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What Retail Data Isn’t Telling You
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2

The loyal shopper has always been retailers most valuable 

asset. A customer who returns week after 
week, consolidates their spend with a single retailer, and 
resists the pull of competitors generates disproportionate 
revenue, lower acquisition cost, and higher lifetime value than 
any other segment. For decades, retaining that shopper was 

the central organizing principle of retail strategy.

That principle is under pressure. Loyalty -
genuine, consolidated, habitual loyalty is diminishing 
across almost every retail category. The forces reshaping 
shopper behaviour are structural, not cyclical: the 

proliferation of channels, the rise of value-led discounters, the 
normalization of multi-retailer shopping, and a cost-of-living 
environment that has made price comparison a reflex rather 
than a deliberate act. The shopper who once visited one store 
for everything now manages a portfolio of retailers, 

each allocated a different mission, category, or occasion.

What makes this shift particularly dangerous is that it 
is largely invisible. Retail intelligence 
systems, loyalty programmes, point-of-
sale platforms and CRM tools were designed to measure the 

shoppers who have already committed. They are poorly 
equipped to detect the gradual erosion of that commitment, or 
to identify the growing share of spend flowing silently to 
competitors. The data looks stable. The loyalty looks intact. 
Meanwhile, wallet share is leaking.
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The Invisible Shopper

The Loyalty Illusion

Why loyalty matters more than almost anything else 

The economics of shopper loyalty are well established — and 
consistently underestimated. Loyal shoppers, defined as those 
who consolidate the majority of their category spend with a 
single retailer, deliver returns that far exceed their share of the 
customer base. They visit more frequently, spend more per trip, 

respond more readily to personalized offers, and cost a fraction 
of a new customer to retain. They are also the foundation of 
every revenue forecast, every ranging decision, and every 
promotional investment that commercial teams make.

The compound value of a loyal shopper extends beyond the 

transaction. A customer who has established habitual routines 
with a retailer — who knows the store layout, trusts the own-
label range, and defaults to that destination for their weekly 
shop — creates structural revenue that is resistant to short-term 
competitive pressure. Losing that shopper is not just a single lost 

basket; it is the loss of an annualized spend that may take years 
and significant investment to replace.

The loyalty landscape is changing — structurally, not 

temporarily

For much of the last three decades, the dominant model of 
grocery and FMCG retail was built around primary store loyalty: 
the idea that a shopper would select one retailer as their main 
destination and allocate the majority of their weekly spend 

there. Loyalty programmes were designed to reinforce this 
behavior, rewarding habitual shoppers and making switching 
costly through accumulated points, personalized offers, and 
exclusive pricing.

The diminishing loyal shopper and why your data can’t see it happening

3
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The Invisible Shopper

4 The Loyalty Illusion

The diminishing loyal shopper and why your data can’t see it happening

That model is fragmenting. Across 

grocery retail, the share of 
shoppers who identify a single 
store as their exclusive primary 
destination has declined 
significantly over the past five 

years.

The scale of behavioral change is 
visible. When asked how their 
shopping behavior for everyday 
grocery and household items had 

changed compared to the prior 
year, consumers reported a clear 
acceleration toward multi-channel 
and value-driven strategies — 
mainstream adaptations that are 

reshaping where spend goes and 
how loyalty is allocated.

Force What's happening Impact on loyalty

Hard discounter 
growth

Aldi and Lidl have moved from 
fringe to mainstream, with broad 
product ranges competitive on 
quality as well as price

Primary shoppers now split staples 
and produce spend routinely; 
loyalty metrics remain flat while 
wallet share falls

Channel 
proliferation

Online grocery, quick commerce, 
meal kits, and D2C subscription 
models have multiplied the number 
of credible alternatives to the 
physical store

Occasions once 'owned' by a 
primary retailer now distribute 
across multiple channels; no single 
destination captures full spend

Cost-of-living 
pressure

Sustained inflationary pressure has 
made price comparison a default 
behavior rather than a deliberate 
act for a growing proportion of 
shoppers

Brand and retailer switching 
accelerated; promotional sensitivity 
increased; habitual loyalty 
weakened

Digital comparison 
tools

Price comparison apps, grocery 
aggregators, and social commerce 
have reduced the friction of finding 
and switching to lower-cost 
alternatives

Switching cost — once a structural 
loyalty driver — has been materially 
reduced for price-sensitive 
missions

Omnichannel
normalization

Consumers now move fluently 
between in-store, online, click-and-
collect, and delivery formats, often 
within the same week

Spend is distributed across formats 
in ways that single-channel 
loyalty programmes cannot track or 
influence
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The Invisible Shopper

5 The Loyalty Illusion

The diminishing loyal shopper and why your data can’t see it happening

The cost-of-living environment is also reshaping the 

saving strategies shoppers use — and many of those 
strategies work directly against primary store loyalty. 

