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Abstract: 

Loyalty programs are among the most widely used marketing instruments in retail, yet their contribution 

to brand loyalty is still not fully understood. One important question is whether satisfaction and trust in a 
loyalty program influence brand loyalty directly or whether their effects first need to be translated into 

loyalty toward the program itself. This study addresses this question by distinguishing between program 

loyalty and brand loyalty, two concepts that have often been treated as a single construct in previous 

research. Using measurement scales adapted from Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022), data from 91 adult 

loyalty program users in Germany were analyzed using OLS regression, mediation analysis, and group 

comparisons. The findings show a clear pattern. Satisfaction influences brand loyalty only indirectly 

through program loyalty. Trust, in contrast, affects brand loyalty both indirectly through program loyalty 

and directly. These results suggest that program loyalty is the mechanism through which satisfaction 
translates into brand loyalty, whereas trust contributes to brand loyalty through two different pathways. 

From a research perspective, the findings demonstrate that combining program loyalty and brand loyalty 

into a single construct can hide important differences in how loyalty programs create value. From a 

managerial perspective, the results indicate that improving program quality primarily strengthens brand 

loyalty by increasing program loyalty, while building trust provides an additional way to strengthen 

customers’ attachment to the brand. 
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Introduction 

The widespread prevalence of customer loyalty programs across a wide variety of markets underscores 

that they are among the most significant business trends of the past two decades (Dorotic, 2019). In the 
U.S. alone, companies spend more than 1.2 trillion U.S. dollars annually on such programs; the total 

number of program memberships exceeds 2.6 trillion, and the average household is enrolled in 21.9 

different programs (Berry, 2013; Wagner et al., 2009). Despite this prevalence and the associated 

investments, the actual effectiveness of loyalty programs remains controversial, as their financial 

performance rarely meets expectations (Daryanto et al., 2010; Henderson et al., 2011). 

Among the identified drivers of customer loyalty are satisfaction and trust (Evanschitzky et al., 2012). 

After Molinillo et al. (2020) demonstrated that satisfaction and trust in an app have a positive effect on 
brand loyalty, Molinillo et al. (2022) expanded this framework by examining the overall effect of four 

customer experience dimensions and demographic moderators. In both models, however, loyalty is 

treated as a single construct toward the retailer as a brand. No distinction is made between loyalty to a 

specific program and overarching brand loyalty. This is where the present study comes in. 

The objective is to empirically examine the influence of satisfaction with and trust in a loyalty program 

on loyalty toward the program (LOY_LP) and loyalty toward the brand (LOY_B), as well as to test the 

mediating role of loyalty toward the loyalty program and possible group comparisons of demographic 

variables. The underlying research question is: How do satisfaction and trust in loyalty programs affect 

loyalty to the brand and to the program? To answer this question, a quantitative research design was 

chosen, involving a standardized questionnaire and subsequent analysis using ordinary least squares 

regression (OLS regression). The research model is based on the work of Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022), 

but adapts it to the specific context of loyalty programs in brick-and-mortar and digital retail. 

Literature Review 

Customer Loyalty 

Customer loyalty is understood as a company’s deliberate effort to positively influence both future 

purchasing behavior and the underlying consumer attitudes in the interest of a lasting and evolving 

customer relationship (Bruhn & Homburg, 2017). A distinction must be made between actual repurchase 

behavior and an internal commitment to a provider, as a purely behavior-based definition of loyalty has 

been criticized for failing to differentiate between repurchases driven by habit and those driven by 

genuine loyalty (Yi & Jeon, 2003). Against this backdrop, researchers have expanded the concept of 

loyalty to include an attitudinal dimension (Dick & Basu, 1994; Oliver, 1997; Pritchard et al., 1992). 
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Loyalty Programs 

Loyalty programs (LPs) are considered key instruments of loyalty marketing, through which companies 

aim to motivate customers to engage in repeat purchasing behavior and build brand loyalty via 

structured incentive systems such as points, discounts, rewards, or exclusive status tiers (Kirchgeorg, 

2025). The goal is to achieve a higher degree of customer loyalty in profitable segments by providing 
certain customers with greater satisfaction and value (Bolton et al., 2000). 

