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ABSTRACT
Objective: The purpose of this research is to explore selected components of loyalty
programmes in Croatia, so that retailers can conceptualise an optimal and effective
loyalty programme for their customers.
Research Design & Methods: The article is based on an analysis of secondary data,
and primary research on buyers’ attitudes to loyalty programmes on the consumer
goods retail market in Croatia.
Findings: The results of the conducted research show that the relationship with the
staff is the most important element of loyalty programme to the buyers. Preferen-
tial treatment, personalised approach and the sense of belonging are important to
buyers. The results also showed that of those components preferential treatment
is the most important.
Implications & Recommendations: Retailers can improve their business by using loy-
alty programmes, since they are in a way represented through them. It can be assumed
that for the buyer who is satisfied with the loyalty programme, this programme will be
a stimulus for establishing a deeper relationship with the retailer.
Contribution & Value Added: Based on this research, retail companies on the Croatian
market can get a clear picture of the significance and the role of specific components
of loyalty programmes, so they can focus on what is most important to buyers and can
conceptualise an optimal and effective loyalty programme for their customers.
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INTRODUCTION

Looking for a way to attract customers or keep the existing ones, retailers will often im-
plement loyalty programmes into their business. Those programmes offer customers the
possibility of collecting credits which they can then trade for specific products after a cer-
tain period. Meyer-Waarden et al. (2013: 202) define a loyalty programme as “a set of
activities that offers conveniences to customers, based on the evidence of loyalty”. Retail-
ers can use them as competitive advantage, in such a way that they will offer financial and
non-financial benefits as well, like special treatment and product and service adjustment
to the customer’s needs. The role and existence of loyalty programmes in retail are to
provide some very important information to the customer. Namely, loyalty programmes
bring benefits to the customer, but the retailer certainly benefits from them, too, possibly
even more than the customers. It is a well-known fact that loyalty programmes are in-
cluded in the customers’ databases, and in this case, they are a retailer’s treasure. Based
on the collected data, identification and segmentation of customers is conducted. Besides,
a retailer will make a connection with the buyer by using the information from the data-
base (previous purchases, personal data) to address the buyer and for promotional rea-
sons, but at an individual level. Although it seems that loyalty programmes are just a sys-
tem of giving rewards to customers, their more valuable role is to study the customers and
create relationships with them. Over the past years, loyalty programmes have become ‘the
key component of customer relationship management, creating a critical role in the de-
velopment of relationships with the customers, stimulating the use of goods and services,
and keeping the customer’ (Omar et. al., 2011). To create loyalty, a retailer must make
a connection with the buyer. In line with that, Dorotic, Bijmolt and Verhoef (2012: 231) list
‘creating connections with the customers’ as one of the basic goals of loyalty programmes.
However, it is clear that through loyalty programmes they try to increase the consumption
level a customer holds at a retailer’s.

This article will thoroughly explore some of the components of loyalty programmes,
which previous research has deemed important for the efficiency of loyalty programmes,
and customers’ attitudes to these components on the Croatian consumer goods market. In
order to achieve the set goals of this article, the secondary and primary research was con-
ducted. In order to confirm the findings of the previous research on loyalty programmes,
a detailed overview of domestic and foreign scientific literature from the research area was
carried out. After the literature review, and the description of the applied methods, the re-
sults of the conducted primary research are presented with the aim of validating research
hypotheses. The structure of the programmes is analysed according to the components con-
ceptualised by Breugelmans et al., (2015, p. 128), those being: membership application,
types (structure) of the programmes, credit structure, relationship and communication with
the buyers and reward structure. Further, the survey results are discussed and the final chap-
ter presents conclusions and implications and recommendations for practice.

