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What to expect from this guide
Rebates are an essential part of a marketer’s strategy – an effective way of driving sales, 
customer satisfaction, and brand advocacy.

At least in theory.

In practice, the reality is that many, many rebate programs are just not realizing their  
full potential.

Submission and redemption times are slow. Customers are frustrated. And perceptions  
of brands are suffering. At the same time, measuring and analyzing the effectiveness  
of a rebate program is all-but-impossible, because there’s no data there to support it. 

But the good news is that there are ways to make your rebate programs more 
successful. This guide will show you how to develop and run a rebate program  
that can take your marketing to the next level by using a methodology to manage  
the whole process.

What you’ll learn
Rebate planning 
Insights into the best ways to structure a program to get even better results.

Customer experience 
Methods to streamline and make the submission and redemption processes more 
engaging to build brand advocacy. 

Reporting
The value of data and insights in helping to inform future marketing efforts.

          WHO SHOULD READ THIS eBOOK

Marketing Managers who are seeking ways to gain new insights into their markets and to better allocate 
marketing dollars on high-performing promotional programs.

VPs of Marketing who are exploring the digital transformation of business processes and seeking new 
technologies to further inform their marketing strategies and initiatives.

VPs of Channel Sales who are accountable for the use of promotional tools to drive to a specific sales target. 

CMOs who are looking to generate revenues while driving meaningful consumer experiences and nurturing the 
lifetime value of the consumer. 
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Why are so many rebate 
programs broken?
Consumers as marketers

The fact is, the industry average for processing a consumer rebate is 63 days. That’s 
nine weeks from the time the consumer submits a claim – usually by mailing in a form 
that’s been completed by hand – to the time that payment is actually received.

No question, it’s a frustrating process for the consumer, and one that does not reflect 
well on the brand. 

Think about it. A rebate is the last touchpoint in the consumer’s journey. Marketers 
will have spent money on mass media advertising, on co-op advertising, on dealer 
incentives, on sales SPIFFs, and finally on the rebate program itself. And yet, this last 
interaction with the consumer, when not managed efficiently and proactively, often 
ends in a negative experience.

And with the ability for consumers to amplify their experiences – positive and negative 
– to the world through social media, it’s worth thinking of the long-term brand value of 
a well-run rebate program. As long ago as 2009, The Nielsen Company 
published a study showing that the buying decisions of 90% of 
consumers are influenced by recommendations from people they know, 
and 70% are influenced by social media. 

Consumers have the power to be your best marketers – or your worst. 

         ACTUAL TWEETS FROM CUSTOMERS ABOUT THEIR REBATE EXPERIENCE 

“I called and the rep basically said too bad for you.”

“So irritated…  [their] rebates are so deceptive. No one wants to take care of me. Avoid dealing with [them]”.

“Just discovered [they] never sent my 2 rebates… and I’m not the only one.”

“60 minute holds on phone, cheap rebates … [#Name] unfair!”

“[Name] got my rebate check today. Too bad ‘4-6 weeks’ took 12 weeks.”

DAYS
AVERAGE FOR PROCESSING  
A CONSUMER REBATE

63

INFLUENCED BY  
PEOPLE THEY KNOW.

Consumers
90%
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Breakage complaicency: encouraging lower redemption rates as program goals
Very often, rebate programs are designed with built-in “breakage” rates of up to 50%. 
Breakage is the practice of getting fewer buyers to redeem by putting a number of 
challenges in place, such as making the rebate mail-in only, not providing an easy way 
to check the status of claim, answering buyer inquiries only by voicemail or snail mail, 
or simply having excessively vague rules. 

It’s a short-sighted practice because it runs the risk of alienating (or outright annoying) 
as much as half of the buyers, not to mention the dealers as well as retailers, who 
oftentimes end up dealing with irate buyers themselves. Not a good way to enhance 
the long-term value of a consumer (more on that later). And, of course, they always 
have the option of making their experiences known on social media.

Lack of market visibility
Traditional paper-based rebates program do not have a clear mechanism for providing 
market data, making it a challenge to determine their true business value. Basic 
questions about who bought the product, why they bought it, and where, remain 
unanswered. 