Brand Loyalty 

Brand loyalty refers to a consumer’s deeply ingrained willingness to consistently prefer and continue 

purchasing a preferred product or service even under changing circumstances and despite alternative 

offerings on the market (Oliver, 2010). An earlier definition of the term by Jacoby & Kyner (1973) 

describes brand loyalty in terms of six necessary and collectively sufficient conditions.  

According to this definition, brand loyalty is a non-random, behavior-based response in the form of 
purchasing decisions that pertain to one or more brands from a set of alternatives. This response is 

repeatedly demonstrated over a period of time by a decision-making unit and is based on psychological 

evaluation processes (Jacoby & Kyner, 1973). 

Customer Experience (CX) 

The customer experience arises from interactions between consumers and retailers. These experiences 

create perceived added value and influence both customer satisfaction and purchase intentions 

(Alnawas & Aburub, 2016). Rose et al. (2012) view the consumer experience in an online context as a 

two-dimensional construct composed of cognitive and affective components. This results in two 
immediate outcomes—satisfaction and trust—as well as an indirect consequence in the form of the 

intention to make another online purchase. For the present research model, CX is therefore relevant 

insofar as positive program experiences with the LP are to be understood as a trigger for satisfaction 

and subsequent loyalty. 

Satisfaction (SAT) 

Satisfaction describes the emotional state that arises when a consumer’s cumulative experiences 

align with their initial expectations (Meyer & Schwager, 2007). Accordingly, it can be described as a 

retrospective evaluation (Anderson et al., 1994). Expectation-disconfirmation theory helps explain how 
different types of LP benefits affect satisfaction (Oliver, 2010). The processes vary depending on the 

type of benefit: Utilitarian benefits are processed cognitively and generate feelings of confidence and 

security, while hedonistic benefits trigger affective reactions such as cheerfulness and excitement 

(Chitturi et al., 2008). Overall, high satisfaction with the loyalty program is considered a driver of loyalty 

toward the LP (Stathopoulou & Balabanis, 2016). 
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Trust (TRU) 

In e-commerce, trust refers to the sense of security customers feel toward a provider when they 

positively assess the provider’s competence, goodwill, and integrity (Molinillo et al., 2020). In the context 

of loyalty programs, trust is reflected in the conviction that personal data disclosed for program 

participation will be handled responsibly (Malhotra et al., 2004). 

Hypotheses 

The present research model is primarily based on the work of Molinillo et al. (2020) and Molinillo et al. 

(2022) and applies their findings to the specific context of retail loyalty programs. 

Satisfaction and Loyalty 

Molinillo et al. (2020) show that satisfaction with a retailer app has a significant positive influence on 

customer loyalty toward the retailer, both directly and indirectly via trust. Later, Molinillo et al. (2022) 

expand on this finding by positing that satisfaction acts as a mediator between customer experience and 
loyalty. Based on these findings, it is hypothesized that satisfaction with a loyalty program positively 

influences both loyalty to the program (LOY_LP) and overarching brand loyalty (LOY_B). 

H1: Satisfaction with the loyalty program has a positive influence on brand loyalty (LOY_B). 

H2: Satisfaction with the loyalty program has a positive influence on program loyalty (LOY_LP). 

Trust and Brand Loyalty 

Molinillo et al. (2020) demonstrate that trust in a retailer app has an independent, significantly positive 

effect on customer loyalty toward the retailer as a brand. This effect is independent of satisfaction and 

underscores the importance of trust as an independent driver of loyalty. Based on this, it is expected 
that trust in a loyalty program will also have a positive effect on brand loyalty. 

H3: Trust in the loyalty program has a positive influence on brand loyalty (LOY_B). 