The research results, i.e. stated opinions, wishes or priorities of the customers regard-
ing the factors most often characterised as being crucial for the success of a loyalty pro-
gramme, can be useful for retailers in the improvement of their loyalty programmes.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

To what extent loyalty programmes actually contribute to the business is still rather un-
clear. This question cannot be precisely answered, because it depends on the retailer’s
strategy. If a retailer’s goal is to make profit, and the loyalty programme is just another
way of generating it, the segmentation of customers is also needed, alongside the strat-
egy. The change in the buyers’ behaviour, i.e., more frequent purchases at a specific
retailer, according to Agudo et al. (2012, pp. 1335-1336), is influenced by the quality of
the provided service, the customers’ trust to the retailer and the customers’ attitude
towards loyalty programmes. The result of a proper strategy are satisfied customers who
can become loyal. Hajdukiewicz (2016, p. 160) links customers’ satisfaction to a positive
influence on the reputation and image of the company, and thinks this type of promo-
tion is ‘one of the best loyalty indicators’. Xie and Chen (2013, p. 472) state that ‘loyal
customers usually expect better products and services for their commitment’.
Meyer-Waarden et al. (2013, pp. 220-221) propose that the retailers should offer re-
wards according to the customers’ motivation and shopping preferences.

Previous research focused mainly on the rewards that contribute most to customers’
loyalty and on approaches which are most valuable to gain loyalty (e.g. Kim et al., 2013; Bojei
etal., 2013), or on the impact of the programmes on the satisfaction from the store (Sreejesh
et al., 2016). Bakhtieva (2017, pp. 472-473) in her research has analysed B2B digital
marketing strategy as a framework for assessing digital touchpoints and increasing customer
loyalty based on Austrian heating, ventilation and air conditioning industry companies. She
has developed new framework which aims to increase customer loyalty and focuses on
channels/touchpoints, assets, skills, audience and customer journey. Szwajcy (2016, pp. 102-
104) in her paper analysed, on the example of Polish banking sector, corporate reputation
and customer loyalty as the measures of competitive enterprise position. The results of con-
ducted research have confirmed weak relationship between reputation and loyalty. As well,
results have confirmed the existence of positive dependence between the loyalty level and
market share. Although a lot of this research has positive outcomes for the retailers, the
question remains whether the confirmation of the customers’ satisfaction from the store, as
the consequence of the participation in a loyalty programme can actually translate into the
success of the loyalty programme. The answer to this question depends on the way in which
the retailer perceives the success of the loyalty programme. As Rudle-Thiele (2005, p. 492)
marked, loyalty should be considered as more than one thing. The influence on retailers’
business results these programmes carry can only be assumed. By analysing previous re-
search on loyalty programmes, Dorotic, Bijmolt and Verhoef (2012, p. 230) state that it is
difficult to determine the influence of loyalty programmes on the retailers’ profit, because it
is hard to get the information on the costs of implementing them. Most retailers use loyalty
programmes as defensive tools because their competitors also provide them (Julian et al.,
2016, p. 1191). ‘The main reason for launching many loyalty programmes is the competition’
(Dowling and Uncles, 1997, p. 71). This statement is supported by the research of Solarova
(2015), which showed two new loyalty programmes by different retail chains which emerged
on the market at approximately the same time.

Besides wrong reasons for launching loyalty programmes, their failure can be
prompted by unprofitable members — the buyers. Xie and Chen (2013, p. 468) divided
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them into three categories: those who look for good deals (deal seekers), inactive buyers
and those who switch between programmes (switchers). Customers who are deal seekers
will not make the connection and collect credits, but will rather agree to a lower value
reward, just to make use of the opportunity. Inactive buyers are those who are not really
interested in loyalty programmes, and most often shop only once. Programme switchers
often change between programmes, i.e. their motivation for staying in the programme is
not high. A retailer can contribute to the success of loyalty programmes in different ways.
Besides creating a quality rewarding concept and capturing customers with personalised
approach, retailers have to think about the reputation and impression they make on cus-
tomers who will use the loyalty programme. Omar et al. (2011) prove the importance of
an honest and sincere approach to the customer, and claim that loyalty programmes char-
acterised by fairness and honesty result in customers’ pleasure and trust to the pro-
gramme. Brashear-Alejandro et al. (2016, p. 1193) think that a retailer can invite buyers to
try out new products, and in that way show them that they are accepted and their opinion
is valued. Customer satisfaction is important for yielding success with loyalty programmes.
Sreejesh et al. (2016, p. 891) state that ‘customers satisfaction is the necessary element
for keeping customers loyal’. Bearing in mind that loyalty plays an important role in the
creation of loyalty programmes, it is crucial to perceive all the factors that lead to custom-
ers’ positive assessment of a loyalty programme, i.e. their satisfaction.