At the same time, paper-based rebates programs run the risk of paying out fraudulent 
claims because there’s no efficient means of processing claims that enable validation.
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Investing in the lifetime 
value of a customer

It’s a fact that budgets for rebate progams often remain static for years. Rebates are 
often viewed as a defensive rather than offensive marketing tactic by brands, relegated  
to a quarterly marketing budget line item. But when viewed holistically, as part of a 
comprehensive channel marketing strategy, rebates can be an integral part of a  
brand-building strategy – an excellent way to nuture the lifetime value of a customer. 

When the rebate program is easy-to-use, the rebate is sent out within a reasonable 
time, and the payment comes in a convenient format (e.g. debit card or online 
account), three things are more likely to happen: the customer will be left with a 
positive impression of the brand; the customer will recommend the brand to others; 
and the customer will come back again. 



Not another rebate progam! 
 

3 things that a modern rebate  
program can help provide for marketers. 
 
1. SPEED  
Because it’s now possible to accelerate  
the entire rebate process.

2. EXPERIENCE  
Because it’s now possible to provide  
the consumer with a positive interaction 
with the brand. 
3. VISIBILITY  
Because it’s now possible to garner real 
consumer insights that help you to better 
plan for programs in the future.

The modern rebate program is not  
another rebate program! The best  
practices that follow will show you why...
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Plan the program
The modern rebates program actually is more than just another promotion tactic.  
It can provide a much broader strategic function that can inform future marketing  
and sales initiatives. Here are a number of key considerations before rolling out  
a modern rebate program.

1.  Define the objectives of the rebates program. 
There can be many different strategic reasons to think about when you roll  
out a new rebates program. Some of the top ones: 

• Collect insights on buyer behavior and motivators 

•  Encourage trial of a new product/feature

• Promotional support for select channel partners

• Test a new pricing strategy

• Improve inventory turns / velocity

• Support an event or seasonal marketing

2.  Outline the guidelines for participation in the program. 
To make the program effective, it’s worth thinking about it from at least three 
different perspectives: first, how it’s going to drive traffic; second, when it will 
drive traffic; and third, how it will be perceived by the consumers themselves.  
A few considerations: 

• Purchase within a specific date range

• Redemption time limit from date of purchase

• Bundle purchase required

• Specific model or SKU numbers

• Purchase from specific retailers (online and offline)

• Purchase within specific geographic regions

Best Practice 1
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3.  Determine the reward types to be offered. 
No question, convenience wins the day when it comes to rebates. Make 
it easy and fast for the buyer to receive their funds, and their perception 
of your brand can only be enhanced. Paper checks are passé. Choose 
instead between the convenience of prepaid debit card or online credit.

4.  Provide a way for buyers to give feedback. 
A rebate claim is an ideal opportunity to garner consumer information 
and opinions – data you can use to garner deeper insights into your 
market which can help inform future marketing initiatives. Some key 
areas to consider: 

• Reason for purchase

• Other products considered

• Demographics

• Opinion of rebate process 

5.  Provide a way auto-validate the information that the buyer submits 
before the claim is submitted. 
Unfortunately, many rebate claims come back with incorrect information. 
Sometimes it’s unwitting (simple human error), and sometimes it’s 
deliberate (fraudulent). Having the ability to verify that the information 
submitted is correct at the time of submission helps ensure only those 
who should get paid, will get paid (and those who shouldn’t, won’t). 

6.  Enable the buyer to easily redeem for the rebate. 
Two important rules: one, make it simple; and two, make it fast. The 
redemption process shouldn’t be a chore. The easier it is to do, the more 
positive the buyer’s brand experience – and perception – will be.

         Pro Tip

Did you know that 
uncashed checks after 
a specific time period 
may be subject to 
unclaimed property 
laws that require them 
to be escheated to the 
government?

Every state and 
province is responsible 
for developing their 
own unclaimed 
property which may 
include requirements 
to show evidence of 
attempts made to 
contact the buyer 
at their last known 
address prior to 
escheating the check 
to the government.  