Simplicity is the new premium. Shoppers are not 
abandoning loyalty — they are redefining it around value, 
convenience, and relevance. The fastest-rising saving 

strategy is not switching stores; it is weighing up the 
attributes that matter most. Retailers that win on those 
attributes, mission by mission, will earn a new kind of 
loyalty - one that has to be re-earned constantly.

Saving strategy % 
using

Change 
vs. 
2024

Loyalty implication

Switch to a lower-
priced option

31% -5pts Direct brand and retailer 
switching; primary destination 
relationships disrupted

Shop more often at 
discount/value stores

31% -1pt Spend migrating to hard 
discounters; core basket 
leakage accelerating

Buy whatever brand is on 
promotion

30% -6pts Habitual brand loyalty eroding; 
promotional dependency 
increasing

Stop buying certain 
products; focus on 
essentials

30% -2pts Category spend contracting; 
non-essential ranges at risk

Monitor overall basket 
cost

29% -3pts Shoppers actively comparing 
across retailers; single-store 
reliance declining

Weigh up attributes that 
matter most

26% +6pts Value-driven trade-offs 
replacing habit — the fastest-
rising strategy

Shop at stores with loyalty 
points; use points to 
manage spend

26% — Loyalty programmes still 
relevant — but as a savings 
tool, not an emotional tie

29%
Order from 

pure-play 

online 

retailers for 

home delivery 

– up vs prior 

years

26%
Buying from a 

combination 

of physical 

store and 

online options 

more than 

before

24%
Order delivery 

from 

hypermarket, 

supermarket, 

or mass 

merchandise 

store more 

than before

Source: NIQ Consumer Outlook to 2026
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The Invisible Shopper

6 The Loyalty Illusion

The diminishing loyal shopper and why 
your data can’t see it happening

What the data shows — and what it hides

The challenge for retailers is that this erosion of loyalty 
is largely invisible in conventional data. 
Loyalty programmes, by design, capture the behaviour of 
members who are still active — the shoppers who continue 
to visit, continue to scan, and continue to generate a 

transaction record. What they cannot show is the 
changing share of those shoppers' total spend that flows 
elsewhere, or the gradual shift in which retailer 
occupies the primary position in their weekly routine.

A shopper who visited your store 48 times last year and 

visits 46 times this year looks, in loyalty data, like a 
retained customer with negligible attrition. If their total 
grocery wallet has grown and the incremental spend has 
gone entirely to a discounter or online channel, the picture 
is fundamentally different — but that picture does not 

exist in your data.

The loyalty paradox: The better your 
loyalty programme performs at capturing engaged 
shoppers, the more distorted your view of total shopper 
behaviour becomes. High enrolment creates the illusion of 

a comprehensive view when the underlying picture is 
structurally eroding.

Invisible 
segment

Why they're missing Commercial impact

Non-members 
who transact

Cash and anonymous 
card purchases 
generate no loyalty 
record

Spend volume attributed 
to existing members; 
new acquisition signals 
lost

Consideration 
drop-offs

Shoppers who 
browsed, researched, 
or visited 
but didn't buy leave 
no trace

Conversion gap 
unknown; messaging 
never reaches near-
buyers

Cross-
channel 
ghosts

In-store loyalty 
members buying 
online (or vice versa) 
appear as separate 
shoppers

Omnichannel true value 
underestimated; 
retention scores inflated

Silent 
churners

Lapsed members who 
stop shopping simply 
stop appearing in 
data

Churn only visible 
retrospectively; early 
intervention impossible

What loyalty data systematically misses

The strategic implication

Decisions made on loyalty data alone optimize for the shopper you 
already have, at the expense of the larger market you could be winning 
— and at the risk of missing the erosion already underway in your most 
valuable segment. As true loyalty becomes rarer and harder to sustain, 
the ability to measure it accurately, detect its early decline, and 

intervene before it tips into defection becomes the defining commercial 
capability of the next decade.
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The Invisible Shopper

The Split Basket

Loyalty metrics — visit frequency, spend 

per trip, retention rate — paint a picture of 
customers who are satisfied, engaged, and 
committed. What they do not show is what 
those same customers are doing at every 
other retailer they visit in the same week.