Trust and Program Loyalty 

Stathopoulou & Balabanis (2016) show that trust in a loyalty program is an independent and significant 

driver of store loyalty, alongside satisfaction. The authors explain this by noting that loyalty program 

participants entrust personal data to the program provider, and the confidence that this information will 

be used responsibly builds a psychological bond with the program. Customers who feel this trust is 

fulfilled are more likely to actively use the program over the long term. Based on this, it is expected that 
trust in a loyalty program also positively influences loyalty to the program itself. 

H4: Trust in the loyalty program has a positive influence on program loyalty (LOY_LP). 
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Program Loyalty as a Mediator 

Yi & Jeon (2003) distinguish between program loyalty and brand loyalty and demonstrate that program 

loyalty acts as a link between the immediate perception of the program and the overarching commitment 

to the provider as a brand. Those who are loyal to a program are more likely to extend this positive 

attitude to the retailer behind it. Based on this line of reasoning, the following direct effect is assumed: 

H5: Program loyalty (LOY_LP) has a positive influence on brand loyalty (LOY_B). 

Furthermore, this study examines whether LOY_LP mediates the effect of satisfaction on LOY_B. This 

mediation analysis is not the subject of a separate hypothesis but is treated as a supplementary 

statistical evaluation in the methodology section. 

Demographic Moderators 

Demographic characteristics such as gender and age have been shown to influence satisfaction and 

loyalty levels across different consumer groups (Molinillo et al., 2022). Furthermore, Homburg & Giering 
(2001) demonstrate in a B2C consumer goods context that income is associated with differences in the 

satisfaction-loyalty relationship across groups. Based on these findings, it is expected that loyalty levels 

differ between demographic groups in the LP context as well. Since there is no comparable empirical 

basis for household size in the LP context, H6d is formulated as an exploratory hypothesis. 

H6: Gender (H6a), age (H6b), income (H6c), and household size (H6d) are associated with differences 

in LOY_LP and LOY_B across groups. 

Methods and Data 

Research Design 

A quantitative, deductive, and empirical research design was chosen to answer the research question. 

Based on the hypotheses derived from the literature, primary data were collected using a standardized 

online questionnaire and subsequently analyzed statistically. The data collection took the form of a one-

time cross-sectional survey without a time-series component. Satisfaction (SAT) and trust (TRU) serve 

as independent variables, while program loyalty (LOY_LP) and brand loyalty (LOY_B) serve as 

dependent variables. Gender, age, household income, and household size serve as grouping variables 
for the group comparisons (H6a–H6d). 

Questionnaire Design and Operationalization 

The measurement instrument is based on the validated scales by Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022) and 

comprises a total of 13 items distributed across four reflectively measured constructs. All items were 

translated into German and measured on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
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to 7 (strongly agree). Since construct means derived from multiple Likert items can be treated as an 

interval scale, the use of parametric methods is methodologically sound (Norman, 2010, p. 629). 

Data Collection and Sample 

The data were collected between January 5 and April 27, 2026, using an online questionnaire (Microsoft 

Forms). The survey was distributed via social media and the research group’s personal network. The 
target group consisted of adult loyalty program users in Germany. Of the 113 responses originally 

received, 22 cases were excluded because more than half of the items within a single construct were 

missing, resulting in a final sample of N = 91 respondents. The sample consists of 59.3% female (n = 

54) and 40.7% male (n = 37) respondents. At 73.6%, the 18- to 24-year-old group represents by far the 

largest age group; all other age groups are significantly less represented. 90.1% of respondents stated 

that they are active users of loyalty programs. The strong concentration on a young, presumably student 

demographic, as well as the use of a convenience sample, limit the generalizability of the results, a point 
that is addressed in the discussion. 