Out of seven dimensions for assessing service quality in loyalty programmes (psycho-
logical aspects, programme policy, rewards, personalisation, usefulness of information,
communication quality, courtesy/serviceability), in the research by Omar et al. (2011), pro-
gramme policy has proved to be the most important factor in the evaluation of the service
quality. Simple programme policy implies easy enrolment, recalculation and checking of
credits, and is very important to buyers. Noble et al. (2014) conducted research on restric-
tive policies of claiming rewards in a loyalty programme, like setting the date until the
coupon/discount can be redeemed. The results of this research are equal to those of pre-
vious research (e.g. Dowling & Uncles, 1997), and they suggest that restrictions on money
rewards harm the owners of the programmes. The literature lists two terms, i.e. mecha-
nisms connected with credit collection, one of which relates to the credit threshold, and
the other with rewarding. The credit pressure effect refers to adjustment of/increase in
the number of purchases so that the buyer could reach or cross the set threshold. By ap-
proaching the threshold, that effect becomes more expressed. It can also be called the
credit threshold effect, because the existence of that very threshold causes certain
changes in buyers’ behaviour. The other mechanism is the rewarded behaviour effect, and
its goal is to entice more frequent purchases with rewarding. It can be said that its success
depends on the internal motivation of the buyer. If a buyer has been shopping in line with
his shopping habits, i.e. standard products he always buys, and in that way has earned
a reward, then the rewarding should encourage repeated purchases at the same retailer’s.
But if a customer buys something just to win a reward, the reward effect is questionable.
The rewarded behaviour effect depends on the reward as well. If the buyer is not satisfied
with the reward, the effect will not bring much result.

Buyers’ opinions are various, tastes and interests are different. This is the reason
why a perfect loyalty programme concept, which would meet everybody’s expecta-
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tions, cannot be created. Most customers, especially on the Croatian market, will par-
ticipate in a loyalty programme solely with the aim to save money, due to the lack of
financial resources. Some buyers simply enjoy the very process, shopping is not monot-
onous; they look forward to going through catalogues and clipping out coupons. Their
priority is not to save money, but to have fun. It is therefore difficult to specify what
the buyers want from a loyalty programme. It would be ideal if there were no limita-
tions, and if the buyers could always choose for themselves on what to spend the col-
lected credits. But, on the other hand, if the requirements of the customers were al-
ways met, loyalty programmes would make no sense because there would be no profit
for the retailer. That is why it is important to find balance, provide the customers with
the minimum of what most of them want and expect.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The relationship and communication with the buyers is the component of loyalty pro-
grammes that has been thoroughly researched, primarily on the question how much the
relationship with the staff is important to buyers to be satisfied with the programme.
The research by Vesel and Zabkar (2009) showed that the quality of interaction between
the staff and the buyers influences the satisfaction in the buyers. Buyers’ satisfaction
from all the services from the retailers and their employees will probably translate into
the satisfaction from the programme. The satisfaction from the entire service can result
in the creation of a relationship with the retailer, which will probably have a positive
impact on the attitudes towards the loyalty programmes of the same retailer. This loy-
alty is important because there can be a situation when the buyer will not be interested
in the conveniences offered through loyalty programmes, but if a company has created
a connection with them, there is a possibility that because of this connection, they will
stay in the programme and will not look for other conveniences with the competitors. It
is unquestionable that the relationship between the sales staff and the buyers influences
buyers’ feelings and opinions on loyalty programmes and the store. Therefore, for the
establishment of a good relationship, it is necessary for the staff to be trained (selection,
education, rewarding), and what is more important, to become acquainted with facts
on the buyers’ needs for a tight relationship with the employees. Omar and Musa (2011)
confirm the importance of the interaction of the sales staff with the customers. Bojei et
al. (2013) established that the emphasis on the customer service has a positive impact
on staying in the programme, i.e. retaining the customers, and that those customers
who receive good service will continue to buy from the same retailer. In line with that,
for the purpose of this research, we constructed the following hypothesis:

H1: In loyalty programmes, the relationship with the sales staff is important to
the buyers.

