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A Buyer's Guide for Teams
That Can’t Afford Complexity

If you're responsible for running an incentive program—and you don't

have a large ops team, unlimited IT support, or months to get it right—this
guide was written for you.




You're expected to deliver

enterprise-grade resulits: Butyou're doing it with:

a small admin team (often one or
4 Mid-size incentive SO
* . . i fect dat
programs live in an e
limited tolerance for tools that
uncomfortable create more work than they
middle ground. S

Most incentive technology isn’t built
for this reality.

Some platforms are designed for massive enterprise ecosystems—powerful, but heavy, slow to deploy,
and expensive to operate. Others are built for short-term promotions—simple, but brittle once programs
repeat, scale, or change.

e programs heed something different.

This buyer’s guide is not about features, trends, or vendor promises. It's about operating reality.

engagement often collapses after tT:'S gt”r:fje 055;‘"”":5 '
launch—even when incentives are “well designed” ree things aboutyou:

1.  You are accountable for results,

incentive platforms quietly introduce complexity not just rollout

that teams end up managing in spreadsheets
2. You don't have the luxury of

capabilities actually reduce admin effort over rebuilding programs every cycle

time (and which only look good in demos)
3. You can't afford technology that

to evaluate incentive technology based on risk, adds friction before it adds value
effort, and sustainability—not marketing claims

If a platform depends on perfect data, heavy configuration, or constant vendor involvement to function,
it will eventually slow you down—no matter how impressive it looks at launch.

The purpose of this guide is simple:

to help you choose incentive management technology that drives engagement without
increasing operational drag, and that gets easier to run—not harder—the longer you use it.

If that's the problem you're trying to solve, you're in the right place.



‘ Mid-size incentive programs

live in the most neglected part
of the market. ’

1. Start With the Reality Most Buyers Avoid

Most incentive programs don't fail because of bad intent or weak rewards.

They fail because:

* Engagement spikes early, then drops sharply by week three or four

* Administrative effort increases every cycle instead of decreasing

» Data lives in spreadsheets no one fully trusts

+ The platform becomes something you manage, not something participants respond to

If you are responsible for selecting incentive technology, assume this upfront: complexity is your enemy,
participation is fragile, and admin time is your scarcest resource.

-not reward budget—is the real constraint.

2. Clarify What You're Actually Buying
Many vendors intentionally blur categories.

Incentive management technology is not:

* Arewards catalogue with a rules tab added later

+ Afull channel portal that also happens to pay points

+ A gamification layer that still relies on manual tracking

It is:

+ Asystem that converts performance data into timely, credible motivation
* A way to run repeatable incentive cycles without rebuilding everything

+ Aforce multiplier for small teams managing real programs

If the technology adds process before it produces engagement, it's not incentive
management—it's overhead.

management is a behavior system,
1logue.




3. The Core Capabilities That Actually Matter

3.1Rules and Logic

When rules are rigid, programs stall—or get quietly worked around in spreadsheets.
You should be able to define eligibility, tiers, accelerators, caps, and retroactivity without vendor intervention.

Rigid rules don’t prevent errors.
They push work into spreadsheets.

Workarounds are a signal,

not a failure of discipline.

3.2 Data Ingestion Without Drama

Mid-size programs rarely have pristine data pipelines.
The platform should accept common files, validate inputs clearly, and recalculate outcomes transparently.

Perfect data is a myth.
Good systems expect imperfection.

Design for reality, not ideal

pipelines.

3.3 Participant Experience That Doesn’t Depend on Motivation

Participants should not need to be highly motivated to stay engaged.

Progress, status, and wins should be pushed proactively. Engagement should not depend on
discovery or exploration.

Engagement that depends on
motivation will not last.

Systems must create

momentum, not ask for it.

3.4 Admin Control Without Engineering

If every change requires vendor support, the platform will become a bottleneck.
Admins should be able to launch, pause, adjust, and duplicate programs safely and independently.

If every change requires vendor support,
the platform becomes the bottleneck.

Operational independence

is a feature.

3.5 Audit-Ready Payouts

Trust erodes quickly when payouts are questioned.
Every reward should be traceable from performance to payout, with defensible exports and clear calculations

The fastest way to kill engagement is to
create doubt about payouts.

