.  

d. Entertainment. Some customers are attracted to loyalty program because of the pleasure associated 
with collecting and redeeming points. They feel that collecting and redeeming points is entertaining. 

Customer’s responds in the focus group study are recorded for the purpose of questionnaire development. 
The literature review and focus group study suggested a pool of 40 items to measure the relationship drivers 
towards loyalty programs. Five marketing faculty members evaluated the programs for the face validity. Items 
which did not receive consistent agreement by three out of five members were deleted. This procedure resulted 
in a pool 31 items to measure relationship drivers.  

Self-administered questionnaires were distributed to 350 retail loyalty card members and resulted in 320 
usable questionnaires. Respondent’s profiles were presented in Table 1. Table 2 presents the number of loyalty 
card hold by respondents, the result revealed that majority of respondent hold more than one loyalty cards. 

 
Table 1: Respondents Profile 

Item N % Item N % 
Gender 
Male 
Female 

 
140 
180 

 
43.75 
56.25 

Income 
Less than MYR3000 
MYR3001-MYR5000 
MYR5001-MYR7000 
MYR7001-MYR9000 
MYR9001-MYR11,000 
More than MYR11,000 

 
172 
88 
36 
10 
9 
5 

 
53.75 
27.50 
11.25 
3.13 
2.81 
1.56 

Marital Status 
Single 
Married 
Widow/Widower 
Divorce 

 
105 
205 
8 
2 

 
32.81 
64.06 
2.50 
0.62 

Race 
Malays 
Chinese 
Indian 
Others 

 
170 
92 
52 
6 

 
53.12 
28.75 
16.25 
1.8 

Occupation 
Student 
Housewife/Unemployed/retired 
Self-employed 
Managerial/professional staff at: 
     Government sector 
     Private sector 
Support staff at: 
     Government sector 

 
5 
4 
16 
 
71 
108 
 
67 

 
1.56 
1.25 
5.00 
 
22.19 
33.75 
 
20.94 

Age 
Less than 20years 
21-25 years 
26-30 years 

 
2 
58 
107 

 
0.63 
18.13 
33.44 
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31-35 years 
36-40 years 
41-50 years 
More than 50 years 

65 
36 
39 
13 

20.31 
11.25 
12.19 
4.06 

     Private sector 
Others 

47 
2 

14.69 
0.63 
 

Note: 1 US Dollar (USD) = 3.1 Malaysian Ringgit (MYR) 
Source: Survey 
 
Table 2: Number of Loyalty Card Hold 

No. of Card Frequency Percentage 
1 card 53 16.56 
2 card 75 23.44 
3 card 82 25.63 
4 card 44 13.75 
5 card 27 8.44 
More than 5 cards 39 12.10 
Total 320 100.00 

Source: Survey 

 
Results And Findings: 

 
Exploratory factor analysis (EFA): 

 
The exploratory factor analysis procedure using principal component and varimax rotation was performed 

to on the 34 items measuring relationship drivers construct. The visual inspection of anti-image correlation 
matrix showed that the correlations were below threshold value of .30 as suggested by Tabachnick and Fidell 
(2000). The value of Bartlett’s test for sphericity was 5582.014 (significant at 0.0001 levels) and the Kaiser-
Mayer-Oklin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was very high at 0.90. The KMO value of 0.90 was very 
high and excellent since it exceeded the recommended value of 0.6 (Kaiser, 1974). The KMO and Bartlett’s 
suggest that the data are appropriate for factor analysis procedure. 

Consideration suggested by Hair et al. (2006) was utilized in deciding on how many factors to be extracted 
or retained. Based on this consideration, six (6) dimensions of relationship drivers with eigenvalues exceeding 
1.0 were extracted. The six dimensions were named as (1) social benefits; (2) convenience; (3) personnel; (4) 
friends; (5) entertainment; and (6) monetary. This six-factor solution explained 71.798 percent of the variance. 
The communalities of all items range from 0.54 to 0.85. The reliability analysis performed for these new 
dimensions shows a high coefficient alpha ranging from .71 to .91. Table 3 details the EFA results.  

 
Table 3: Extracted Component from EFA  

Scale Items Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6 
Factor 1 – Social Benefits 
I feel I share the same values as the store 
I feel very close with the retailer
This card give a high personal meaning to me 
I’m treated better than other customers 
I feel I am more distinguished than other customers 
This card is something very exclusive  
I belong to a community of people who share the same 
values 

 
.83 
.81 
.77 
.69 
.67 
.61 
.61 

     

Factor 2 – Convenience  
Shorter time to reach the store 
The store located close to house 
Convenience of driving to the store 
Convenience of parking space 
Strategic location 

  
.88 
.87 
.86 
.69 
.68 

    

Factor 3 – Personnel 
The store personnel is always ready to respond to customer 
needs 
The employees are courteous 
The always get a better treatment from the store personnel 
The store always provide the best service possible to its 
customers 
I feel as if I have a personal relationship with the store 

   
 
.82 
.80 
 
.78 
 
.64 
.62 

   

Factor 4 – Friends 
Friend recommended the card 
The card is introduced by friends 
Friends likes the card 
Lots of friends use the card 

    
.86 
.85 
.81 
.65 

  

Factor 5- Entertainment  
Collecting points is entertaining 
When I redeem my points, I’m good at myself 