The rewards within loyalty programmes can be observed according to: the form of the
reward (material or immaterial), connection with the product (direct or indirect) and time
of rewarding (immediate or postponed). Material rewards (hard benefits) are financial
benefits and other tangible rewards like discounts, financial rewards, coupons and gifts.
Immaterial rewards (soft benefits) are benefits that evoke certain emotions and psycho-
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logical states in buyers. Those are: personalisation, adjustment, special treatment, hedon-
istic benefits (entertainment and exploration), and emotions as the consequence of those
benefits, and they are combined under the term ‘symbolic benefits’. Soft benefits are of-
ten characterised as the means for differentiation. Some soft benefits are listed by Julian
et al. (2016, p. 1195): invitations for special occasions, sending catalogues, personal/indi-
vidual treatment, and adjustments of the products or services. To achieve a better effect
in buyers, individuality plays the key role in soft benefits. The goal is to make the custom-
ers feel welcome, informed on all current deals, that they gladly return to the same re-
tailer, and with the individual approach a retailer shows respect and acknowledges their
loyalty. Individuality can boost the value of all immaterial benefits and it is achieved by
a direct contact with the buyer, via e-mail, invitations, gift cards etc., where great im-
portance can be attached to addressing them with the full first name and surname. Individ-
ual or personalised approach is the second determinant in the research by Omar and Musa
(2011), following the quality of interaction with the staff, which influences the evaluation
of the quality of service in a loyalty programme. Bearing in mind that the same authors have
proved that service quality influences the loyalty of the buyers more than satisfaction, it is
important to pay attention to this statement. The positive influence of personalisation on
retaining customers was also confirmed by Bojei et al. (2013). It is therefore, for the pur-
pose of this research, necessary to formulate the following hypothesis:

H2: For the buyers, personalised approach in loyalty programmes is important.

Personalisation was divided by Bojei et al. (2013, p. 174) into three levels: 1. Operative

level (refers to collecting information from the customers, so they can be offered unique
ideas). 2. Interpersonal level (it implies the recognition of the buyers by name, improve-
ment of the relationship between the staff and the buyers.) 3. Organisational level (it re-
fers to an original approach to the buyer, e.g. via personalised birthday cards.
Actually, the literature often points out to the problem of the imitation of loyalty pro-
grammes. But, within a programme, there is also the issue of equivalence, imitation and
no innovation. Special attention of retailers or preferential treatment are also considered
one of immaterial (soft) benefits. It can be described as the unification of hard (e.g. dis-
counts only for members) and soft (e.g. informing the buyers about the deals) benefits.
This treatment relates to ‘any type of special or preferential treatment that buyers receive
via the membership in a loyalty program’ (Brashear-Alejandro et al., 2016, p. 1192). The
aim is to show the buyers that they are considered ‘special’ and distinguished from others
who are not members. Huang (2015) points to the relationship between the special treat-
ment and the loyalty of customers in Taiwan. The author claims that when a buyer recog-
nizes some marketing investments of the retailer, special treatment is recognized as the
most important tool, and it is followed by communication between the buyer and the staff,
and tangible rewards — gifts and coupons. The buyers will feel gratitude and it is probable
that the future purchases at the retailer’s will be increased. For the purpose of the previ-
ously mentioned research in Croatia, we formulated the following hypothesis:

H3: For the buyers, ‘preferential treatment’ in loyalty programmes is important.

Hedonistic benefits are connected with entertainment a loyalty programme offers
via credit collecting, trading them for rewards, and the sense of pleasure and achieve-
ment that arises in the buyers. The research made by Sreejesh et al. (2016, p. 888)
showed that the loyalty programmes generate satisfaction from the store, and claim
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that different hedonistic elements (e.g. interesting games or competitions customers
want to join) in loyalty programmes can help to turn this satisfaction into love and loy-
alty towards the retailer. Based on the research that showed a great impact of hedonis-
tic benefits on loyalty in certain programmes, Kim et al. (2013, p. 109) suggest retailers
that they should pay more attention to the fun factor in loyalty programmes. Therefore,
for the purpose of this article, the following hypothesis is constructed:

H4: Buyers want loyalty programmes that include fun elements.

