


Who This Playbook Is For

A NOTE BEFORE WE START

Spreadsheets are not indicative of  failure.
They’re a sign of programs that grew 
faster than their tools.

The problem isn’t how 
programs start.
It’s what happens when they 
keep going.

This playbook is written for program owners who:

If you’re still running part (or all) of your program in spreadsheets, 
this guide is here to help you move forward deliberately.

Most teams don’t choose spreadsheets because they’re unsophisticated.

They choose them because spreadsheets are:

Run incentives with 
1–3 admins

• Fast

• Flexible

Support hundreds 
to a few thousand 
participants

Inherited a system 
that “mostly works”

Know spreadsheets 
won’t scale—but 
aren’t ready for 
enterprise overkill

• Familiar

• Under their control

11



Why Spreadsheets Persist
(and When They’re Defensible)

Let’s be honest: spreadsheets survive for good reasons.

Spreadsheets don’t fail at launch.

They fail silently over time.

Which brings us to the real issue.

Spreadsheets are still reasonable when:

In early-stage or low-volume programs, 
spreadsheets can be perfectly defensible. In those conditions, spreadsheets are not 

the bottleneck.
They’re the accelerator.

Why teams stick with them When spreadsheets do make sense
• No procurement process

• No onboarding or training

• Easy to modify rules

• Total transparency for the admin

• “It’s worked so far”

• Fewer than ~100 participants

• Rules are static

• Payouts are infrequent

• Audit scrutiny is low

• One person owns the entire program

CHAPTER 1A Practical Playbook for Mid-Size Incentive Programs

THE PROBLEM
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CHAPTER 2A Practical Playbook for Mid-Size Incentive Programs

The Exact Breaking Points
(Where Control Starts to Slip)

Programs rarely “outgrow” spreadsheets all at once.
They hit specific breaking points—often one at a time.

Volume

• Participants exceed a few hundred

• Transactions multiply

• Data sources increase

When:

• File complexity explodes

• Manual checks multiply

• Errors become harder to detect

What happens:

Early warning sign:
You’re afraid to touch the file 
once it’s “working.”

BREAKING
POINTS

Visibility

• “How many people are actually engaged?”

• “Who’s close to earning?”

• “What changed since last quarter?”

When leadership asks:

• Multiple exports

• Pivot tables

• Narrative explanation

And answers require:

You no longer have visibility.
You have interpretation.

Single-Admin 
Dependency

• Explain the rules

• Run payouts

• Fix issues

If only one person can:

The program is fragile.
Vacations become stressful.
Turnover becomes existential.

Audit & 
Trust Risk

• Disputes over payouts

• Finance asking more questions

• “Let’s just double-check that”

It shows up as:

This is the quietest—and most 
dangerous—breaking point.

Translation: trust is eroding.
Once confidence in the numbers drops, 
everything slows down.

?
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CHAPTER 3A Practical Playbook for Mid-Size Incentive Programs

Why Most “Upgrades” 
Make Things Worse

This is where many teams make the wrong leap.

That leap often creates new problems.

THEY 
JUMP 
FROM:

ToThis is getting 
hard to manage

We need an 
enterprise platform.

COMMON UPGRADE 
MISTAKES

Replacing flexibility with rigidity
Rules become harder to change than before.

Over-automating too early
Mistake 2Mistake 1

Bad logic just runs faster.

Buying for scale you don’t need
You inherit workflows, approvals, and features 
built for teams 5× your size.

Treating migration as a reset
Mistake 4Mistake 3

Forcing teams to abandon working 
processes overnight.

THE RESULT?

• Longer implementation • Higher admin load • Less confidence, not more
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CHAPTER 4A Practical Playbook for Mid-Size Incentive Programs

PHASE

1

PHASE

2

PHASE

3

PHASE

4

PHASE
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Formalize the Rules

Before automation:

This is where many programs quietly improve the most.