Analytical Approach 

The analysis follows a two-step procedure (Hair et al., 2022, p. 7): First, the measurement model is 

tested for reliability and validity, before the structural model is tested. The measurement model was 

tested in Python (Google Colab) using established criteria. Reliability is assessed using Cronbach’s 

alpha and composite reliability (CR) (threshold: ≥ 0.70; Hair et al., 2022, p. 78), and convergent validity 

is assessed using factor loadings (≥ 0.70) and average variance extracted (AVE ≥ 0.50; Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981, p. 46). Discriminant validity is assessed using the Fornell-Larcker criterion and the HTMT 
criterion (Henseler et al., 2015, p. 121; threshold < 0.85). The structural model is tested using OLS 

regression (numiqo). While Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022) used PLS-SEM, OLS regression on construct 

means is a methodologically sound approach when the measurement model has been confirmed and 

construct means derived from Likert items are treated as interval-scaled (Norman, 2010, p. 629; 

Hoffmann et al., 2018, p. 47 f.). The use of parametic methods is justified, as construct means derived 

from multiple Likert items can be treated as interval-scaled (Norman, 2010, p. 629). Two separate 

regression models test hypotheses H1 through H5: Model 1 (LOY_LP ~ SAT + TRU) tests H2 and H4, 

while Model 2 (LOY_B ~ SAT + TRU + LOY_LP) tests H1, H3, and H5. The significance level is set at α 
= 0.05. The mediation analysis for H5 follows the approach of Baron and Kenny (1986, p. 1177) and 

examines whether LOY_LP fully or partially mediates the effect of SAT on LOY_B. Path coefficients for 

the mediation analyses are reported as unstandardized regression coefficients (B), as numiqo computes 

mediation paths on a bivariate basis; standardized coefficients (β) are reported for the structural model 

results. The group comparisons for H6a and H6b are conducted using t-tests (gender, two groups) and 

ANOVA (age, five groups), respectively (Hoffmann et al., 2018, p. 47 ff.). H6c and H6d could not be 

statistically tested due to insufficient sample size. 
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Results 

Measurement Model Assessment 

All four constructs meet the reliability criteria. Cronbach’s alpha ranges from α = 0.849 (LOY_LP) and α 
= 0.923 (LOY_B), and the composite reliability ranges from CR = 0.917 (LOY_LP) to CR = 0.946 

(LOY_B), with all values significantly exceeding the minimum threshold of 0.70 (Hair et al., 2022, p. 78). 

Convergent validity is also established: All factor loadings exceed the threshold of 0.70; the lowest 

loading is 0.829 (LOY_B4), and the highest is 0.942 (LOY_B1). The AVE values for all constructs are 

above 0.50, so no items had to be removed.  

Construct Item Loading α CR AVE 

SAT SAT 1 0.908 0.865 0.918 0.788 

SAT SAT 2 0.858    

SAT SAT 3 0.896    

TRU TRU 1 0.866 0.893 0.934 0.825 

TRU TRU 2 0.917    

TRU TRU 3 0.941    

LOY_LP LOY_LP 1 0.836 0.849 0.917 0.786 

LOY_LP LOY_LP 2 0.930    

LOY_LP LOY_LP 3 0.891    

LOY_B LOY_B 1 0.942 0.923 0.946 0.814 

LOY_B LOY_B 2 0.938    

LOY_B LOY_B 3 0.895    

LOY_B LOY_B 4 0.829    

Table 1: Measurement model results 

With regard to discriminant validity, all four constructs satisfy the Fornell-Larcker criterion, as the square 

root of the AVE for each construct exceeds the highest intercorrelation with other constructs (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981, p. 46). Five out of six construct pairs fall below the threshold value of 0.85 for the HTMT 

criterion (Henseler et al., 2015, p. 121); the only exception is the pair SAT and LOY_LP, with an HTMT 

value of 0.917. This elevated value can be explained in terms of content, as satisfaction with a loyalty 
program is conceptually closely linked to the propensity to use it loyally. Since all other quality criteria 
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are met, this is not considered a disqualifying issue. Overall, the measurement model provides a solid 

foundation for the subsequent hypothesis testing. 