The feelings the individual approach evokes in customers, or ‘symbolic benefits’ can be
the consequence of the very participation in a loyalty programme, so the members can feel
accepted, i.e. the sense of social belonging, because they think they share the same interests
with other members. Positive feelings and experience will be most often connected with the
service that was provided in the store, where the key role is played by the staff. The sense of
status and social belonging is also the consequence of immaterial benefits. With the hierar-
chical loyalty programmes (multi-tiered programmes), buyers on higher levels enjoy the sta-
tus of a special customer. Recognition by the staff or other members of the programme is
also listed by some authors as a type of an immaterial benefit (e.g. Gwinner et al., 1998),
since it stimulates the sense of status in the buyers. According to the research by Bojei et al.
(2013, p. 177), the sense of belonging is an important factor for keeping the customers. It is
achieved by creating friendly relationships and comfortable atmosphere in a retail store.
Keeping the customers is one of the key goals of loyalty programmes, so it is important to
determine how important the sense of belonging is to the buyers. The very participation in
the programme creates that feeling, and the relations and events in the programme make it
stronger. Besides the aforementioned soft benefits, like the preferential treatment, this feel-
ing can be created by providing an image of the programme as the community of the like-
minded, by enabling connections, socialisation, and exchange of experiences between the
members. Wijaya (2017, p. 195) remarks that customer experience plays a significant role in
moderating the effect of self-congruity on customer loyalty. Acceptance by the staff and the
retailer via the inclusion of the customer in some business activities, e.g. trying out new prod-
ucts, will also induce the feeling of belonging. In line with the results of the previously men-
tioned research, we think that it is necessary to do research relating to this statement, and
it was therefore necessary to formulate the following hypothesis:

H5: For the buyers, the ‘sense of belonging’ in loyalty programmes is important.

This research also focused on the respondents who are not members of any loyalty pro-
grammes, with the aim of determining the reasons and to provide the retailers with the in-
formation on the opinions of the buyers who are not members of any loyalty programme.

In order to achieve the set goals of this article and with the aim of validating the research
hypotheses, primary research was conducted. For the purpose of primary research quanti-
tative inferential method was applied and as an instrument for data collection a Google ques-
tionnaire was used, whose goal was to find out how important specific components of loyalty
programmes are to the customers. The questionnaire was conducted in the Republic of Cro-
atia, during March and April 2017. The questionnaire consisted of 19 questions divided into
two parts. The first part consisted of demographic questions. The second part was made of
questions and statements compiled in line with the formulated hypotheses, relating to the
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loyalty programmes in retail. The second part was filled out by members of at least one loy-
alty programme, while respondents who were not members of any loyalty programmes only
needed to state the reasons for not participating in loyalty programmes.

For analysing the collected data quantitative research methods were used. To test the
research hypothesis CHI Squaring Independence test well as analysis of variance (ANOVA)
were used. This methodology was used because collected data was of ordinal and numer-
ical type. Chi-Square test of independence is used to determine if there is a significant
relationship between two nominal (categorical) variables, while the frequency of each cat-
egory for one nominal variable is compared across the categories of the second nominal
variable. With the aim of testing differences in parameter values ANOVA was applied.
ANOVA is a statistical method that is used to test differences between two or more means.
It is also used to test general rather than specific differences among means.

The population for the research were consumers on the Croatian FCMG market. Data
for the sample were collected by using an online Google form questionnaire (CAWI
method). Data collection was the result of snowball sampling. For the snowball sampling
technique it is characteristic that process begins with the identification of the initial re-
spondents which will provide a further increase in respondents through their network.
This method seeks to exploit the effects of the social network of initial respondents that
will ensure an increasing number of potential participants in the survey. It differs from the
conventional approach to qualitative research, as their primary task is the strategy of tar-
get selection (Goodman, 1961: 148). The research sample consisted of 380 respondents
of different gender, age and educational background.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Out of the total of 380 respondents, 66.3% (252) of them declared they were members
of at least one loyalty programme in retail, while the other 33.7% (128) of the respond-
ents wrote they were not members of any loyalty programme. The research showed
that 32% of the respondents who were not members of any programme thought that
the loyalty programmes are too demanding and that rewards are hard to achieve. 30%
of them felt that only a retailer benefits from loyalty programmes. A smaller percentage
(23%) thought that a lot of personal data is required while entering a programme, and
the remaining 15% listed other reasons, (e.g. no reasons or they were not interested).
The model was tested for the influence of control variables (gender, age, education,
work status and income) on the tendency of the buyers to participate in consumer goods
retail loyalty programmes in the Republic of Croatia.

