EVOLUTION – REVOLUTION

From Andrew Johnson, director general of The UKGCVA

Members of The UKGCVA were pleased that sales of their gift cards and vouchers increased over the Christmas 2008 period, even though it was an extremely difficult time for trading right across the retail board. The industry is growing but, especially during this time of economic uncertainty, it remains important that we continue working hard towards achieving sustainable success. A good place to start is by examining opportunities and initiatives in our own as well as other worldwide markets that could help to progress the prepaid gifts market further here in the UK.

If we look across the pond to the United States, for example, gift cards have been the number one Christmas gift for over five years now and their popularity continues to grow as their applications diversify. While it is acknowledged that the US and UK markets are distinct, there is certainly a feeling that UK-based organisations have a lot to look forward to as the market continues to mature in a similar direction as our American cousins have already trodden. 

For example, nobody in the sales promotion industry could have failed to notice the increased use of vouchers and gift cards in promotional and incentive campaigns recently. For instance, many national newspapers have been offering vouchers as incentives when people sign up for an annual subscription and various retailers are also offering deals such as spend £x and receive £y on a gift card. I’m sure, indeed, that many readers will have benefited first hand from such offers. 

The concept of using gift cards and vouchers in this way within customer loyalty and reward programmes in the US, however, is not a new one. In fact, it has developed significantly and much more strategic gift card promotions are now proving to be very fruitful.

Carman Wenkoff, SUBWAY USA, highlights that loyalty and reward schemes in the UK are perhaps not yet realising their full potential when there are a great many further benefits of engaging with customers through this medium: “There are many different interpretations of what it means to implement and run a loyalty or rewards programme.  For most, the understanding is that the customer will have an opportunity to earn a discount, free product or service based, for example, when spending a certain amount with that retailer. Unfortunately, this is true for most loyalty and rewards schemes and it falls significantly short of what is the truly possible when the right systems are implemented and the right data is collected.” 

Carman continues: “In “next generation” programmes, the retailer is able to collect the right kinds of information about its customers, analyse patterns and behaviour and then provide dynamic and personalised offers to its customers in a timely way. The danger of traditional loyalty and rewards programs is that they can become stale and end up simply discounting repetitive customer behaviour.  The ultimate goal of these programmes should be to not only retain customers, but to drive incremental purchases by understanding them more and implementing two-way communication systems to realise that untapped potential.”

Carman Wenkoff will be one of the many esteemed panellists taking part in this year’s UK Gift Card & Voucher Association Conference, sponsored by G-T-P, which will take place on Wednesday 29 April at The Queen Elizabeth II Centre in Westminster, London.

Carman will be joined by Leigh-Anne Ambrose from Marriott International and Florian Welsch from Cadooz, one of the largest suppliers of gift card certificates for corporate clients in Germany. This line-up promises to offer a unique opportunity for organisations operating in the gift card market in the UK to learn some innovative new concepts and ideas from our foreign colleagues.

Other top industry speakers at this year’s event will include representatives from The British Retail Consortium (BRC), HM Treasury, Financial Services Authority, Ernst & Young, Barclaycard and high street retailers ASDA and B&Q. 

In addition to lessons from the US and European markets, the Conference schedule has been designed to offer insight into a variety of different topics that will affect the future growth of the industry. These will include: how to use a voucher or gift card programme to deliver incremental sales; how to take advantage of opportunities in the B-2-B market; what the pending changes to the Payment Services Directive, the E-money Directive and VAT legislation mean to the prepaid gifts business; the opportunities of prepaid debit cards and open loop gift cards; what can we expect in the future?
After all, it is by sharing knowledge and highlighting concerns together that will help to secure a successful future for the industry as a whole. There’s a lot to look forward to, so I hope to see you all at the Conference where you expect to gain exclusive insight into the future of our industry.
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