 SAT TRU LOY_LP LOY_B 

SAT 0.888 0.748 0.917 0.648 

TRU 0.649 0.908 0.768 0.701 

LOY_LP 0.781 0.671 0.886 0.833 

LOY_B 0.580 0.633 0.748 0.902 

Table 2: Fornell-Larcker criterion and HTMT values 

Descriptive Statistics 

At the item level, all 13 items score above the scale midpoint of 4.0, indicating a generally positive 

attitude toward loyalty programs across all constructs. Customer satisfaction (SAT) exhibits the highest 

means (M = 5.14–5.51) and the lowest standard deviations (SD = 1.09–1.26), thus reflecting the most 

consistent and positive ratings in the sample. The trust items (TRU) are rated moderately to highly (M = 

4.54–5.32), with slightly more variation than for SAT. All program loyalty items (LOY_LP) score above 

the midpoint of the scale (M = 4.46–5.63) but exhibit higher standard deviations (SD = 1.63–1.90), 

indicating greater individual differences in program engagement. Brand loyalty (LOY_B) shows the 
lowest mean scores of all constructs (M = 4.08–4.36) along with the highest variance (SD up to 1.90), 

suggesting that respondents are least in agreement regarding their brand loyalty. 

Hypothesis Testing (H1–H5) 

The structural model was tested using two OLS regressions. Model 1 explains 61% of the variance in 

program loyalty (R² = 0.61), while Model 2 explains 60% of the variance in brand loyalty (R² = 0.60), 

both of which indicate high model fit. Four of the five hypotheses are confirmed. Satisfaction has the 

strongest positive effect on program loyalty (β = 0.58, p < 0.001; H2 confirmed). Trust has a significant 

positive effect both on program loyalty (β = 0.27, p = 0.003; H4 confirmed) and directly on brand loyalty 
(β = 0.31, p = 0.002; H3 confirmed). Program loyalty has the second-strongest effect in the model and 

has a highly significant positive effect on brand loyalty (β = 0.59, p < 0.001; H5 confirmed). H1, which 

posited a direct positive effect of satisfaction on brand loyalty, is rejected (β = −0.07, p = 0.53), 

suggesting a mediating role for LOY_LP. 
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Figure 1: Results of the OLS path models (H1–H5) 

Mediation Analysis 

SAT → LOY_LP → LOY_B (N = 90) 

The mediation analysis according to Baron and Kenny (1986) confirms full mediation. Path a (SAT → 
LOY_LP) is strong and significant (B = 1.15, p < 0.001), as is path b (LOY_LP → LOY_B; B = 0.73, p < 

0.001). The direct effect of satisfaction on brand loyalty is not significant after including the mediator (B 

= 0.07, p = 0.677), while the indirect effect is highly significant (B = 0.84, p < 0.001). Satisfaction thus 

influences brand loyalty exclusively through program loyalty and not directly. This result explains the 

rejection of H1 and shows that the effect of satisfaction on brand loyalty is fully mediated by program 

loyalty. 

TRU → LOY_LP → LOY_B (N = 89) 

A second mediation analysis examines whether LOY_LP mediates the effect of trust on brand loyalty. 

Path a (TRU → LOY_LP) is strong and significant (B = 0.81, p < 0.001), as is path b (LOY_LP → LOY_B; 

B = 0.58, p < 0.001). The direct effect of trust on brand loyalty remains significant after including the 

mediator (B = 0.37, p = 0.002), and the indirect effect is also significant (B = 0.47, p < 0.001). Since both 

effects are significant, partial mediation is confirmed. Trust thus influences brand loyalty both directly 

and indirectly via program loyalty. 
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Group Comparisons (H6a–H6d) 

The group comparisons reveal a nuanced picture. H6a is confirmed: Female consumers show 

significantly higher program loyalty (M = 5.29 vs. 4.32; t = 2.89, p = 0.005) and brand loyalty (M = 4.53 

vs. 3.72; t = 2.35, p = 0.021) than male consumers. H6b is only partially confirmed: The ANOVA shows 

no significant age effect on program loyalty (F = 1.19, p = 0.32), but a significant overall effect on brand 
loyalty (F = 2.70, p = 0.036). Since no post hoc test reveals a concrete distinction between age groups 

and the sample is heavily concentrated in the 18- to 24-year-old group (73.6%), the practical significance 

of this finding remains limited. H6c (income) and H6d (household size) could not be meaningfully tested 

due to insufficient group sizes and therefore remain open for future research. 

