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enthusiasm stagnation budget cuts
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The result:

This guide exposes the hidden traps in traditional incentive buying—and 
shows you what really drives performance in indirect sales environments.

This process consistently leads mid-size programs to 
platforms that look powerful on paper but fail to generate 
real partner engagement in practice.

The problem?

Most teams shopping for an incentive management 
platform follow the same process: compare features, 
tally up catalog options, browse a few dashboards, 

and narrow the shortlist.

Introduction
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Partners don’t wake up thinking about your portal, your dashboard, or your 
catalog. They don’t log in because you bought a system. They engage when 
something cuts through the noise, grabs attention, and motivates action 
repeatedly—not once a quarter.

That is the missing piece in most buying decisions.

When buyers search for incentive tools, they tend to prioritize 
the visible, easy-to-evaluate items:

Section 1: The Feature Trap

• Rules engine configurability
• Points systems
• Catalog size

These are table stakes. Every modern platform has them. 
And yet most programs still underperform.

Why? Because platform features 
have very little to do with whether 
indirect sellers stay active.

• Reporting features
• Integrations
• Self-serve admin controls

2



Here’s what incentive admins rarely say in 
discovery calls—but always feel behind the scenes:

Section 2: The Real Problems Buyers Don’t Talk About

These issues have one root cause: 
engagement decay, not platform 
limitations.

And no rules engine, catalog, or 
workflow solves that.

Our partners forget 
the program exists.

Login numbers keep 
dropping.

We don’t have the 
staff to run big 
campaigns.

Our Year 1 launch was 
great, and then 
everything flattened out.

We’re struggling to 
show program impact 
beyond redemptions.
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Traditional platforms—including the biggest names 
in the industry—still rely on the portal model:

Section 3: Why Portal-Based Systems Plateau

Hope is not a strategy, and the market is 
proving it. Portal fatigue is real. Indirect sellers 
juggle dozens of competing tools—LMS, 
rewards, deal registration, content portals, 
communications systems, you name it.

Expecting them to voluntarily dig into another 
system is unrealistic.

That’s why so many incentive programs flatline.
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Build the program Launch it

3. Hope partners log in

4. Hope they stay motivated

5. Hope the program stays 
top-of-mind

then HOPE
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Small, fast, timely nudges that keep the brand present and the program alive.
1.

Instead of waiting for partners to find the program, you bring missions, 
challenges, and rewards to them.

2.

Campaign mechanics designed to generate action—short sprints, gamified 
tasks, story-driven challenges, seasonal pushes.

3.

You replace the annual “big reveal” approach with a rolling cadence of 
mini-campaigns.

4.

Mid-size teams don’t need more tools; they need more bandwidth. Programs 
thrive when someone helps drive them.

5.

The programs that succeed don’t rely on logins or passive 
participation. They run on a different engine:

These elements are the real difference between a platform that sits 
there and a program that performs all year.

Section 4: What Actually Drives Performance
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If you want a 
program that 
doesn’t flatline after 
the launch, the 
buying criteria need 
to change.

Section 5: The New Playbook for Incentive Success

This is the real ROI equation for 
mid-size incentive programs.

“Will this system actually drive 
partner action month after 
month?”

“Does it deliver incentives, 
education, and nudges directly 
to sellers?”

“Does it help us run campaigns 
without adding headcount?”

“Does it keep us top-of-mind 
with low-attention partners?”

“Does the vendor help us 
generate momentum—not just 
configure settings?”

“Does this platform support 
my rules?”

“Does it have enough 
catalog items?”

“Is the reporting clean?”

INSTEAD OF 
ASKING:
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Section 6: 
A Smarter Way to Choose Your Next Incentive Platform

Most platforms fail this test—not because 
they’re bad tools, but because they’re built on 
an outdated engagement model.

If login-dependent, they don’t.

If all they show is dashboards, they don’t.

If the only channel is a portal, they don’t.

If they rely on your staff to run everything, they don’t.

If the core story is points, payouts, and catalog variety… they don’t.

Before you shortlist vendors, pressure test them 
on the outcomes that matter:
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Conclusion: The Industry Is Changing—Fast

If you're evaluating incentive platforms this quarter and want a clear, unbiased 
framework for comparing vendors, we’ve built a companion checklist:

Ask for it, and we’ll send it to you.

Questions? Contact carl.macdonald@vibesmg.com
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Platform features used to be the competitive edge. Now they’re commodities.
The teams winning in indirect sales are the ones ditching the portal-centric 

model and embracing a continuous activation approach.

The future belongs to systems that:
Deliver directly to partners

Drive action, not just track it

Keep programs alive without extra headcount

Combine tech with campaign energy

Measure real performance impact, not just logins