Trust compounds—or

erodes—fast.




4. Engagement Mechanics Beat Reward Value
Most teams start by debating rewards. Participants respond to mechanics.

What sustains engagement:
* Visible progress * Clear thresholds

* Shortcycles *  Momentum
What doesn't:
+ Bigger catalogues « Annual programs with infrequent feedback

+ Higher denominations

If engagement relies on reward size alone, it will decay.

wards don’t fix weak mechanics.

5. Beware the Portal Trap

Portals were designed for vendors, not participants.
For many mid-size programs, portals create friction through additional logins, unused features, and
administrative overhead.

This does not mean participants never log in. It means engagement should not depend on logging in.

n‘t fail because they exist. They fail
ngagement depends on them.

6. Implementation: Where Good Intentions Go to Die

Ask early:

* How long until the first incentive goes live?

* Who configures the rules?

*  What happens when requirements change mid-program?

For teams running mid-size programs with limited internal resources,
the right answers are:

* Weeks, not months
+ Configuration, not custom development
* Predictable scope, effort, and cost

If implementation requires long discovery phases or ongoing vendor dependence, the platform is
misaligned with your operating reality.

ampaigns should be easier than
-or something is wrong.




7. Pricing Models That Signal Fit—or Risk
Models that tend to work better for mid-size programs:
* Platform pricing aligned to program scale

+ Transparent reward economics

+ Optional services, not mandatory retainers

If year-two costs are difficult to forecast, expect friction.

doption increases cost, the model is misaligned.

8. Vendor Questions You Should Actually Ask

These questions surface operational risk, not feature gaps:
* Show how a mid-program rule change is handled

* Where do programs typically struggle after launch?

*  What admin work surprises buyers?

* How are payouts validated?

*  What does launching a second program look like?

You are not buying software. You are buying operational confidence.

2mos show possibility. Questions reveal reality.

9. A Practical Buying Checklist

Before shortlisting any vendor, confirm:

+ Designed for programs your size

+ Admin effort decreases over time

* Engagement does not depend on logins

* Rules and payouts are transparent

+ Scale comes from repetition, not complexity

If any of these are unclear or evasively answered, reconsider.

t feels heavier than what you're replacing,
the wrong choice.

++Fir

Most incentive platforms are built for massive enterprises or one-off promotions.
Mid-size programs sit in the middle—and that's where most operational pain lives.

Choose technology that respects your constraints, protects your time, and treats
engagement as a system, not a hope.
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Who This Is For

Leaders responsible for selecting, approving, or supporting incentive management technology for mid-size sales,
channel, or partner programs, typically run by small admin teams with limited tolerance for operational risk.

The Core Problem

Most incentive platforms are not built for mid-size programs.

They are either. The result is predictable:
Enterprise systems that are powerful but heavy, «  Platform pricing aligned to program scale
slow to deploy, and costly to operate - Transparent reward economics

or - Optional services, not mandatory retainers

Promo tools that work once, then collapse
under repetition, change, or scale

What Actually Matters When Buying Incentive Technology

1. Complexity Is the Real Cost 2. Engagement Is Fragile 3. Admin Time Is the Bottleneck
The biggest risk is not reward Programs don't fail because Most programs are run by one to
expense—it's operational drag. rewards are wrong. three people.

If a platform adds process They fail because participants Technology must reduce effort
before it produces engagement, lose visibility, momentum, and over time, not create dependency
it will fail over time. trust after launch. on vendors or services.

Capabilities That Predict Long-Term Success

«  Flexible rules that can change mid-program without rework

- Simple, transparent data ingestion (no perfect pipelines required)

+ Engagement that does not depend on participants “wanting” to log in
»  Full traceability from performance to payout

+ Repeatable program launches without reimplementation

Warning Signs to Watch For

+ Long discovery or implementation phases

+ Heavy reliance on portals as the primary engagement mechanism
+  Manual intervention required for routine changes

«  Pricing models that are difficult to forecast beyond year one

Bottom Line

The right incentive management technology:

+ Drives engagement without increasing admin burden
+ Gets easier to run the longer you use it
«  Fits the operating reality of mid-size programs

If it feels heavier than what you are replacing, it's the wrong choice.

Questions? Contact carl.macdonald@vibesmg.com
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