     
.77 
.73 
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The card offers monetary rewards .57 
Factor 6 – Monetary Savings 
I can shop at a lower financial cost 
The store offers a lower price compared to other stores 

      
.83 
.76 

 
Eigenvalue 
Total Variance (71.798) 

 
9.79 
37.67 

 
2.71 
10.43 

 
2.25 
8.66 

 
1.38 
5.30 

 
1.33 
5.12 

 
1.20 
4.62 

Source: Survey 

 
Conclusions And Recommendations: 

 
Data generated from the focus groups interviews in this study formed an understanding of the likes and 

dislikes of consumers and how they perceived relationship marketing in retail store from their own experiences.  
The exploratory factor analysis revealed several factors as key drivers for customer-retailer relationship. The 
factors can be classified as; social benefits; convenience; employees; friends; entertainment; and monetary 
savings. 

It is quite common to find the similarities among card memberships offered by the selected retailers in this 
study. However, participants highlighted the importance of social benefits i.e., recognition and a feeling of 
belonging as one of the key drivers that glued their relationships with the selected retailers. The study also 
revealed the importance of front-line personnel in motivating them to enter into a relationship with retailers. The 
more courteous the employee is the better since it will make the customers feel comfortable and decide to have a 
relationship with retailers. In addition, convenience also becomes the relationship drivers for customers to 
engage into a relationship with retailers. The busy life schedules, drives them to have a relationship with 
retailers that are easily and conveniently reachable. 

Friends may also influence customers to choose or not to choose products and services. Therefore, it is not 
surprise when friends become one of relationship drivers that drive customers to engage into a relationship with 
retailers. The customers may decide to have relationship with retailers because of friends recommendation, or 
simply because following friends behavior. Joining loyalty programs might be perceived as entertaining for 
some customers. They perceived entertainment as something that they feel enjoyable. Collecting and redeeming 
points might be entertaining to some customers, therefore it drives them to enter into a relationship with retailers 
that provides them these entertaining experience (Johnson, 1999).  

Finally, monetary saving also becomes the main drivers towards a relationship with retailer. This finding 
might be due to the increasing cost of living in Malaysia especially in Klang Valley, which push them to 
become smart spender. Loyalty card which entitled them for special prices and discounts as well as periodic 
point redemptions becomes a mechanism to plan their expenses. Generally it can be concluded that consumer 
relationship drivers towards a relationship with retailers are multi-dimensional. Social benefits, convenience, 
personnel, friends, entertainment and monetary savings all drive consumers towards a relationship with retailers.  
 
Academic and Managerial Implications: 

 
This study is valuable to academic researchers as well as practicing managers. It is among the early efforts 

to determine meaningful drivers of customer-retailer relationships as being manifested in retailers’ loyalty 
program using the marriage theory. It shows that driver variables range from social benefits, convenience, 
personnel, friends, entertainment and monetary savings are quite similar to those suggested by the marriage 
theory. Marriage theory suggested that a relationship exist when the both parties agree or deemed to agree with 
the exchange. Although business relationship are not as intimate as marriage relationship but both relationship 
requires understanding and tolerance from the both parties. 

From the academic perspectives, this study contributes to the existing body of knowledge about relationship 
marketing. The study provides deeper understanding of the reasons why customers engage in relationship with 
retailers. The current study also suggests a multi-item scales measuring consumer relationship drivers towards 
retailers. The effects of these drivers on customer’s inclination towards a relationship with retailers can be 
further explored and tested. 

From managerial point of view, findings of the study signal the need for better marketing strategies which 
include: emphasis on the promotion of variety of benefits offered by retailers, differentiation through non-
monetary drivers such as social benefits and entertainment. Segmentation of customers should be based on their 
portfolios, whereby customers can be categorized according to their purchased amount, purchase frequency and 
types of product purchased.  

In addition, the number of loyalty card members of any loyalty card programs is not the only measurement 
of retailer’s loyalty program success since the number of loyalty card membership does not reflect the numbers 
of loyal customers. Thus, retailer should place more concern on the percentage of card members who are active 
and their frequency of visits to the store.  
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Although monetary savings is always seems as the most important driver, this strategy cannot be used as a 
point of differentiation among retailers since it can be copied overnight. Retailers who wish to have a good 
loyalty program should emphasize more on other drivers such as social benefits, entertainment, personnel, 
convenience, and friends. Last but not least, retailer should decide whether to emphasize quantity or quality of 
their loyalty card programs, i.e., quantity refers to number of card-members (mixed of active and non-active), 
and quality refers to active card-members who are really attached to the retailers. 
 
Suggestions for Future Research: 

 
The issue of customer relationship drivers significantly contributes to the understanding of retail 

relationship marketing and store loyalty. This study should provide a starting point to customer-retailer 
relationship study especially in Malaysia which consists of market with diverse customer background in terms 
of race, level of education, level of income and age group. Different races would have different perceptions 
towards relationship with retailers. Therefore, future research may group the customers according to their 
income levels and or races to see whether customers at different income group and or races will have different 
lifestyles that may reflect their store patronage decisions. 

Since this study is exploratory in nature, it provides great foundation and starting point for future research 
to continue further with the scale development and validation for the consumer relationship drivers towards 
retailers in the loyalty card.  
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