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Is the future of loyalty 
programs social?
by Youri Sawerschel  i

What do hotels, dry cleaners, car washes and hairdressers 
have in common? They all offer a loyalty program to their 
customers.  In the UK for example, 96% of the population is 
currently a member of a reward scheme, while each household 
in the US has signed up for an average of 14 loyalty programs. 
Surprisingly, the mechanism behind loyalty programs has not 
evolved significantly over the years: remain loyal to a brand in 
order to collect points that can be redeemed in 
exchange of benefits and loyalty status ladder 
ascension. 

What has changed
The hot topic of the past five years, social media 
have become mainstream. Indeed, public 
interest has shifted from traditional social 
networking platforms to services using a social 
component as a differentiator such as Spotify (a 
music streaming service) or Pinterest (a photo 
sharing website).

In the meantime, the fast development of 
cloud-based IT solutions means that hotel 
brands are now more flexible when it comes 
to rolling out new functionalities or system 
upgrades. However, despite benefiting from 
reduced time-to-market, hotel companies have 
not yet added a social component to their 
loyalty programs. This might be explained by the fact that 
mastering IT is only one side of the coin; understanding what 
drives people’s behavior is the other.

Harnessing the power of social circles
Loyalty tier levels enhance social status, but do not foster a 

direct social connection and/or a competitive environment. 
To put this into context, occasional travellers might envy 
frequent flyers’ perks, but they know that they do not belong 
to the same category of clients. In other words, you don’t 
mind if a famous actor buys an expensive sports car, but you 
do envy your neighbor’s new sedan. Following this logic, what 
if customers competed with their friends and direct social 

circle? Couldn’t that impact their purchasing 
behavior? Would they be more engaged with a 
loyalty program?

Outside hospitality, several brands have 
successfully introduced this social component 
at the heart of their offering. For instance, Nike 
Fuel, an electronic bracelet worn on the wrist, 
allows its users to track their levels of physical 
activity and benchmark them against their 
friends.  

Looking at the travel industry online, websites 
such as Tripit or Kayak offer solutions to track 
travel details and share them with friends 
and family. These websites, however, are 

marketed mainly as trip planning tools that aim 
at reducing administrative burden and not so 
much as collaborative games or platforms.

Sensing the potential of social mechanics, Badgeville, a 
technology company, combines psychology with sophisticated 
technology to drive user engagement and improve customer 
loyalty. Badgeville provides its corporate clients with SaaS-
based technology for web and mobile sites to measure 
and influence user behavior using techniques including 

When seeking to increase customer loyalty and share of wallet, hotel chains should seriously harness 
the power of social media to differentiate their loyalty programs, says Youri Sawerschel of Geneva-based 
consultancy bridge.over. How to do this? By turning them into social games.

Could hotel loyalty programs 

one day look like the Badgeville 

Leader Board?
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gamification and game mechanics, social mechanics, and 
reputation mechanics.

Leveraging PMS data
When looking at the amount of information held about 
customer behavior, the hospitality industry is blessed. 
Frequency of travel, average spending or destinations visited 
can all be obtained in the blink of an eye, thanks to property 
management systems.

Comparison must be at the core of everything in a social 
loyalty program. To launch a social loyalty scheme, a hotel 
company would essentially need to share its customer data 
to allow guests to compare themselves with one another. 
Having access to this data is one thing, but leveraging it to 
bring value to the customer is another matter. “The first step 
in empowering our travel customers to engage successfully 
is to present them with rich information pertinent to them,” 
explains Christopher Hartley, CEO of the Global Hotel Alliance, 
an independent hotel loyalty program. “By imparting the 
information we already have, customers can gain greater 
insights into their own travel profile, thereby better equipping 
them to share, explore and compare.”

Unlike regular loyalty programs where members only 
know how many points they have, a social loyalty program 
would display to its members how many points they have, 
compared to their social circle. Members could also take part 
in the program, allowing friends, family and co-workers to 
accumulate points together

More diverse tier levels
In addition to standard loyalty points (obtained upon room 
bookings), various guest statistics such as destinations visited, 
favorite hotel brands, or hotel types could be used to create 
alternative rankings. Imagine, for instance, a “Globetrotter 
Leader Board” that would rank the members who have 
travelled to the most countries, while a “Resort Junkie Leader 
Board” could list the resort aficionados, and a “Cosmopolitan 
Leader Board” would rank the members who mainly stay in 
global cities.

The possibilities to create new ranking categories are limitless. 
As a result, tier levels would become more diverse and 
meaningful and the status recognition could shift from tangible 
artefacts to virtual ones. Maybe in a few years, a “country 
expert status” or a “Road Warrior Award” might supplement 
late check-out and free Internet as evidences of higher status. 

While several Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) are starting to 
launch loyalty programs with a social edge, no major hotel 
companies, consortia or independent loyalty programs 
have yet entered this white space. Taking into account that 
customers usually do not compete in multiple networks, a 
first mover would benefit from the serious barrier to entry, and 
potential undivided customer loyalty. The loyalty race is on.

Youri Sawerschel works as a consultant for Bridge.over Group. 

Focusing on top-line growth, his fields of expertise cover strategic 

branding and concept development. Solicited for his creative 

thinking skills, he has been involved with projects in Europe, China 

and the Middle East. He is a graduate of both the Ecole hôtelière de 

Lausanne and Geneva Art School.

