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Brand Advocates: A New Way to 
Engage Customers

It should come as no surprise that with online commerce in the United States projected to 

reach $3.6 trillion by 20171, marketing executives are eager to set themselves apart from 

the competition by virtually any means necessary. Today’s marketers are challenged to do 

more with less; budgets and available resources remain largely the same, while sales and 

revenue expectations continue to grow.

Companies collectively spend billions on lead generation campaigns to attract new 

customers and invest heavily in transaction-based loyalty programs to retain them. 

Tactics like paid search (PPC) and rewards programs reliably generate leads and sales, 

but do so without ever reaching customers on a personal level. If marketers can’t create 

an emotional connection between brand and customer that compels customers to buy 

more and more often, they will spend a disproportionate amount of their budget trying to 

recapture the same customers. 

This white paper will highlight how ecommerce leaders can deploy brand advocates 

to emotionally engage customers, build long-term relationships that capture net new 

revenue, and consistently meet or exceed sales quotas. 

Limited Engagement  
Delivers Limited Results 

Many marketing organizations have adopted conventional digital marketing strategies 

centered on increasing website traffic, clicks, and conversions as the means to reaching 

their sales goals. They prioritize the predictability of tactics like paid search, search 

engine optimization (SEO), and loyalty programs that make it easy to project how long 

and how much it’ll cost to reach revenue goals. This, perhaps, is one reason why the 

average business spends nearly a quarter of its annual marketing budget on paid search 

campaigns2 and more than 70 percent of decision makers want to spend even more in the 

future.3  

However, while these strategies are central to any digital marketing program, they also 

become a limiting factor in a brand’s potential earnings because they emphasize one-

time interactions at the expense of longer, more profitable relationships with customers. 

One-size-fits-all messaging makes it difficult to predict the wants or needs of a diverse 
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prospective customer base. And, despite advanced campaign analytics and tracking tools, 

digital marketing strategies offer little in the way of helping marketers understand what 

attracted an individual customer in the first place. 

In a hypercompetitive industry, it’s no longer enough to simply increase clicks and produce 

highly developed websites that capture one-time sales opportunities. Instead, online 

marketers need to look for opportunities that develop stronger customer engagement to 

drive new net revenue opportunities through higher value transactions and return visits, 

where even second purchases can increase revenue threefold.4

Online Reviews and  
Loyalty Cards Don’t Cut It

Repeat customers can deliver as much as 40 percent of total revenue5, making customer 

retention an important piece of the revenue pie. In an effort to garner more repeat or loyal 

customers who buy more often and spend more, online retailers turn to tools like online 

reviews and rewards programs to try and cultivate deeper relationships with customers to 

keep them coming back for more.

Having a presence on online customer review sites like Yelp or Angie’s List gives 

companies a glimpse into what past and potential customers have to say about a product 

or service. This is important because, according to a recent survey, as many as 90 

percent6 of respondents said that reading an online review—positive or negative—from 

other customers directly influenced their buying decision.

Reviews and ratings help customers understand other consumers’ feelings about or 

experiences with products and services, but they’ve been found to skew overall ratings by 

as much as 25 percent7 on account of the social influence—the herd mentality—of other 

reviews. And their value to marketers is further diminished by the fact that reviews don’t 

connect brand representatives with customers in real time—an essential component to 

relationship development. 

Customer loyalty programs have experienced a similar evolution as marketers realize that 

replacing authentic, human engagement with automated technologies doesn’t produce 

the desired outcomes. It’s easy for marketers to mistake long-term customers for loyal 

ones, especially considering their willing participation in rewards, points, and perks 

programs. These days, any and every credible business has a perks program of some 

sort, meaning that consumers have more opportunities to enroll in a number of competing 

programs and less incentive to stick with just one. 

In fact, loyalty program memberships have increased by more than 25 percent in the past 

few years, resulting in more than 2.5 billion program enrollments in the United States 

alone8, but studies continue to prove that neither consumers nor sellers have much to gain 

from customer loyalty programs. Like other conventional marketing tactics, the rewards 

programs fail to help marketers understand a customer’s true motivation for buying. 