If you are using paper 
based checks, be 
sure to work with your 
legal team or program 
vendor(s) to ensure 

         Pro Tip

Use a Checklist!  
Review our Rebate 
Program Preparedness 
checklist at the end 
of this eBook to see 
if your programs 
are missing any key 
elements today.  This 
is also a useful list for 
planning new rebate 
programs. 
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Enhance the consumer experience
Today’s consumer can be your most vocal advocate – or detractor. It all depends on 
how you choose to have them interact with your brand. Offering a consumer rebate 
is an ideal opportunity to provide a memorable experience for the consumer. The key 
considerations:

1.  Give the buyer the option to submit their claim online using the device  
of their choice – phone, tablet or desktop. 
Offer digital submission of buyer’s rebate information, with data input validation 
to ensure program eligibility. The advantages? The buyer can submit a claim 
quickly, (right at the point of sale if they like) and can confirm that it’s been 
submitted successfully. 

2.  Tailor the promotion to unique local needs. 
Provide multiple, customized rewards options with flexibility (e.g. prepaid debit 
card, online credit). The more you learn about a specific market in terms of which 
promotions work, and when, the more easily you can adapt to meet the needs of 
local consumers. 

3.  Make the fulfillment quick. 
Ensure quick and accurate redemption, with minimal management or 
administrative effort. The traditional rebate experience takes 6 – 8 weeks. That’s 
not good enough anymore. Aim for two weeks instead. It’s absolutely possible. 

86 – 93% of every cohort, from ages 18 to 65 responded that they strongly agree or agree that they 
would be more likely to submit rebates online vs mail-in.  

65% now prefer to receive a rebate payment in any other form than a mailed check with 53% 
preferring a form of digital payment versus physical card. 

Best Practice 2

* Source: https://www.retailmenot.com/corp/resources/#ufh-i-193660923-the-state-of-rebates  
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4.   Ensure the brand is prominent throughout the rebate process. 
Make each touchpoint – rebate site and rewards cards – an extension of the 
brand. Rebates are very often an afterthought in the overall marketing mix, but 
they can actually be a very effective vehicle for solid and memorable brand 
messaging.  

5.   Make product registration a part of the rebate process.  
Offer one-click product registration. Higher rates of product registration  
help attain regulatory standards for recalls. This eliminates any paper-based 
administration, and provides detailed tracking on which products are being  
sold when, to whom, and where.

STEP 

ACTION 

ADVICE

Purchase

Customer buys  
eligible product 

Provide detailed 
instructions on how  
to claim their rebate.

Submission

Purchase information  
is collected. 

Manual input is the 
most error-prone. In 
fact, legibility is a real 
concern.

Allow instead for online 
input, which enables 
data capture that’s fast 
and accurate.

Processing

Information is validated 
and analyzed. 

As soon as the data 
is submitted, the 
consumer wants their 
claim to be approved  
as quickly as possible.

If there are any issues, 
customers want to be 
alerted and clearly 
informed about what to 
do to expedite  
the claim. 

Fulfillment

Reward is sent  
to customer. 

Compared to 
merchandise,  
the most desirable 
reward is money.

Aside from ensuring 
the amount is correct, 
provide flexible 
payment options –  
e.g. debit card  
or online credit.

Process

The rebate processing journey
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Gather insights from inside and out
While a modern rebates program can provide a positive customer experience, it also 
enables you to garner market insights that help inform future marketing strategy. 

Your rebate submisision form therefore has two critical functions: one, obtain clean and 
accurate data; and two, capture and house the data in a digital format. There’s a wealth 
of information you can obtain. You just need to ask.

Consider the specific information the buyer should provide.

Claims submission gives you the opportunity to ask focused marketing and consumer 
questions, such as:

• What brand are you replacing?

• Have your purchased our brand before?

• What brands did you consider before this purchase?

• Did our rebate offer influence the purchase?

• Was the rebate process straightforward?

•  Did a salesperson assist you in making your  
purchase decision?

• Age? Annual Income?  