Nike Fuel is a successful integration of 

game and social mechanisms.
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HFTP, Austin, Texas, USA and Maastricht, The Netherlands, founded in 1952, is the global professional 

association for financial and technology personnel working in hotels, clubs and other hospitality-related 

businesses. HFTP provides first class educational opportunities, research, and publications to more than 

4,800 members globally including, the premiere hospitality technology conference HITEC--founded in 

1972. HFTP also awards the only hospitality specific certifications for accounting and technology --- the 

Certified Hospitality Accountant Executive (CHAE) and the Certified Hospitality Technology Professional 

(CHTP) designations. HFTP was founded in the USA as the National Association of Hotel Accountants. 

 u www.hftp.org 
 

With an exclusive focus on global hospitality and tourism, Hsyndicate.org (the Hospitality Syndicate) 

provides electronic news publication, syndication and distribution on behalf of some 750 organizations 

in the hospitality vertical. Hsyndicate helps its members to reach highly targeted audience-segments in 

the exploding new-media landscape within hospitality... channels of ever increasing importance which 

are difficult to reach through classic wire services like PRnewswire or BusinessWire. With the central idea 

‘ONE Industry, ONE Network’, Hsyndicate merges historically fragmented industry intelligence into a single 

online information and knowledge resource serving the information-needs of targeted audience-groups 

throughout the hospitality, travel & tourism industries... serving professionals relying on Hsyndicate’s 

specific and context-relevant intelligence delivered to them when they need it and how they need it. 

 u www.hsyndicate.org
  

Since introducing the world’s first electronic hotel door lock and first electronic in-room safe in 1979, VingCard 

Elsafe has installed products in more than 42,000 properties worldwide, securing in excess of 7 million hotel 

rooms. Today, their comprehensive product line is comprised of VingCard electronic locking solutions, Elsafe 

in-room safes, Orion energy management systems, and PolarBar minibars. VingCard Elsafe leads the industry 

in advanced locking technologies, including NFC, RFID/RF-Online and ZigBee-based networking solutions, and 

offers the only UL-listed electronic hotel safe on the market. With an extensive worldwide service and support 

network, VingCard Elsafe provides continuous support to its clients around the globe. VingCard Elsafe is part of 

ASSA ABLOY Hospitality, the world’s leading provider of hotel locking solutions. ASSA ABLOY is a publicly listed 

Swedish company traded on the Stockholm Stock Exchange. 

 u www.vingcardelsafe.com 
 

We all know that the future will be different, but how will it be different? For companies in the hospitality 

industry, Wade & Co. uses scenario generation to get at the answer to that question – in strategic 

workshops, team-building exercises, and conference presentations the world over. As a specialist in 

business foresight, Wade focuses on visualizing how the future “business landscape” could realistically 

change, ushering in new kinds of customers and competitors, creating new opportunities, and affecting 

your chances of success. Heading the company is Woody Wade, who is also the founder and publisher of 

the Hotel Yearbook. 

 u www.11changes.com

HFTP

Publication Partners

HSYNDICATE

WADE & COMPANY

VINGCARD
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Stay First
The maximum expression in 
minimalistic  electronic lock.

13,56MHz technology compatible with:  | ISO 14.443 A (MIFARE) | ISO 14.443 B | ISO 15.693 | Near Field Communication (NFC)

The First Invisible Lock
Essence by VingCard revolutionizes the electronic lock industry by housing all lock components, including the 
reader, inside the door and therefore, reaching the maximum minimalistic expression, the true Essence of an 
electronic lock. 

Essence takes the definitive step in minimal hardware on the door and truly blends with any design requirements, 
enhancing the style of your hotel and taking the user-interface experience to a new level. 

You cannot see it, but you will experience the true essence of a secure and reliable electronic lock.

VingCard Elsafe | P.O. Box 511 | 1522 Moss | Norway 
Phone: +47 69 24 50 00 | info@vcegroup.com | www.vingcardelsafe.com
Provider of: VingCard Locks and Systems | Elsafe Safes | Orion EMS | PolarBar Minibars

|  Advertisement  |

http://www.vingcardelsafe.com/en/vce/VingCardElsafe/Products/?productId=990260
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Hotel Yearbook 2014 
In 2014, the Hotel Yearbook will feature a comprehensive outlook for major geo markets as 
well as indepth interviews with hotel group executives focusing on key segments including 
luxury and lifestyle brands. Additional articles include expert views in the fields of design, 
environment, technology, social media, finance, education, business travel and human 
resources.
• This edition will be available from 20 December 2013

HYB Special Edition - Digital Marketing 2014
The Hotel Yearbook branches out again with a new Special Edition onthe future of digital 
marketing within the global hospitality industry. Authors include some of the industry’s 
best known thinkers and doers in various fields such as reputation management, revenue 
management, search engine optimization, social media channel management via OTA’s. More 
information on this special edition will be made available very soon!
• This edition will be available from 5 February 2014

HYB Special Edition - Hotel Concepts 2014
The Hotel Yearbook branches out again with a new Special Edition on innovative hotel concepts 
within the global hospitality industry. Authors include some of the industry’s best known 
thinkers and doers in various fields such as architecture, interior design, branding and consumer 
marketing. More information on this special edition will be made available very soon!
• This edition will be available from 22 March 2014

Buy & read the full HOTEL Yearbook 
edition on TECHNOLOGY ?

Upcoming editions of HOTEL Yearbook
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