Online marketers need to 

look for opportunities that 

develop stronger customer 

engagement to drive new 

net revenue opportunities 

through higher value 

transactions and return 

visits, where even second 

purchases can increase 

revenue threefold.4
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Because most of these programs are built around giveaways, special discounts, or free 

shipping, the likelihood that a buyer is making the purchase because of a special personal 

affinity for the brand is low. They’re ineffective at compelling customers to spend more 

with each purchase. Rather, industry experts have concluded that consumers rarely 

change their behaviors because of loyalty programs; they just get points and discounts for 

buying what they were already going to buy in the first place.9 

Marketers instinctively push to offer more discounts, special deals, or better rewards as 

sales from lead generation and loyalty programs begin to slow. As these offers come 

in, consumers must decide if the lower prices and special deals are worth the extra 

effort and time they have to spend seeking out the information they need to make their 

buying decision. Increasingly, that answer seems to be a resounding “no,” evidenced by 

the fact that less than 20 percent of customers in loyalty programs even redeem their 

rewards10. Instead they want a real, knowledgeable person who can engage with them in a 

meaningful and authentic manner and guide them through the buying process.

A Step in the Right Direction

Many marketers have turned to live online chat in an effort to directly engage with 

customers. The ability to connect live with a customer support representative is a valuable 

opportunity for current and prospective customers to engage directly with a brand. 

Surveys show that more than 20 percent of online shoppers prefer live chat to other help 

options because it’s an efficient way to have their questions answered. 

In addition, 31 percent of shoppers are actually more likely to make a purchase—or 

another purchase—after a live chat session11. Assuming that live customer help agents are 

well trained and can quickly and effectively resolve issues, live chat can be instrumental in 

helping to increase sales.  

However, these strategies still rely on superficial engagements that aren’t optimal for 

making deeper, personal connections with customers. Live chat has traditionally been 

used for post-purchase assistance with order questions or technical support, rather than 

for sales. In these scenarios, live chat is useful and efficient because the questions can be 

anticipated and agents can rely on canned responses to more quickly resolve customer 

issues. 

In a sales conversation, there is no way to know what specific questions a customer might 

ask about a particular product or to understand the real reason the customer is interested. 

And since most live chat agents aren’t well trained on product specifics, they tend not to 

be the best resource for a customer who’s ready to make a purchase. 

Adding to the challenge is the fact that many platforms limit the number of characters 

an agent can type in a single message. This makes it more difficult to convey complex 

concepts or build rapport as easily as over the phone or in person. Ultimately, the 

customer feels the experience is transactional and devoid of human touch, instead of 

engaging and authentic.12

Consumers want a real, 

knowledgeable person who 

can engage with them in a 

meaningful and authentic 

manner and guide them 

through the buying process.
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Creating Incremental Revenue  
to Meet Sales Goals

While paid search, customer reviews, and loyalty programs can fit well into a brand 

marketing strategy, simply boosting visitors to a site (through increased spending) and 

streamlining processes to maximize revenue isn’t the best strategy for improving profit 

margins. By focusing on extracting more value and revenue from interactions with 

customers a company already has, retailers can instead maximize the business impact and 

return on investment (ROI). 

In situations where those interacting with the customer provide knowledgeable answers 

to product or service questions and also have the ability to also guide customers toward 

other solutions that may meet their needs, the value of a brand’s customer interactions 

are greatly enhanced. Revenue increase because customers make purchases they likely 

would not have made without this kind of personalized assistance or simply buy more than 

they had planned.13

This incremental revenue—achieving higher revenue while keeping spending the same 

or lowering it—is an increasingly important performance indicator for marketers. In fact, 

nearly 70 percent of chief marketing officers (CMOs) have identified delivering incremental 

revenue as a primary business objective14 because improved sales margins mean that 

marketers can contribute more to the bottom line while taking less, helping fuel more 

sustainable growth.

Using Interactive Online Engagement 
to Increase Sales and Retention

To uncover new revenue opportunities without the additional spending, marketers need 

to create more personalized interactions with customers that compel them to spend more 

than they otherwise would and to buy repeatedly. Assembling a team of brand advocates 

is an efficient and cost-effective way to meet these objectives. Brand advocacy uses 

highly satisfied, loyal customers to help marketers create an emotional connection with 

prospective or new customers, leading to higher average order values (AOV), repeat 

business, and deeper brand loyalty.15

Approximately 70 percent of consumers today say that they trust brand endorsements 

from people they don’t even know.16 Combined with the fact that active brand advocates 

make, on average, more than a dozen brand or product recommendations weekly,17 the 

potential impact of an effective brand advocacy strategy on brand awareness and sales 

is hard to overstate. Marketers interested in leveraging advocates’ heavy influence on 

buying behavior need to organize teams of advocates and provide them tools that make it 

easier to connect and engage with prospective buyers.