Take the opportunity to obtain consent for future  
marketing communications
While your customer is engaged in the form completion process, 
be sure to include a check-box to opt-in to promotional marketing 
communications.  Building a  healthy list past purchasers will allow you to directly  
engage in an audience that already has affinity to your brand.

         Pro Tip

Remember the old 
saying: “Garbage  
In = Garbage Out”?  
Use drop-down menus 
to limit choices to 
meaningful options  
that your team can 
easily decipher and 
report on.  

Best Practice 3
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Design the rebate submission process to maximize participation.
Design online forms to attain the highest rate of completion, and 
help create a lasting impression with the buyer.  Again, it’s all about 
simplicity and speed. The easier it is to submit a claim, the more 
likely people will do it – and the more market insights you’ll get. 

         Pro Tip

While it’s easy to add 
questions in an online 
survey form, be aware 
that each additional 
one you add lowers 
the form completion 
rate. For each piece of 
information collected, 
you should compare 
the value it provides 
against the completion 

What type of response can I expect 
from  my rebate survey?
In 2017, the 360insights team analyzed a sample size of over 300,000 online rebate survey 
responses to identify trends in completion rates.

In short, rebate forms enjoy a very high response rate.  The overall response rate was 87.9%!

RESPONSE RATE BY NUMBER OF QUESTIONS ASKED

100%

90%

80%

50%

0%

1                 2                  3                  4                 

91% 91% 95%

86%
77%

RESPONSE RATE BY QUESTION TYPE

Influence – 94%

Awareness – 88%

Loyalty – 89%

Competition – 90%
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Put measures in place to detect fraud.
Use a quick validation process that includes date, location and name of retailer.  
This helps guard against paying out funds for false rebate claims.  

Store this data for reporting purposes
Data such as region, product, line, and promotion type is valuable for helping you to 
make basic marketing decisions about distribution, pricing and how much to invest in 
promotions at the local, distributor or retailer level. 

Look at social media for customer feedback.
The rebate submission form isn’t the only place where you can gather data. Take a 
look at the feedback your customers have on their rebate experience by using social 
media monitoring. What is it saying about the brand? Their feedback – good, bad, or 
indifferent – can provide you with a wealth of insights into their behaviors and attitudes.

Monitor social media regularly.
Consider using social media tracking tools to automate monitoring for any negative 
mentions of your brand and rebate experience.  Tracking these statistics on a monthly 
or quarterly basis will enable you to develop another KPI on the health of your  
rebate program.

Ensure your social team has your Rebate Programs on their radar.
At the same time, empower your customer support team with tasks to engage with 
disgruntled customers.  Some rebate software and program operators are able to 
include social media monitoring and support services as part of their offering to 
remove this burden from an internal team.
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Act on the insights to optimize 
your future programs
Information, as the saying goes, is power. By using your rebates program as a means to 
gather market intelligence, you have the ability to continually improve your marketing 
strategies and tactics. You have the answers to questions concerning critical marketing 
information, such as who bought your product, how much they paid for it, and why.  
This is the information that you can use to take definitive action.

Determine the optimal rebate amount
Step 1: Identify whether the rebate amount is built into your standard pricing,  
or if you have a fixed budget for a seasonal promotion.

•  Built in? You can safely test with smaller or larger amounts, within your target 
margin range. 

•  Fixed budget? Ensure your rebate budget will last for the duration of your 
target program length, so test more conservatively where possible. 

Step 2: Use A/B testing. Create an assumption, then hold one segment as the 
control group, and a second as the variable.

Step 3: On the rebate submission form, ask how much the price influenced the 
purchase decision compared to other factors such as sales associate service, 
product features, or the brand itself.

Determine the best timing for the rebate program.
Examine the most effective promotional timing period for individual SKUs during key 
buying seasons (e.g. President’s Day, Black Friday, Boxing Day). Double-down during 
the high seasons, and pull back in the off-seasons.

Best Practice 4

Household income
by ZIP code  
by ZIP code
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Household income
by ZIP code  
by ZIP code

Determine the length and timing of the program. 
Take a look at the average time period covered by each rebate program.  
Is there a better start date? End date? 