The split basket is one of the most 
pervasive and under-acknowledged 
dynamics in retail. Shoppers are not 
choosing a single retailer and staying loyal 
to it. They are actively managing a 

portfolio of stores, allocating different 
categories, missions, and budgets to 
different destinations based on price, 
convenience, range, and occasion.

The wallet share gap: A shopper who visits 

your store twice a week and spends £80 
per trip looks, in your data, like a high-
value loyal customer. 

If they are simultaneously spending £120 

per week at a competitor for different 
missions, your effective wallet share is 
40% — not the 100% your loyalty metrics 
imply.

Today there are seven omnichannel 

touchpoints brands and retailers must 
keep top of mind: retail (online and in-
store), direct-to-consumer, marketplace, 
social commerce, B2B, metaverse, and last 
mile. Each represents a destination where 

a shopper can resolve a need that was 
previously resolved in-store. The split 
basket is no longer just about 
two supermarkets — it is about an entire 
ecosystem of alternatives.

The rise of hard 

discounters represents the clearest 
example of split-basket behaviour 
reshaping the retail landscape. 
Shoppers who would have been 
classified as 'loyal' to traditional 

supermarkets five years ago are now 
conducting regular parallel shops at 
Aldi and Lidl — selectively buying 
ambient staples, produce, and seasonal 
specials at lower prices while returning 

to their primary store for branded 
goods, fresh produce, and broader 
range.

This behaviour does not show up as 
defection in loyalty data. 

The shopper's visit frequency and 
spend at the primary store may remain 
stable — but their total grocery wallet 
has expanded, and the incremental 
growth is flowing entirely to the 

competitor.

How many 'loyal' shoppers are secretly splitting spend

7
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The Invisible Shopper

The digital landscape has transformed the path to purchase into a fluid 

omnichannel journey

8

Click & Collect

Social 

commerce

Online

Check reviews and prices 

online before buying instore

Try the brand 

out of home

Decides to 

repeat, but 

at home

Discover the

brand instore

Delivery

Immersive

instore

experience

Social media 

determines their

purchase

The widest

assortment

Disruptive 

innovations

Quick Commerce

Offline

Offline



©
 2

0
2
6
 N

ie
ls

e
n
 C

o
n
s
u
m

e
r 

L
L
C

. 
A

ll 
ri
g

h
ts

 r
e

s
e

rv
e

d
.

C
o

n
fi
d

e
n

ti
a

l 
a

n
d

 p
ro

p
ri
e

ta
ry

The Invisible Shopper

9 The Silent Switch

The invisible moment a shopper decides to 
leave

In retail data, churn appears suddenly. A shopper who 

visited weekly is simply absent from this week's 
transactions. Then next week. Then the week after. By the 
time the data flags a lapsed customer, the decision to leave 
was made weeks or months earlier and the retailer had no 
visibility of the signals that preceded it.

The 'silent switch' is the gap between the moment a 
shopper emotionally disengages from a retailer and the 
moment that disengagement becomes visible in 
transaction data. During this window — which research 
suggests averages six to twelve weeks — the shopper is still 

visiting, still spending, but already mentally allocated to a 
competitor for future primary missions.