Revenue increases because 

customers make purchases 

they likely would not have 

made without this kind of 

personalized assistance or 

simply buy more than they 

had planned.13
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One such solution is advocate-assisted commerce, which rolls the influences of online 

reviews, ratings, and customer support into a single live online experience with a 

supportive advocate to create an authentic customer engagement. Unlike static online 

customer reviews and traditional online chats manned by employees following a script, 

interactive online chat tools enable brand advocates to interact naturally in real time 

with other shoppers and relate their experiences and opinions about a specific brand or 

product.

Live interactive chat enables advocates to share relevant information such as product 

comparison, videos, and browse product sites with customers and personalize the 

conversation in ways other tools can’t. The high-touch, highly personalized interaction 

makes it easier for the advocate to guide a customer through the purchasing process, 

including suggesting up-sell or cross-sell items and services to increase the value of the 

transaction. 

Connecting customers with like-minded brand advocates is essential to helping marketers 

differentiate their brand from the competition. In addition to incremental revenue, brand 

advocacy has also shown to lift customer retention by more than 35 percent,18 meaning 

that sellers can continue to increase their margins while decreasing spending on 

recapturing the same customers time and again. 

How to Create a Personalized Online 
Experience 

A unique solution, Needle’s advocate-based interactive online chat platform, combines 

the most valuable characteristics of live help, customer feedback, and rating systems into 

a single powerful tool. Needle not only connects a brand’s best advocates with customers 

online in real time, but offers lifetime value as a powerful tool that can significantly 

increase incremental revenue and customer retention through greater customer 

engagement.

Needle recruits, certifies, and trains a global team of knowledgeable and devoted 

advocates to offer high-touch real-time help, creating a unique, meaningful relationship 

with customers as soon as they reach the site. Needle solutions feature on-screen 

displays of advocate photos, biographies, and explanations of why they’re loyal to a brand 

or product. The live interactive chat features encourage customers make a personal 

connection with the advocate and, by extension, the brand. The online interactions mirror 

the type of help a customer can expect with an in-person visit to a retail store or over the 

phone with a knowledgeable representative. 

Based on Experiences Segmentation and Testing methodology, Needle solutions have 

helped numerous online retailers realize at least five-fold increases in ROI, a 15-30 percent 

increase in AOV, and 65-90 percent net new revenue. With dramatically enhanced 

customer engagement, Needle helps marketers create incremental revenue and build a 

powerful, lasting reputation. 

Brand advocacy has shown 

to lift customer retention 

by more than 35 percent,18 

meaning that sellers can 

continue to increase their 

margins while decreasing 

spending on recapturing the 

same customers time and 

again.
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Engage Customers  
and Increase Revenue

Ecommerce executives seek cost-effective, efficient ways to meet aggressive sales goals 

and remain competitive in their industries. Many choose to simply increase the advertising 

budget. Others commit more financial resources to online engagement activities such as 

loyalty programs or chasing customer interactions on product and service review sites. 

However, by taking customer engagement to the next level and deploying advocates to 

engage with customers in an interactive online chat environment, online retailers can gain 

distinct competitive advantage.  Needle offers retailers lifetime value and the ability to 

consistently meet and exceed revenue objectives through net new incremental revenue 

and customer retention rather than high cost, low-personalization strategies that only 

deliver one-time site purchases.            

About Needle

Needle is a leading provider of brand marketing and advocate-assisted commerce 

solutions. The company combines best-in-class interactive online chat platform with 

crowdsourcing, gamification, and scalable cloud solutions to connect consumers with real-

time shopping assistance from a motivated, global team of product and brand advocates.

To learn more about how advocates are put to work and the results brands in multiple 

categories are experiencing with Needle, click here to schedule a product demonstration 

or contact us directly at 801.858.0860 to speak to a Needle specialist.
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