Hypothesis Test Construct M 

(female) 

M (male) Statistics p Result 

H6a t-Test LOY_LP 5.29 4.32 t = 2.89 0.005 supported 

H6a t-Test LOY_B 4.53 3.72 t = 2.35 0.021 supported 

H6b ANOVA LOY_LP   F = 1.19 0.320 Not 

supported 

H6b ANOVA LOY_B   F = 2.70 0.036 Partially 
supported 

Table 3: Group Comparisons 

Discussion 

Discussion of Structural Model Findings (H1–H5) 

The results of the structural model confirm four of the five hypotheses and provide insights into how 

satisfaction and trust influence program and brand loyalty. 

Since Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022) used PLS-SEM, whereas the present study employed OLS regression, 

a direct comparison of the β values is only possible to a limited extent. However, a substantive 

comparison remains valid and is carried out accordingly in the following sections.
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H2: Satisfaction → Program Loyalty 

Satisfaction proves to be the strongest driver of program loyalty (β = 0.58, p < 0.001), thereby confirming 

H2. Those who are satisfied with a loyalty program use it more frequently and recommend it to others. 

This finding is in direct agreement with Molinillo et al. (2020), even though the effect found here is 

stronger (β = 0.407 in Molinillo et al., 2020). This is attributable to the more specific construct LOY_LP, 

which refers directly to the loyalty program, whereas Molinillo et al. (2020) measure loyalty to the retailer 

more generally. 

H4: Trust → Program Loyalty 

Trust also has a significant positive effect on program loyalty (β = 0.27, p = 0.003), thereby confirming 

H4. The effect is weaker than that of satisfaction, suggesting that satisfaction is the dominant driver of 

program loyalty, while trust plays a complementary role. This is consistent with Stathopoulou & 

Balabanis (2016). Customers use a loyalty program regularly when they trust it. 

H3: Trust → Brand Loyalty 

Trust has a direct and significantly positive effect on brand loyalty (β = 0.31, p = 0.002), thus confirming 

H3. This finding is consistent with Molinillo et al. (2020) and shows that customers who trust the loyalty 

program also extend that trust to the brand behind it (Malhotra et al., 2004). 

H5: Program loyalty → Brand loyalty 

With β = 0.59 (p < 0.001), program loyalty represents the second-strongest effect in the model and has 

a strong positive impact on brand loyalty, thereby confirming H5. LOY_LP thus serves as a central 

bridging construct to brand loyalty: Those who are loyal to the loyalty program also become more loyal 

to the brand behind it. The loyalty program thus functions as a retention tool and demonstrates that 

loyalty programs are relevant as a strategic marketing tool, a finding confirmed by Yi & Jeon (2003). 

H1: Satisfaction → Brand Loyalty 

H1 is rejected (β = −0.07, p = 0.53). The lack of a direct effect of satisfaction on brand loyalty is explained 

by the full mediating role of LOY_LP, which is discussed in detail in the following section. Satisfaction 

alone is not sufficient to generate brand loyalty. The loyalty program must act as a link. 

Overall Model 

Both models explain a large portion of the variance. R² = 0.61 for program loyalty and R² = 0.60 for 

brand loyalty. In comparison, Molinillo et al. (2020) report an R² of 0.515 for consumer loyalty. The higher 

value in the present study can be explained by the fact that LOY_LP is a more specific construct than 
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general retailer loyalty. However, a direct comparison of the R² values is limited because different 

analytical methods were used (OLS vs. PLS-SEM). 