Table 1 shows the characteristics of those respondents who answered the question
about loyalty affirmatively. The respondents evaluated on the 1-5 Likert scale a series of
elements considered to form predispositions for the participation in loyalty programmes:
program innovation, simplicity, no limitations in the way of using the benefits, no time
limitations in using the benefits, relationship with the staff, staff behaviour, the sense of
special treatment, retail chains’ familiarity with the buying habits of the consumers, en-
tertainment in the programme and the desire to be a part of the community.

The results presented in Table 2 show that gender and education have a statistically
significant influence on the probability of entering a specific loyalty programme. Women
and individuals with higher education have proved to be more prone to participate in retail
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chains’ loyalty programmes. While barely 38.5% of men were members of a loyalty pro-
gramme, the share of women was 78.1% (Table 3).

Table 1. Characteristics of the sample

5 LOW/ | HIGHER | HIGH
g M F 18-24 | 2534 | 34+ |SECONDARY| EDUCA- | EDUCA-
£ EDUCATION | TION | TION+
F ) 210 91 94 68 119 48 86
% 16.7 833 36 372 | 269 47 19 34
Undetermined, | Part-time, | Unem- | o, 40| ok pic| 3-5k HRK | 5-7k HRK | >7k HRK
retired fixed-term| ployed
F 121 33 28 71 93 57 62 26
% 47.8 13 111 | 281 | 39.1 239 26.1 10.9

Source: own study.

Table 2. Influence of gender and age regarding participation in loyalty programmes

Participation in GENDER AGE
loyalty programms Male Female 18-24 25-34 34+
VES 42 210 91 94 68
38.5% 78.1% 65.5% 69.1% 66.0%
NO 67 59 48 42 35
61.5% 21.9% 34.5% 30.9% 34.0%
X2 0.000 0.792

Source: own study.

Table 3. Influence of education and work status regarding participation in loyalty programmes

§ . g EDUCATION WORK STATUS
=]
22 £ | Lower AND HIGHER | HigH | Indetermi- | Part-time,
gg E‘é’ SECONDARY EXPERTISE |EXPERTISE nate period, | fixed-term |Unemployed |Student
a 2| EDUCATION etired contract
YES 119 48 86 121 33 28 71
57.50% 78.70% 76.80% 65.80% 71.70% 59.60% 70.30%
NO 88 13 26 63 13 19 30
42.50% 21.30% 23.20% 34.20% 28.30% 40.40% 29.70%
X2 0.000 0.52

Source: own study.

Based on the results presented in Table 3 and Table 4 it can be concluded that age,
work status and the level of income were not significant control variables.

It is evident that buyers deem the relationship with the staff important in the overall
evaluation of a loyalty programme. The results of the conducted research show that al-
most 72% of the respondents think that the relations with the staff are very or absolutely
important. From these results a conclusion can be drawn that the sales staff has a strong
influence on buyers’ evaluation of the programme, i.e. their satisfaction from the loyalty
programme. Also, the average value of the respondents who evaluated the importance of
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the relationship with the staff related to loyalty programmes was pu=3.94, which is statis-
tically significant (p=.000, Table 5). In line with this, H1: In loyalty programmes the rela-
tionship with the sales staff is important to the buyers —is confirmed.

Table 4. Influence of monthly income regarding participation in loyalty programmes

Participation in MONTHLY INCOME
loyalty programms <3k HRK 3-5k HRK 5-7k HRK >7k HRK
YES 93 57 62 26
67.90% 5.80% 76.50% 68.40%
NO 44 40 19 12
32.10% 41.20% 23.50% 31.60%
X2 0.093
Source: own study.
Table 5. Summary research results
Loyalty programmes components 7} P.V. |GENDER| AGE |EDUCATION |INCOME
Relationship with the staff H1 3.94 | 0.000 | 0.0002 | 0.843 0.557 0.834
Knowing my buying habits and needs H2 | 3.50 | 0.000 | 0.138 | 0.706 0.790 0.083
Preferential treatment H3 3.66 | 0.000| 0.090 | 0,696 0.036 0.041
Fun in loyalty programmes H4 3.49 | 0.000| 0.956 |0.857 0.556 400
Being a part of the community H5 3.61 | 0.000| 0.055 |0.813 0.613 0.316

Source: own stud.