Shoppers rarely announce their intention to leave. They 
do not complain, complete exit surveys, or formally 
'unsubscribe' from a store. They simply begin buying 

fewer categories, making smaller trips, and gradually 
reducing the share of missions they assign to that 
retailer until the relationship terminates without a single 
piece of actionable data having been generated.
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The Invisible Shopper

The pre-defection signal pattern

Total market behavioral data reveals a consistent sequence of behavioral changes that 
precede full churn. These signals are invisible in loyalty data but detectable when purchase 
behaviour is mapped against the total market:

10 The Silent Switch

The invisible moment a shopper decides to leave

Stage What's happening Loyalty data signal Total market signal

1. Exploration Shopper 
begins trialling com
petitor for specific 
categories

No change - primary 
store spend stable

New purchase 
occasions appearing 
at competitor

2. Reallocation Routine missions 
(e.g. weekly shop) 
shift to competitor

Slight dip in visit 
frequency

Competitor gaining 
primary trip status

3. Consolidation Shopper rationalise
s to fewer stores; 
primary store 
demoted

Spend decline 
begins

Primary store now 
receiving secondary 
trip only

4. Departure Final residual visits 
cease

Customer flagged as 
lapsed

Customer 
fully consolidated at 
new primary retailer

The intervention window

The commercial opportunity sits 
entirely in stages 1 and 2. By stage 
3, recovery rates drop sharply as 
new habits have already formed. 
By stage 4, re-engagement 

requires the same effort and 
investment as new customer 
acquisition.

Retailers operating on loyalty data 
alone cannot access the stage 1 or 

2 signals — because those signals 
exist in competitor purchase data, 
not their own systems. Total 
market measurement changes this, 
providing early warning of 

reallocation behaviour 
before spend decline becomes 
visible.
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The Invisible Shopper

11 The Ghost Occasion

Purchase moments happening outside 
your category view

Every retailer defines its addressable market by the 

categories it stocks and the missions it serves. But 
shoppers do not organize their lives around retail category 
structures. A need does not arrive labelled 'health & 
beauty' or 'home entertainment'. It arrives as a moment — 
a birthday, a commute, an unexpected guest, a Friday 

night — and the shopper resolves it by whatever channel 
or category is most convenient.

The ghost occasion is any purchase moment that your 
category and channel definitions structurally prevent you 
from seeing. It is revenue that a shopper assigns to their 

needs in your space, but which flows to an adjacent 
category, a different channel, or a substitute product that 
your data treats as irrelevant.

Retailers measure category performance. Shoppers 
experience occasions. The gap between these two frames 

of reference is where ghost occasions live.

Common ghost occasion typologies

Ghost 
occasion 
type

Example Where spend actually 
goes

Channel 
substitution

Shopper resolves 
grocery need via meal 
kit or dark kitchen rather 
than supermarket

D2C, Deliveroo, 
HelloFresh

Category 
adjacency

Gift occasion met by 
experience or digital 
voucher rather than 
physical product

Experience platforms, 
gift cards, online 
marketplaces

Impulse 
outside 
estate

Snacking occasion 
resolved at petrol 
forecourt, vending 
machine, or workplace 
café

Out-of-home food 
service

Mission 
migration

Home improvement 
occasion resolved by 
rental rather than 
purchase

Tool hire, subscription 
services

Occasion 
collapse

Multiple small 
occasions consolidated i
nto one bulk online 
order

Online marketplace 
(Amazon Subscribe & 
Save)
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The Invisible Shopper

The category definition trap

Legacy category management frameworks were built in an era 
when channels were clearly delineated, and product substitution 
was primarily within-category. A consumer choosing between 
cola brands was making an in-category decision. The same 
consumer choosing between a cola, a smoothie, and a barista 

coffee is making an across-category occasion decision that most 
retail measurement systems are not designed to capture.

As channel proliferation accelerates and the boundary between 
food service, grocery, and D2C continues to blur, the proportion 
of total consumer spend that falls outside any 

single retailer's measurement frame is growing.

The digital path creates ghost occasions at scale

The shift to omnichannel shopping has fundamentally changed 
the moment of need resolution. Shoppers no longer move in a 
predictable linear path from awareness to purchase within a 

single channel. They research online, buy in-store, switch 
between e-commerce platforms without friction, and 
increasingly discover products through channels that sit entirely 
outside a retailer's estate.

12 The Ghost Occasion

Purchase moments happening outside your category view

13%
Discover new 

products digitally 

every day

30%
Discover new 

products few times 

a week

30%
Discover new 

products a few 

times a week

90%
Discover products 

digitally at least 

once a month

Source: NIQ Consumer Outlook to 2026

How often do consumers discover new 

products while using digital channels to 
shop for grocery/household items?
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The Invisible Shopper

When a loyalty customer's transaction history goes quiet, 

most retailers classify them as lapsed and redirect 
investment toward acquisition. The lapsed file sits in a 
CRM segment, occasionally receiving reactivation emails, 
but rarely receiving the intelligence needed to make a 
meaningful re-engagement case.