Which products should be promoted with rebates? 
Look at which SKUs could use the most support.  Typically suspects include new 
launches, old inventory and strategic products to defend from the competition

Identify specific territories to focus on.
Use a heat map to illustrate engagement by region, distributor, retailer, and SKU.

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

HOME DENSITY

CONSUMERS

Using heatmaps to reveal  
underpenetrated ZIP Codes:
Using heatmaps, one retailer identified  
distinct areas of opportunity in their US  
market that represented large groups  
that were under-penetrated. 
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Deter and catch fraud.
Do you know the number of fraudulent claims?

Ensure that you have a fraud detection system in place to protect against claims made 
that do not meet your criteria for payout.  For newer programs, leveraging a robust 
auditing partner that can review 100% of claims will typically catch 3 – 5% of all claims 
submitted as fraudulent within the first year.

Understand the financial impact of your program.
A customer lifetime value approach should be used considering two major drivers of 
value from rebate programs:

In the short-run, the incremental margin generated, minus the cost of running the 
program will equate to the immediate financial impact, however, a true ROI lies in 
developing a long-term relationship with new buyers and learning about the motivators 
that drove the purchase.As a data collection tool for insights on buyers and their 
behavior

As method for generating a lift in consumer demand

In the short run, the incremental margin generated minus the cost of running the 
program will equate to the immediate financial impact, however the true ROI lies in 
developing a long-term relationship with new buyers and learning more about the 
motivators that drove the purchase.
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Get coordinated with 
your rebate programs
Many brands look at rebate programs independently, one-by-one, and not 
nececessarily as part of a comprehensive channel marketing strategy. By taking this 
decentralized approach to their channel marketing programs, they’re missing the 
opportunity to be truly effective. Through consolidation, overall performance for  
all channel programs can show marked improvement.

Collaborate with your whole marketing team. 
Work with peers responsible for other demand generation tactics such as sales 
incentives, co-op advertising, and volume rebates to devise a comprehensive  
end-to-end channel marketing campaign to really amp up the velocity.

Identify SKUs to promote across channel programs.
Focus on specific SKUs for all channel marketing programs, to help maximize 
effectiveness of rebate program spend.

Look at all channel programs holistically.
By working together in a concerted fashion, it’s possible to gain a more thorough 
understanding of how individual programs are working together.

Best Practice 5
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Your next steps – test your rebate 
program preparedness
 
Rebate programs have traditionally been seen as a sales tactic, and not an integral 
part of a marketing strategy. Sure, they can help drive sales. But they can also drive 
insights – insights that can affect every marketing decision from pricing and distribution 
strategies to product messaging to actual product features.

To begin, you need the right tools. To help ensure you’re on the right track, answer 
these 10 questions on a scale of one to five (1 = not at all; 3 = sometimes; 5 = always):

Question: 
Do we measure the market effectiveness of our rebate programs? 

Do we know whether we have an adequate budget for each rebate program? 

How easy is it for a consumer to participate in our rebates program? 

Does a consumer receive their rebate within two weeks or less?  

Do we measure customer satisfaction of the rebate program? 

Do we gather any demographic information? (e.g. location, age, income)  

Do we gather any market information? (e.g. retailer name, price, SKU number) 

Do we gather the reason for the purchase? (e.g. price, promotion, place, product) 

Do we have an accurate cost of administering and managing the program? 

Do we know how many fraudulent claims are submitted?

                                                                                                                          

1         2        3        4        

ANSWER KEY

10-19  You rebates program could very likely use a complete overhaul. 

20-29  You’re headed in the right direction, but you still have a long way to go.

30-39  You’re doing some things better than others. Some help is needed.

40-49  You’re beginning to master modern rebates. Well done!

50  You’re perfect. Don’t change. 
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Get started now
Leverage a dedicated promotions team.
With an experienced team of service providers to design, execute, measure and 
continually evolve a rebates strategy, you’re well on your way to creating a modern 
rebates program. The people responsible for you running your promotions are not just 
marketers, they’re helping to ensure the consumer experience remains positive and 
memorable. And they’ll enable you and your marketing team to follow best practices, 
getting the most out of your rebates programs. 