• Document 
rules clearly

• Identify 
exceptions

• Separate “standard” 
from “edge cases”

Introduce System Support Where It Matters Most

Start with:

Leave judgment and nuance with humans.

• Data ingestion • Payout calculations • Audit visibility

Improve Engagement Without Changing Behavior

Don’t force participants to:
• Learn a new system
• Log in more often
• Change how they work

Bring the program to them:
• Timely updates
• Clear progress
• Fewer surprises

Remove the Heroics
A successful transition doesn’t feel dramatic.

• Fewer fire drills
• Faster answers

It feels like:
• Less anxiety around payouts
• Confidence leaving the system alone

Stabilize What’s Already Working
Don’t replace everything.

Goal: reduce risk without increasing complexity

• Preserve 
existing rules

Instead:
• Maintain familiar 

workflows
• Eliminate only the most 

fragile manual steps

A Sane Transition Path
(Without Ripping Everything Out)

Mid-size programs don’t need transformation.
They need reinforcement.

Here’s what sane evolution looks like.
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For mid-size programs, “enterprise-grade” is often misunderstood.

Anything beyond that 
is optional—not foundational.

It does not mean:

Enterprise-Grade for Small Teams Means

• More features

• More workflows

• More approvals

• More dashboards

CHAPTER 5A Practical Playbook for Mid-Size Incentive Programs

What “Enterprise-Grade” Actually 
Means for Small Teams

Predictability

• Same inputs same outputs

• No surprises at payout time

Defensibility

• Numbers can be explained

• Decisions can be traced

Adaptability

• Rules evolve without rework

• Changes don’t require IT tickets

Resilience

• More than one person can run 
the program

• The system doesn’t collapse 
under change
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If you check four or more boxes, your program is carrying meaningful risk.

Reaching a breaking point doesn’t mean the program has failed.

It means the foundation needs reinforcement.

Volume & Complexity

Participant count has grown beyond what 
the original setup was designed to handle

Rules have changed or expanded 
multiple times in the past year

More than one data source feeds 
program calculations

Calculations are difficult to 
validate quickly

Visibility & Confidence

Leadership questions require manual 
analysis to answer

Engagement is inferred rather than 
clearly visible

Reports require explanation or 
interpretation

Finance asks for additional payout 
verification

Operational Risk

Payout cycles create anxiety or 
last-minute work

Errors are discovered manually 
instead of systematically

Exceptions are handled outside the 
core process

Documentation lives across files, 
emails, or personal notes

? People Dependency

One person is essential to keeping 
the program running

Coverage during vacations or turnover 
feels risky

Admin workload spikes around launches 
and payouts

Fire drills are accepted as “part of 
the job”

Are We at the Breaking Point?

This checklist helps program owners and leaders quickly assess whether their 
current incentive setup is approaching—or has already crossed—a breaking point.

Breaking Point ChecklistA Practical Playbook for Mid-Size Incentive Programs
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This comparison reflects what typically changes when programs move 
from spreadsheet-driven execution to a more dependable foundation.

The shift isn’t dramatic — it’s stabilizing.

Spreadsheet-Driven Programs

Before:

• Heavy reliance on manual 
tracking and reconciliation

• Significant time spent 
validating numbers

• Rules maintained through 
informal or tribal knowledge

• Engagement visibility inferred, 
not measured

• Payout cycles require 
heightened vigilance

• Program success depends on 
individual heroics

• Automated ingestion and calculation 
of core data

• Clear, documented rules with 
controlled flexibility

• Consistent visibility into progress
and participation

• Fewer reconciliation cycles and 
fewer corrections

• Predictable monthly 
admin workload

• Programs operate independently of 
any single person

Before / After Admin Workload ComparisonA Practical Playbook for Mid-Size Incentive Programs

Dependable Program Foundations

After:

Before and After
Admin Workload Comparison

Teams don’t spend less time because they care less.
They spend less time because the system carries more of the load.
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