Discussion of Mediation Analysis 

The mediation analysis according to Baron & Kenny (1986, p. 1177) shows that LOY_LP fully mediates 

the effect of satisfaction on brand loyalty. Both path a (B = 1.15, p < 0.001) and path b (B = 0.73, p < 

0.001) are significant. The direct effect of satisfaction on brand loyalty is not significant once LOY_LP is 

included in the model (B = 0.07, p = 0.677). The indirect effect via LOY_LP is highly significant (B = 0.84, 

p < 0.001). This pattern of findings confirms that satisfaction exerts its effect on brand loyalty only 

through program loyalty. 

A notable difference emerges when comparing the pathways of satisfaction and trust. While LOY_LP 

fully mediates the effect of satisfaction on brand loyalty, the coefficients for trust reported earlier suggest 

only partial mediation: Both the path from trust to program loyalty (H4) and the direct path from trust to 
brand loyalty (H3) are significant, meaning that trust—unlike satisfaction—retains an independent effect 

on brand loyalty even when controlling for LOY_LP. Conceptually, this can be explained by the fact that 

satisfaction represents a primarily program-related evaluation and can therefore only reach the brand 

through the loyalty program, whereas trust reflects a more fundamental, relationship-based attitude 

toward the provider that also has a direct effect on the brand independently of the program. Trust thus 

has two pathways of influence on brand loyalty and proves to be the more robust of the two drivers. As 

far as can be determined, this structurally different mode of influence between satisfaction and trust has 

not yet been systematically examined in the existing LP literature. 

Comparison with Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022) 

The basic mediation logic of the present study is consistent with Molinillo et al. (2020), who demonstrate 

an indirect effect of satisfaction on loyalty via trust, as well as with Molinillo et al. (2022), who model 

satisfaction as a mediator between customer experience and loyalty. The key difference, however, lies 

in the mediator itself: While trust plays this mediating role in Molinillo et al. (2020), in the present study 
it is program loyalty (LOY_LP) that mediates between satisfaction and brand loyalty. This suggests that, 

in the specific context of loyalty programs, an additional, program-specific construct is necessary to fully 

capture the causal chain leading to brand loyalty—an indication of a more complex causal structure than 

that depicted by the more general models of Molinillo et al. 

Discussion of Group Comparisons (H6a–H6d) 

H6a is confirmed. Women exhibit significantly higher program (M = 5.29 vs. 4.32; t = 2.89, p = 0.005) 

and brand loyalty (M = 4.53 vs. 3.72; t = 2.35, p = 0.021). This finding confirms the findings of Lim et al. 

(2021, p. 11), who show that women respond more strongly to emotional relationships with the provider. 
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Applied to the loyalty program context, this suggests that women use loyalty programs more consciously 

and thereby develop a stronger emotional attachment to the program and the brand. 

H6b is only partially supported. No significant age effect is found for program loyalty (F = 1.19, p = 0.32). 

For brand loyalty, the overall effect is significant (F = 2.70, p = 0.036), but no specific group differences 

emerge in any post hoc test, which reduces the study’s interpretability. The highly skewed age 

distribution of the sample (73.6% of respondents are 18–24 years old) significantly limits the ability to 

detect age effects. Molinillo et al. (2022, p. 8) show that younger users respond more strongly to sensory 
experiences, which tends to point in a similar direction. 

H6c and H6d could not be statistically tested due to insufficient sample sizes and therefore remain open. 

Future studies should ensure a balanced sample structure in order to reliably test these hypotheses. 

Limitations 

The survey is subject to several limitations. Convenience sampling without random selection limits 

generalizability. The small sample size and the heavy concentration of respondents aged 18 to 24 

particularly limit the validity of the group comparisons. The use of OLS regression instead of PLS-SEM 

limits the direct comparability of the β values with those reported by Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022). 
However, a substantive comparison remains possible. The HTMT criterion for the construct pair SAT 

and LOY_LP exceeds the threshold value of 0.85 (Henseler et al., 2015, p. 121), which indicates limited 

discriminant validity; this can be explained in terms of content by the high conceptual proximity of the 

two constructs. Furthermore, H6c and H6d could not be tested due to insufficient data, so the moderating 

influence of income and household size remains unclear. 