Rebates Re-invented  
Worksheets
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REBATE READINESS WORKSHEET #1 | PLANNING

Rebates Re-invented:
A Complete Best Practices Guide to the Modern Rebates Program

HOW DID YOU DO?

10-19  It’s worth considering what your criteria are for a successful rebate program.  
20-29  You’re doing some things right, but not nearly enough.  
30-39  You’re doing more things right than not – but there’s still room for improvement.

40-49  You’re doing almost everything right. Well done! 
50  Perfection! There’s literally nothing more you can do! 

7 essential questions to ask  
yourself about your rebate program
Success is all in the planning. Answer these 10 questions on a scale of one to five  
(1 = not at all; 3 = hard to say; 5 = absolutely) to see how prepared you are to produce  
a winning rebate program.

Question: 
Do we have a clear marketing goal for the rebates program? 

Do we have simple, clear guidelines for participation? 

Are we providing a redemption process that’s easy to follow? 

Is it possible for the consumer to check on the status of their claim in real time? 

Can the consumer get their rebate in less than two weeks? 

Does the consumer have a choice of rebate payment options? (e.g. debit card, online payment)

 
 
         TOTAL

1      2      3      4      5

Is there a way for the consumer to provide feedback about the product  
or the promotion built into the rebate program?
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Guard yourself against fraudulent 
claims by answering these  
12 questions 
Success is all in the planning. Answer these 10 questions on a scale of one to five  
(1 = not at all; 3 = hard to say; 5 = absolutely) to see how prepared you are to produce 
a winning rebate program.

REBATE READINESS WORKSHEET #2 | FRAUD DETECTION

Rebates Re-invented:
A Complete Best Practices Guide to the Modern Rebates Program

HOW DID YOU DO?

10-19  Too many holes. Very likely, you’re making payments you don’t have to.    
20-29  You’re doing some things right, but not nearly enough.  
30-39  You’re doing more things right than not – but there’s still room for improvement.

40-49  You’re doing almost everything right. Well done! 
50  Perfection! There’s literally nothing more you can do! 

1      2      3      4      5Question:
Are you capturing and indexing the serial number of the purchase?

Is the serial number from a SKU that’s valid for the rebate program?

Are you capturing and indexing all data from all store invoices?

Was the serial number sold to the store from which the purchase is claimed?

Do the store numbers flow sequentially?

Are there variances in numbering of store invoice formats?

Do scanned copies of the store invoice match the template of the invoices from that store?

Are you capturing the buyer’s mailing address including zip code?

When processing a rebate claim, do you look for similar names? 
(e.g. Jonathan Smith, Jon Smith, J. Smith)

Are your field reps reviewing the rebate claims reporting?

Do you know if the number of SKUs sold to a store match the numbers of SKUs being claimed for?

Are any stores showing significant a sales spike that’s atypical?      
 
                                                                                                                                                  TOTAL
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About 360insights.
360insights is the originator of The Channel Success Platform™, the first truly 
integrated software-as-a-service platform enabling brands to optimize their partner 
marketing and consumer incentives spend. Based in Whitby, Ontario, the company 
serves over 100 of the world’s top brands and has expanded to have operations  
around the USA and UK. In the past year, 360insights has raised over $40 million in 
private investment capital to accelerate the global growth and adoption of it’s  
Channel Success Platform™ and also won a succession of awards for growth, most 
notably a Deloitte Fast 500™ for being one of the fastest growing technology 
companies in North America. With a company culture built around the simple concept 
of happiness, the company was awarded Employer of the Year honors in the Toronto 
Region Board of Trade’s 2016 Business Excellence Awards and has been recognized 
multiple times as one of Canada’s Best Small to Medium Employers.

Learn how 360insights can help you achieve greater success in your next rebates 
program. Contact us today:

360insights.com 
sales@360insights.com 

1.866.684.2308


