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Abstract 

Membership system is becoming ubiquitous in retailing, especially in shopping malls. 
Managers in marketing department are desperately designing diverse customer loyalty 
programs in order to augment profitability by attracting new customers to consume or 
increasing the number of repeated purchase. In this paper, the fundamental problem is 
whether customer loyalty programs in shopping malls can make customers become 
more loyal or no influence on customer loyalty. The proposed method to solve the 
problem is by questionnaire and interview. We collect over 400 survey results from 
customers in mainland China and then we analyze them by using data analysis tool. At 
the same time, we interview some of customers in shopping malls randomly. The results 
show that customer loyalty programs have certain impact on customer behavior. 
Discounts, convenience and corporate cultural recognition are top three factors which 
have influence for customers in choosing which shopping mall to buy. Furthermore, 
some customers interviewed mention that the most efficient for a loyalty program is 
customerization according to customers needs. 
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1. Introduction 

In 2019, an investigation from a website demonstrated 2.3% of shopping malls in china have 
revenues over 10 billions (RMB) and all of them are high-end malls; 6.1% of them have revenues 
between 5 to 9.9 billions (RMB);40.9% of them have revenues between 2 to 4.9 billions (RMB). 
In the past two decades, the number of shopping malls in china has increased from around 500 
in 2001 to over 5000 in 2020. These numbers reveal a fact that the level of spending power in 
China has been proliferating. 

Shopping Malls are perfect places to provide people with different recreational ways, for 
instance purchasing trendy and chic clothes, meeting friends in restaurants or cafes, dating 
partners in movie theaters, and taking children to indoor playgrounds. In the past twenty years, 
in the light of enormous market potential and high rate of return, a growing number of investors 
had been entering the shopping mall business. Hence, business in shopping malls are facing 
tremendous competitions due to entering of many new entrants. However, how to attract new 
customers and retain current customers is a fundamental and critical issue, which will decide 
whether the business will be sustainable or not. As a consequence, the concept of loyalty 
program was raised. A loyalty program usually embraces giving customers discount, cash 
reward, credits exchange, free parking, or even valuable gifts.  

Many researchers such as Lewis 2004 and Verhoef 2003 proposed that a loyalty program is able 
to maintain advantageous relationship with their current customers and, more importantly, to 
stimulate repeat purchase. Even though loyalty programs are widely accepted and employed by 
marketing managers in shopping malls, they have to endure the fairly high cost of operating 
such as establishing customers database, hiring professional employees, cutting down profit 
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margins and advertising expenses. Furthermore, as long as the pioneers take advantages of 
loyalty programs, the followers will cope and imitate promptly, which somehow cause retailers 
spending more money on acquisition customers. The problem is, facing colossal acquisition cost 
and rising competition, whether loyalty programs are effective tactics for creating value instead 
of matching competition. 

The purpose of this paper is to uncover the perplexing issue-whether loyalty programs in 
shopping malls are truly useful in loyalty increase or money waste. Our survey focus on 40 
shopping malls in china, over 95% of these have loyalty programs, including membership points, 
lottery, free parking, cash reward, additional discount and so on. Two methods of measurement 
will be employed: questionnaire and interview. The results will examine if loyalty programs 
keep or enhance customer loyalty or perhaps some factors affect it. 

