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The Engagement Drop-Off Report

Why Incentive Programs Spike Early — Then Quietly Collapse

A research-style, data-informed report on engagement decay
and momentum design.
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They fail at week 1

Executive Summary

Incentive programs rarely fail at launch. Most launch with strong early participation,
visible excitement, and encouraging activity. Then, within weeks, engagement
declines sharply—often without clear explanation.

This report analyzes why engagement decays after early success, why portal-based
engagement models fail, and why incentive mechanics—not reward
value—determine sustained behavior.

The findings are based on observed engagement patterns across mid-size programs,
behavioral science principles, and operational failure analysis.

Research Lens & Methodology

This report synthesizes insights from:

W@l Observed engagement patterns Z37| Login, participation, and completion
across mid-size incentive programs AN trends over time
ﬁi‘} Behavioral science (habit formation, ﬁ Operational analysis of programs
reinforcement theory, attention economics) L that stall without visibly failing

Scope: mid-size programs, small admin teams (1-3 people), sales, enablement, and partner incentives.

This report does not assume poor rewards, lazy participants, or bad intent. It assumes normal human
behavior interacting with imperfect systems.



SECTION1

The Engagement Spike Illusion Engagement Curve (Week 0-12)

Most incentive programs follow the same
engagement curve: a launch spike driven
by novelty, followed by rapid normalization
and silent decline

Early engagement reflects curiosity and
visibility—not sustained commitment.

SECTION 2

Why Engagement Collapses After Week Three

« Cognitive load increases as novelty fades
+ Progress becomes unclear or invisible
+ Reinforcement loops disappear

Week three is the point where systems stop carrying engagement and participants
are expected to self-motivate.

SECTION 3

Portal-Dependent vs Pushed Engagement The Portal Myth

The belief that partners will log in eventually
is structurally flawed.

Optional systems do not attract sustained
attention. Portal-dependent programs
consistently show steep engagement decay.

This is not a motivation problem—it is a
distribution and attention problem.

@ Portal-Dependent @ Pushed Engagement




SECTION 4

Mechanics vs Rewards
Increasing reward value temporarily boosts
activity but does not sustain engagement.

Rewards reinforce behavior.
Mechanics shape behavior.

» Visible progress

+ Frequent micro-reinforcement
» Short feedback cycles

+ Predictable rules

SECTION 5

Reward Value vs Engagement Longevity

Diminishing returns: reward size does
not sustain engagement

Actual (diminishing)

Linear expectation

Diminishing
returns

How High-Performing Programs Engineer Momentum

» Progress is surfaced without requiring logins
» Effortis reinforced before outcomes

+ Cadence is predictable

» Friction is reduced at every step

Momentum is designed—not accidental.



Most incentive programs do not fail at
launch. They fail at week three—when
novelty fades and systems are exposed.

See how high-perfc
engineer momentt

Questions? Contact carl.macdonald@vibesmg.com
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