Further on, the importance of a personalised approach was investigated. The person-
alised approach to the customer implies that the retailer is familiar with the customer buy-
ing habits and needs, and in line with that can approach them on an individual level. They
can, for example, send coupons for the products that the customer usually buys, and this
approach also includes making connections between the retailer and the customers, most
often via sending personalised coupons or birthday cards. The analysis of the results sug-
gests that 55.6% of the respondents agreed with the statement that a personalised ap-
proach has big or absolute importance in loyalty programmes. If we add 25.2% of the re-
spondents who said it was neither important nor unimportant, the significance of the per-
sonalised approach for the buyers is absolutely unquestionable. The average value of the
respondents who evaluated the importance of the personalised approach towards the cus-
tomers in loyalty programmes was pu=3.50, which was also statistically significant (p=.000,
Table 5). Generally, it can be said that these results are in line with previous research (Omar
& Musa, 2011; Bojei et al., 2013), that also confirmed the importance of a personalised
approach to buyers in loyalty programmes. Based on the above-mentioned, H2: For the
buyers, personalised approach in loyalty programmes is important is confirmed.

Preferential treatment is one of the soft benefits in loyalty programmes. As all other
immaterial benefits, preferential treatment helps the retailer to form connections with
the customers. Preferential treatment is very or absolutely important to 60% of the re-
spondents. Such results can seem very persuasive, especially when added to 23.7% of
those respondents who opted for medium importance. The average value of the respond-
ents who evaluated the importance of the preferential treatment for the buyers was
u=3.66, also of statistical importance (p=.000, Table 5). It can be therefore concluded that
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special treatment is important to buyers. The significance of the acquired results is also
confirmed by the fact that only 16.3% of the respondents stated that preferential treat-
ment was not important, or of little importance. In line with that, H3: For the buyers, ‘pref-
erential treatment’ in loyalty programmes is important is confirmed.

The importance of entertainment to the buyers was proved by the research made
by Kim et al. (2013, p. 109), where it was shown that the factor of fun in a loyalty pro-
gramme is the key driver of loyalty towards a loyalty programme. Fun elements that can
be implemented in loyalty programmes are winning games or appropriate contests for
the members of loyalty programmes. Many respondents (34.7%) remained neutral when
asked about the importance of fun elements in loyalty programmes, while 48.8% agreed
that they are important and 16.5% considered them unimportant. Accordingly, H4: Buy-
ers want loyalty programmes with elements of fun is rejected. Nevertheless, although
the hypothesis is rejected, due to a large number of the respondents that remained neu-
tral, and the small percentage of them who did not support the element of fun (16.5%),
itis important to implement some elements of fun on the Croatian retail market in order
to investigate buyers’ opinions on them.

The sense of belonging in buyers is a consequence of the connections made with the
staff, other employees of the retailer, and other members of the programme, all related
to the atmosphere in a store. It is about positive feelings that should arise from the joint
efforts of everybody who is included in the programme. The results of the research on
the respondents’ attitudes relating to the importance of the sense of belonging in loyalty
programmes unmistakably show that it is very or absolutely important for 57.2% of them,
and 27.2% of the respondents opted for the medium importance. Likewise, the average
value of all the respondents who evaluated the importance of the sense of belonging in
a loyalty programme was p=3.61, which is also statistically significant (p=.000, Table 5).
Bearing in mind the small percentage (15.7%) of those respondents who think that the
sense of belonging is of little or no importance, it can be confirmed that to the buyers,
the sense of belonging is important, so the H5: For the buyers, the ‘sense of belonging’
in loyalty programmes is important — is confirmed.

The primary aspiration of this research was to point to the significance of some compo-
nents, so that retailers can review their activities related to these components. Above all, does
the retailer undertake specific activities too much or too little? This question especially refers
to the soft benefits. Although the research has confirmed that preferential treatment is im-
portant to the buyers, every retailer should choose the way of implementing it, i.e. investigate
the components that are more or less convenient for specific customers. Namely, some cus-
tomers can think that it is a great idea that the retailer has access to the information about
them, so they could be informed on the deals, be sent coupons and be informed on novelties,
while other customers will be more pleased if they are not disturbed much, just an occasional
invitation or a card. Besides the guidelines for more successful loyalty programmes, a retailer
can get the idea about the implementation of some new elements from this article.