2. Analysis of the Customer Loyalty Program in Shopping Mall 

2.1. Literature Review 

Customer loyalty, a marketing terminology, represents the strength of the relationship between 
customer’s attitude and repeat purchase (Dick & Basu, 1994) [1]. For keeping further purchase, 
loyalty programs were adopted by many industries especially service sectors such as hotels, 
airlines, restaurants, supermarkets, and retail business. Some business experts claimed that 
loyalty programs can be seen as an absolutely beneficial tool in creating revenue. Because they 
cannot only decreasing price sensitivity but also attracting more customers through word -of-
mouth. (Uncles, Dowling & Hammond, 2003) [2]. Other researchers proved such presumption 
and made further investigation, they proposed 80% revenue the company generates comes 
from these consumers (Uncles et al., 2003) [2,2]. In the article of (Hallowell, 1996) and (Heskett 
et al.,1994, and discussed in Storbacka et al.,1994), the findings support a theory that there is a 
positive relationship among customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and profitability [3]. 
Besides, to establish customer loyalty must be a strong attitudinal commitment or a strong 
belief concerning the product or service offered by shopping centers. A shopping center usually 
measure the attitude of its service by asking customers whether they are satisfied with the 
service and recommend to other customers. Experts suggest that the strength of the attitude 
determines the buying behavior and the repetitive patronage (Dowling and Uncles, 1997) [4]. 
The introduction of loyalty programs has helped many shopping malls to achieve their main 
objective in many ways such as enhancing customer spend, strengthening relationships with 
the consumers, enhancing brand image and reputation, and finally, tracking customers’ 
behavior (Lal and Bell, 2003) [5]. 

Recent study, however, challenge the point of view of loyalty programs can truly keep customers 
loyal and make business profitable. Although loyalty programs might be beneficial in certain 
industries, they are costly to adopt and maintain. For instance, a shopping mall in the UK spends 
roughly 8 million pounds per year on launching a loyalty card trial in the region (Curtis, October 
7,1999) [6]. In addition, given the popularity of loyalty programs, they are surprisingly 
ineffective (Dowing & Uncles, 1997) [4,2]. To provide a mathematics support, Lal &Bell (2003) 
operated an empirical model to give a substantial evidence of profit reduction because of 
membership scheme [5.2]. Indeed, no evidence can verify that companies cost less to serve loyal 
customers than non-loyal customers (Reinartz & Kumar, 2002) [7]. In conclusion, the 
correlation between loyalty and profits is much weaker than we expected (Reinartz &Kumar, 
2002) [7,2]. 

2.2. Data Analysis and Interview 

In order to determine in which aspects loyalty programs have effects on and verify whether it 
is an effective tool, we designed a questionnaire to find the relationship between shopping mall 



Volume 1 Issue 10, 2020 

DOI: 10.6981/FEM.202010_1(10).0001 

3 

Frontiers in Economics and Management 

ISSN: 2692-7608 

loyalty programs and customer loyalty. The questionnaire aims to find out the most significant 
reason why customer choosing to become a member of a shopping mall and how customer 
loyalty manifests in the following aspects. The questionnaire can be divided into four sections. 
Firstly, after asking 'are you a VIP member of any shopping mall', we filter the respondents who 
may not suitable for our study. Because respondents without any VIP member of any shopping 
mall will not answer the follow-up questions about perceptions of shopping mall loyalty 
programs. Also, in section one, we asked people's overall feelings about membership system. In 
section two, in terms of four aspects (discount price, good quality of products, good services 
and free parking), we will determine which factors are most important for customers and 
therefore could be the most reasonable ones that attract customers to register as a VIP member. 
To understand the customer loyalty, in section three, we try to find out how customer loyalty 
manifests through their behaviors including repeated purchases, acceptance of slightly 
increased price, recommendations to other people, and attitudes towards corporate culture. 
The last section includes a couple of demographic questions: age and gender. 

To interview customers and then to reap valuable opinions in regard to loyalty programs, we 
walked in eight shopping malls in different cities. Since the purpose of the interview is to find 
out attitudes of customers toward membership card they owned, seeking constructive 
suggestions from customers could help marketing managers adjust strategies on loyalty 
programs.  

From 426 questionnaire results, 363 of them are valid and helpful. The remaining 63, results of 
which respondents are not VIP members of any shopping mall, are discarded. During data 
collection, we found that male accounts for 35.3% of all respondents, which was much lower 
than female. In terms of age, 48.8% of the respondents are between 40 and 60 years of age. 
Another 38.9% of respondents range from 19 to 40 years of age. Only a few respondents are 
either under 18 or over 60 years of age. 

