


If your program relies on participants to remember it exists, 
it’s already failing.

Modern programs initiate engagement. They push activity, 
reminders, progress, and reinforcement into the flow of work 
instead of hiding behind logins and portals.

Engagement Is Designed, Not Assumed1.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Engagement that must 
be remembered will 
eventually be forgotten.

Launch excitement is not strategy.

Modern programs are built around the first three weeks, when 
habits either form or collapse. Early wins, visible progress, and 
momentum loops are intentionally designed.

The First 21 Days Are Engineered2.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Week Three decides 
the fate of most 
incentive programs.

Strong rewards cannot compensate for weak structure.

Modern incentives prioritize mechanics: progress visibility, 
milestones, pacing, and feedback. Rewards amplify behavior 
— they do not create it.

Mechanics Matter More Than Rewards3.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Rewards amplify 
behavior. They don’t 
create it.
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If progress requires effort to find, motivation collapses.

Participants should always know where they stand, what’s 
next, and how close they are. If it takes a report or an email, 
progress effectively doesn’t exist.

Progress Is Always Visible4.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Invisible progress kills 
momentum.

Long-term goals create silence.

Modern programs create weekly forward motion through short 
cycles, intermediate wins, and reinforcement.

Micro-Momentum Is Built In5.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Momentum is 
manufactured, not 
accidental.

Static programs assume ideal behavior.

Modern programs assume variance. High performers, the 
middle majority, and late starters require different paths 
without requiring a rebuild.

Programs Adapt to Performance Reality6.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

One-size-fits-all 
incentives quietly 
exclude most of the 
audience.
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If success makes a program harder to manage, it will 
be throttled.

Modern programs reduce manual tracking, exception 
handling, and retroactive fixes.

Admin Effort Does Not Scale Linearly7.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Admin friction kills 
more programs than 
budget cuts.

Dashboards that only explain the past are irrelevant.

Modern programs surface engagement risk, momentum stalls, 
and intervention signals early.

Data Is Actionable, Not Decorative8.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Data exists to guide 
action — not justify 
history.

Fear of overpayment leads to conservative rules.

Modern programs use caps, thresholds, and validation logic 
to enable generosity without exposure.

Overpayment Risk Is Engineered Out9.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

Confidence beats 
control.
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Participants engage with progression, not transactions.

Modern programs tell a clear story of why it matters, what 
success looks like, and how today connects to tomorrow.

The Program Creates Narrative, Not Noise11.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

If it can’t be 
explained as a story, 
it will be ignored.

Programs that chase 
the top feel good. 
Programs that move the 
middle perform.

Programs do not collapse suddenly — they decay quietly.

Modern programs surface early warning signals before 
disengagement becomes permanent.

Engagement Failure Is Detectable Early12.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:

You should know by 
Week Three if the 
program will survive.

Top performers expect incentives — and competitors provide them.

Modern programs protect and retain top performers, but they are 
architected to drive growth in the middle majority, where incremental 
gains live.

The Middle Majority Drives ROI — Top Performers 
Are Strategically Maintained

10.

NON-NEGOTIABLE:
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You already know the answer to that.

The real question is:

Most incentive programs weren’t designed to survive modern attention spans, modern workloads, 
or modern expectations. They were designed to track, not to drive.

A working session.

One where we look at:
• How your current program is structured
• Where engagement is likely to decay
• Which mechanics are missing—or working against you
• Whether your program can realistically survive past 

launch momentum

Sometimes the answer is small changes.
Sometimes it’s structural.
Either way, the clarity tends to pay for itself.

Before You Change Anything

If you recognized your 
program in this document, 
that’s not a failure.

It’s clarity.

What usually breaks 
them isn’t intent, budget, 
or buy-in.

It’s structure.

The Question Isn’t “Do We Need Incentives?”

Which of these non-negotiables are your current programs quietly violating?

And more importantly:

Because that’s where most programs don’t technically fail — they simply stop moving.

What happens in Week Three?

Not a demo. 
Not a platform tour. 
Not a sales pitch.

This is Where a 
Conversation Helps
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If you want a second set of eyes from people who spend all 
day fixing programs after Week Three breaks them, we’re 
happy to compare notes.

If not, keep this document handy.
It will tell you what to watch for.

Either way, now you know what “modern” actually requires.

No Pressure. 
No Commitments.

Questions? Contact carl.macdonald@vibesmg.com
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