Conclusion 

Summary of Findings 

This study examines how satisfaction (SAT) and trust (TRU) in loyalty programs affect program loyalty 
(LOY_LP) and brand loyalty (LOY_B)—based on a model by Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022), which we 

adapted for the context of loyalty programs. A total of 91 participants were surveyed using a standardized 

online questionnaire; gender, age, household income, and household size were examined as grouping 

variables in the group comparisons. After testing the measurement model (Cronbach’s alpha, composite 

reliability, factor loadings, AVE, Fornell-Larcker, and HTMT criteria), we analyzed the structural model 

using two OLS regressions, supplemented by a mediation analysis and group comparisons via t-tests 

and ANOVA. 

Four of the five hypotheses were confirmed. With β = 0.58, SAT is the strongest driver of LOY_LP (H2); 
TRU affects both LOY_LP (H4: β = 0.27) and, directly, LOY_B (H3: β = 0.31). LOY_LP, with β = 0.59, is 

the second-strongest effect in the model and has a positive effect on LOY_B (H5). In contrast, no direct 
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effect of SAT on LOY_B is evident (H1 rejected)—the mediation analysis confirms that this effect is fully 

mediated by LOY_LP, whereas TRU exhibits partial mediation. Both models explain a large portion of 

the variance, with R² = 0.61 (LOY_LP) and R² = 0.60 (LOY_B). In the group comparisons, women exhibit 

significantly higher LOY_LP and LOY_B than men (H6a confirmed). With regard to age, an effect on 

LOY_B is significant only at the overall level, without confirmation in the post hoc test (H6b only partially 
confirmed). H6c and H6d (income, household size) could not be tested due to small group sizes. 

Theoretical Implications 

The results yield three contributions to theory. First, the model by Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022), originally 

developed for the app context, can be successfully applied to loyalty programs: SAT and TRU are key 

drivers of loyalty here as well. 

Second, the complete mediation of SAT through LOY_LP is a new finding in its own right. While 

Molinillo et al. (2020) found a direct effect of satisfaction on loyalty, in our study this relationship is 
exclusively indirect: the loyalty program must act as a mediating variable. Particularly insightful is the 

comparison of mediation types—full mediation for SAT, only partial mediation for TRU, since TRU also 

has a direct effect on LOY_B. SAT and TRU thus have structurally different effects on LOY_B, an 

aspect we have not yet found in the existing LP literature. 

Third, the confirmation of H6a aligns with evidence that women respond more strongly to personalizing 

and relational aspects of loyalty programs than men (Melnyk & van Osselaer, 2012, pp. 554–555; Lim 

et al., 2021, p. 11), which is reflected here in significantly higher LOY_LP and LOY_B scores among 

female respondents. 

Future Research 
• A more representative sample with a more balanced age distribution 

• Comparison of different LP types (e.g., points vs. discount programs) 

• PLS-SEM with a larger sample size for better comparability with Molinillo et al. (2020, 2022) 

• Include additional constructs such as involvement or behavioral consequences in the model 

• Examine additional mediators/moderators that explain why TRU has a direct effect on LOY_B 

but SAT does not 

Practical Implications 
• Prioritize the quality of the loyalty program: SAT is the strongest driver of LOY_LP—ease of use, 

transparent point rules, quick redemption, and meeting expectations pay off. 

• Use TRU as a standalone path to brand loyalty: TRU affects LOY_B both directly and indirectly 

and is the more robust lever. This can be achieved through transparency regarding data 

protection, clear communication of program terms, and keeping promises. 
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• Use the loyalty program as a strategic retention tool: Since SAT only affects LOY_B through the 

loyalty program, investments in its quality pay off twice—directly through LOY_LP and indirectly 

through LOY_B. 

• Tailor communication to gender: Women are significantly more loyal—use a relational approach 

(personalization, sense of community) for female target groups and a functional approach for 

male target groups. 
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