We determined the factors that are most important for customers to become a member of a 
certain shopping mall by measuring to what extent they agree with the statements regarding to 
factors including prices, products, services, and free parking. Respondents were asked to 
evaluate each statement by grading from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). According 
to Figure 1, the mean (arithmetical mean) of each factor, the major reason why customers chose 
to become a member of a certain shopping mall is whether it can provide discount price. The 
result of the interview demonstrated a phenomena: each of interviewee frequently shops at one 
specific mall. Yet 90% interviewees showed purchasing propensity, being price sensitive. A 
young mom with a 5-year-old boy said: “I would look around another shopping mall if it has a 
better discount, but the premise is that it has the brands I like.” And then she added: “I love 
shopping at SKP best, but who doesn’t like buying the same stuff with a cheaper price?” All 
interviewees, no matter which gender they are, mentioned that discount is the most attractive 
event to stimulate consumption even ignoring unfavorable conditions such as long distance, 
crowded people, or unpleasant services. 

The mean of free parking is the second highest. Free parking could be considered as another 
form of saving money. Therefore, we believe that customers are highly sensitive to prices in 
regards to loyalty programs. As for quality of products and customer services, the means are 
relatively low, compared with that of discounts and free parking. From our interview, for people 
who own cars, free parking provides much more convenience because it dramatically decreases 
the difficulty of parking at city center.  

This result indicated that good product quality and services are not primary determinants for 
customers to become a VIP member. However, it does not mean that there will be weaker, or 
little, impact on customer loyalty programs if shopping malls put less efforts in keeping good 
product quality and service.  
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Figure.1 Factors Affecting Customer Loyalty Program in Shopping Mall 

 

From the questionnaire data, it indicated that for customer loyalty, people are very likely to 
identify them with the corporate culture and to recommend shopping malls where they have 
memberships to their friends instead of simply repeating purchasing behaviors. The two 
aspects have relatively higher means, which means loyalty programs are more effective in these 
two aspects. However, due to the price sensitive of customers, they are not willing to pay the 
slightly rising price even they have memberships.   

 
Figure.2 The Perspectives in Customer Loyalty 

 

When we asked attendants whether they could give some advice for marketing manager to 
modify the loyalty program, a few of them proposed impressive answers. “please stop 
rewarding me movie tickets, I am single, so these tickets were given away to my mom and her 
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boyfriend. There is nothing to do with me. If you really care about my feelings, please consider 
customization seriously. Only if marketing managers could take into account each customer’s 
preference, loyalty programs will be effective and efficient.” A stylish English teacher said.  

3. Conclusion 

Adjusting strategies on loyalty programs needs interviewing customers so as to know the 
attitude they have on the membership cards they possess. It is evident that looking for 
constructive suggestions from clients helps marketing managers in making the right 
adjustments on loyal programs. Survey data and interview showed customers are price 
sensitive even they shop at one mall with high frequency. We find that customer loyalty 
programs are effective and efficient to a certain degree, but facing better promotional activity, 
customers will not have any hesitations to buy from another store. Brand diversity also have 
influence on choosing places for shopping. In other words, customers keep loyal largely depend 
on the number of their favorite brands in a mall. Apart from discount and diverse brands, there 
are several factors also have effect on customer loyalty. Taking free parking for example, it saves 
money and brings convenience to people who have cars. Besides, high quality service and 
pleasant decoration play important roles too. 

For loyalty programs to be effective and well structured, customers preferences must be put 
into consideration. We suggest that loyalty programs should be differential. As most of the loyal 
programs are similar, a customize loyal program will get the right gift to the right hand, which 
could give customers a sense of thoughtful, thus building stronger mutual commitment.  

In further research, we will concentrate on design of loyalty programs. We except that our 
research could help marketing managers design accurate and valid scheme to enhance 
customer loyalty, more importantly, to increase profit. 

Several limitations still exist in this study. This questionnaire only collected data from people in 
mainland China, which cannot stands for the situation as a whole. And the survey results only 
represent a small group of people since we only have four hundred responses compared with 
over 1.4 billion population in china. Our survey got a few samples on the people that over sixty. 
Actually, they might have better consumptive power and don’t have much price sensitivity. 
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