What conventional data cannot show is whether a lapsed 
shopper has genuinely left the category — or whether they 
are actively spending on the same needs with a competitor. 
The difference between these two states is commercially 
critical, and only total market purchase data can 

distinguish them.

13 The Lapsed Returner

Dormant shoppers primed to re-engage

Lapsed shopper 
type

Category 
activity

Re-engagement 
potential

Recommended 
approach

Dormant, active 
elsewhere

High spend — 
at competitor

High — habit 
intact, switching 
cost low

Targeted win-back 
with category-relevant 
offer

Dormant, reduced 
need

Low spend 
across all 
channels

Medium — life-
stage change 
(e.g. empty 
nester)

Life-stage reactivation 
and range 
repositioning

Genuinely lapsed Near-zero 
category spend

Low — category 
exit or major life 
change

Low-cost nurture 
only; deprioritise inves
tment

Occasion-specific 
returner

Seasonal or 
event-driven 
spend only

High for specific 
windows

Targeted seasonal 
activation; occasion-
specific offers

Identifying re-engagement readiness

Total market data enables three classifications of lapsed shoppers that loyalty data 
cannot distinguish:

Dormant does not mean lost. A lapsed loyalty 

member who has transferred their primary shop to 
a competitor is still an active, high-value shopper — 
just one whose spend is invisible to 
their previous retailer. These shoppers 
often retain residual affinity with their former 

retailer, have established purchase habits that can 
be redirected, and can be re-engaged at a fraction of 
the cost of acquiring a brand-new customer.
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The Invisible Shopper

Each of the five blind spots shares a common root cause: retail intelligence that begins and ends at the point of sale within a single retailer's estate. 

NIQ Full View is built on a fundamentally different architecture. By combining consumer panel data, point-of-sale measurement, ecommerce 
tracking, and out-of-home purchase capture, it provides a total market view of category spend that makes visible what loyalty data cannot see.

Where conventional retail data answers 'what did shoppers buy from us?', NIQ Full View answers 'what did shoppers buy across the entire market — 
and what does that mean for us?'. This market-centric measurement is the foundational change that makes the invisible shopper visible.

Closing each blind spot: the Full View capability map

14 Making The Invisible Visible

How NIQ Full View closes the intelligence gap

Blind spot What Full View adds Action unlocked

The loyalty illusion Total market penetration — shows share of 
category shoppers outside loyalty universe

Right-size the true addressable 
market; identify acquisition white space

The split basket Cross-retailer wallet share — shows where 
loyal shoppers also spend

Quantify leakage by 
category; prioritise defensive ranging and 
pricing

The silent switch Early behavioural signals from total market — 
competitor gains visible pre-churn

Activate intervention 6–12 weeks earlier; 
recover at-risk shoppers

The ghost occasion Out-of-home and cross-channel occasion 
tracking across all resolution channels

Identify unaddressed occasions; develop 
channel strategy to capture them

The lapsed returner Lapsed file segmentation by total market 
activity

Focus win-back on high-probability 
returners; suppress low-probability 
segments
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The Invisible Shopper

NIQ Activate: turning intelligence into funded 

collaboration

NIQ makes the invisible shopper visible. 

NIQ Activate makes that visibility commercially valuable. 
Together, they form a closed loop — from identifying a gap in 
loyalty intelligence, through targeted brand–retailer action, 

to measured revenue recovery — that is funded by the brands 
who benefit from it, not by the retailer alone.

This is the fundamental shift NIQ Activate enables: 
transforming a retailer's first-party data from an internal 
analytical asset into a monetizable platform that attracts brand 

investment, deepens supplier relationships, and generates a 
new, high-margin revenue stream that does not depend on 
selling more product.

Monetizing the intelligence gap

By using first-party data, retailers can deliver personalized ads 

at the most critical shopping moments — when consumers are 
ready to act — and monetize the shopper intelligence that 
loyalty programmes generate.