The results of the research largely confirm the authenticity of the previous research,
especially on the importance of the quality of the service —the staff in loyalty programmes.
It was shown that the importance of the staff in loyalty programmes is very important to
the buyers, like in the research by Omar and Musa (2011), where this component occupied
the first place in the evaluation of the quality of the service in loyalty programmes. The
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importance of soft benefits in loyalty programmes — personalised approach, preferential
treatment, the sense of belonging, was confirmed with this research, in line with previous
researches by Bojei (2013) and Huang (2015). Based on the acquired results, this research
rejected the hypothesis on the importance of the element of fun in loyalty programmes
for the buyers on the Croatian retail market, so the research in this case differs from the
one conducted by Kim et al. (2013), where the element of fun was highlighted.

CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this research was to establish buyers’ attitudes towards the specific compo-
nents of loyalty programmes. The relationship with the staff has proved to be the element
of the loyalty programme that is important to buyers on the Croatian market, and the
research confirmed that it greatly influences the buyers to stay in a loyalty programme.
Within the framework of immaterial rewards, the empirical research was principally fo-
cused on: the personalised approach to the buyer, preferential treatment of the buyer,
buyer’s attitudes to fun elements in loyalty programmes, and the sense of belonging.

The results of the conducted research undoubtedly show that on the fast-moving con-
sumer goods market in Croatia, preferential treatment, personalised approach and the
sense of belonging are important to the buyers. Out of those components, most important
is the preferential treatment. Buyers’ attitudes on the implementation of fun elements
point to a certain level of interest, but, nevertheless, half of the respondents remained neu-
tral, so it cannot be claimed that it is what the buyers want. Namely, these are still ‘innova-
tions’ on the Croatian retail market, and they are novelties in loyalty programmes. The in-
terest of the respondents is evident, but many of them cannot decide. In line with that, it is
rational to conclude that the buyers should first be acquainted with the innovations, so they
can clearly state their opinions and then their attitudes could be established. Besides the
above-mentioned, it is important to note that opinions and attitudes of the buyers will vary
according to the location of the retailer, the assortment of goods, etc.

In the theoretical part of the article, special attention was given to the analysis of the
influence of loyalty programmes on business dealings of the retailers. The analysed litera-
ture, above all, suggests that retailers can improve their business by using loyalty pro-
grammes, since they are in a way represented through them. It can be assumed that for
the buyer who is satisfied with the loyalty programme, this programme will be a kind of
a stimulus for establishing a deeper relationship with the retailer.

Based on the results obtained from the empirical research on the Croatian retail market,
conclusions and recommendations for the management can be formulated. Besides, most re-
spondents (31.9%) who are not members of loyalty programmes think that they are too de-
manding and the rewards are difficult to get, while 30.4% think that only retailers profit from
the loyalty programmes. The statement that too much personal data is required when entering
a loyalty programme is supported by 23% of the respondents. The other 15% offered their
reasons as to why they do not participate in loyalty programmes. The management should
address the stated issues in such a way that they should ensure the availability of the rewards
and set realistic thresholds and rules of the participation, so those who are not yet members
of a loyalty programme could become willing and motivated. Retailers should also work on
giving the information on activities related to the functioning of a loyalty programme, starting
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with the financial side — necessary for its implementation. Such transparency could help to re-
fute common opinions and attitudes about the customers’ exploitation which evoke the feel-
ings of fear and rejection towards loyalty programmes. In line with that, for example, Melnyk
and Bijmolt (2015, p. 413) recommend that the companies can suppress the feeling of fear
related to giving personal data and stimulate the membership, with offering the option of
choosing the anonymous and personalised loyalty card. The differences in the research results
are not drastic, on the contrary, they are minimal, but it is necessary to draw a line and establish
the elements of loyalty programmes that should be real priority for the retailers.

Based on this research, retail companies on the Croatian retail market can get a clear
picture of the significance and the role of specific components of loyalty programmes, so
they can focus on what is most important to the buyers.

Further research may be conducted about what influences purchase decisions and retailer
choice of those consumers who claim not to be loyal to a specific retailer. Further research
could also examine what the proportion of loyal customer for each retailer on currently highly
dynamic FMCG Croatian retail market is and how important loyalty is in the market success of
Croatian retailers.
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