15 Making The Invisible Visible

How NIQ Full View closes the intelligence gap

These figures illuminate both the opportunity and the urgency. Consumer 

appetite for personalized, relevant retail experiences is high — but that 
appetite is increasingly being satisfied by channels and platforms outside the 
traditional retail estate. Social commerce alone is capturing spend from more 
than half of all consumers. Retailers that fail to meet shoppers where 
discovery now happens risk losing not just the transaction, but the 

relationship.

65%
of consumers find it helpful when a 

retailer suggests products based on 

their previous purchases or 

preferences

53%
of consumers have already 

purchased directly through a social 

platform

Source: NIQ Consumer Outlook to 2026
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The Invisible Shopper

16

Social commerce: where ghost occasions become lost 
revenue

Social Commerce allows retailers to sell where discovery 
happens — inside the platforms consumers already use to 
explore and engage with products. By embedding shopping into 
social spaces, retailers can guide customers from inspiration 
to purchase seamlessly, removing friction and meeting them 
where they spend their time. For the five blind 
spots identified in this report, social commerce is particularly 
relevant to the ghost occasion: purchase moments that 
originate in a shopper's social feed are almost entirely invisible 
to conventional loyalty and category measurement systems.

Making The Invisible Visible

How NIQ Full View closes the intelligence gap

Social platform % of 
consumers purchasing directly 
through platform

Facebook Shops 25%

WhatsApp 25%

TikTok Shop 22%

Instagram Shopping 20%

YouTube Shopping 14%

Pinterest Shopping 10%

Source: NIQ Consumer Outlook to 2026
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The Invisible Shopper

The invisible shopper exists because no 

single participant in the retail system 
has complete sight of the shopper's full 
journey. The retailer sees what the 
shopper buys in their store. The brand 
sees what the shopper buys of their 

product. Neither sees the complete 
picture: where else the shopper goes, 
what else they buy, and what is driving 
their allocation decisions across the 
category.

The response to this shared blind spot 
cannot be a unilateral one. Retailers 
investing alone in total market 
measurement will identify the gaps but 
lack the investment scale to close them 

across every category. Brands investing 
alone in shopper intelligence will build 
category knowledge but lack the 
distribution and first-party data to act 
on it at the point of purchase. The 

intelligence gap and the investment 
gap are solved together — or not at 
all.

17 The Collaboration Imperative

Why brand–retailer collaboration is the only sustainable response

The four pillars of brand–retailer collaboration

Shared intelligence

Both parties operate from the same data foundation: NIQ Full View market measurement 
combined with the retailer's first-party shopper data. The conversation shifts from 'here is what we 
think' to 'here is what the data shows' — with benchmarks, segment-level detail, and competitive 
context that neither party had access to before.

1
Aligned incentives

The invisible shopper costs both parties. A brand whose loyal buyer is splitting spend with a 
competitor loses volume. A retailer whose shopper is allocating more of their category budget 
elsewhere loses revenue. NIQ Activate aligns incentives by making the cost of inaction visible to 
both parties.

2
Funded activation

The collaboration model is not dependent on the retailer finding incremental budget. Brand 
partners fund campaigns through NIQ Activate media investment in exchange for the insights, 
audience access, and measurement the platform provides.

3
Closed-loop accountability

Every campaign funded through NIQ Activate is measured against verified purchase uplift, with 
results shared transparently with the brand partner. This closed loop transforms the supplier 
relationship from an annual trading negotiation into an ongoing, evidence-based growth 
partnership.

4
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www.niq.com
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About NIQ 

NielsenIQ (NYSE: NIQ) is a leading consumer intelligence company, 

delivering the most complete and trusted understanding of consumer 

buying behavior and revealing new pathways to growth. By 

combining an unmatched global data footprint and granular 

consumer and retail measurement with decades of AI modeling 

expertise, NIQ builds decision systems that help companies turn 

complex data into confident action.

With operations in more than 90 countries, NIQ covers approximately 

82% of the world’s population and more than $7.4 trillion in global 

consumer spend. Through cloud-based platforms, advanced 

analytics and AI-driven insights, NIQ delivers The Full View —

helping brands and retailers understand what consumers buy, why 

they buy it, and what to do next. 

For more information, please visit www.niq.com.

http://www.niq.com/
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