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RULES OF ENGAGEMENT: 

In a highly competitive and distracting 
world, gaining and keeping the attention 
of channel partners is a complex and 
difficult challenge.

In addition to a litany of daily distractions, 
many of the participants in your program 
may also be enrolled in several (or even 
dozens) other programs of brands they 
buy and sell each day, some of which are 
likely to be directly competitive to you.

In this way, the key objective of selling 
more product through channel partners is 
actually a task of competition for partner 
attention and activity in your program – or, 
in other words, standing out amongst your 
partners.

This guide is designed to provide some 
strategic insight and actionable advice on 
captivating the participant. An incentive or 
rebate offer tends to peak the attention 
of a partner network – but often met with 
a bevy of similar offers and promotions. 
It’s vital to continue to plan, target, launch, 
engage, reward, track, communicate to 

ensure high levels of repeat participation.

Create a strategic reward plan.

It all starts with planning. A highly engaging 
sales incentive program starts at the 
foundation- the blueprint design of the 
program incorporates audience segments, 
product SKUs, incentive or rebate offers, as 
well as a formula for how they all interact to 
reward the participants for desirable actions. 

There’s a delicate balance that exists in how 
incentive plans are designed. Too simple and 
the plan is uninspiring. Too confusing and the 
program is bewildering. Without the proper 
balance, the program loses engagement. 
Complexity does not have to equal confusion. 

For example, consider these two simple 
incentive scenarios:
A) When a user sells any product 

SKU, they get a $10 reward.

B) When a user sells any 10 product SKUs, 
they get a $100 total reward.

Gaining and keeping the 
attention of your channel 
partners in a complex 
world full of distractions 
can be a huge challenge.

DRIVING CHANNEL PARTNER 
ENGAGEMENT AND PERFORMANCE
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In example (A), the initial outcome is attention 
and activity. But because it’s structured more 
like a commission plan than a sales contest, after 
some time, the $10 reward becomes expected 
and commonplace when selling that brand. Make 
sale, expect reward, lather, rinse, and repeat.

In example (B), the simple strategic change 
of selling toward a goal has an effect on 
engagement. Participants sell toward an objective 
and remain competitive until reaching it. They 
keep track of their sales by checking progress, 
and receive a nice lump sum once they hit their 
target. They may be just two units from their 
goal during a customer interaction where your 
product is relevant.

Running with this concept we could add valuable 
complexity without the confusion with an 
example (C). 

C)  When a Northeast region user sells   
      any 10 product SKUs more than    
      $250, they get a $200 total reward.

In this example, a little more strategy is 
incorporated to an offer, yet, to the user’s 
experience, it’s quite similar to the more 
basic examples. The Northeast region per 
unit sales may be lagging. This challenge 
can be simply actioned by offering them a 
unique plan - incentivizing higher priced SKUs 
with a more tantalizing reward. To the user, 
they’re engaged to sell a certain volume and 
motivated to push the higher-end products 
that may have fallen behind.
Further or secondary incentives could also 
be considered to create more engagement 
while keeping it simple. For example, product 
bundling, diverse reward options, further 
audience tiering, rewarding with “chances” like 
a wheel spin or lottery entry, custom options 
that fit your program, and more.

Use partner data for audience 
segmentation. 

In the above example (C), a specific audience 
was designated for the particular promotion. 
This is a movement that’s been evolving in 
sales incentive programs to incorporate 
meaningful personalization in the program 
experience.

They may be just two units 
from their goal during a 
customer interaction where 
your product is directly 
relevant.

While the offer and earning is mainly the same, 
there is an important distinction between the two 
that effects engagement.
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Unless the entire audience of a program 
all has the same behaviors, tendencies, 
performances, goals, and characteristics, 
targeting promos and other groups within the 
audience is a powerful tool to keeping your 
participants engaged. For Administrators, the 
power of segmentation lies in the ability to 
tailor specific campaigns to different regions, 
divisions, roles, and more. 

In example (C) of the previous section, the 
Northeast region per unit sales may have 
been lagging as seen in their reporting. This 
challenge can be actioned by Administrators 
through offering them the unique plan of 
incentivizing higher priced SKUs paired with 
a more tantalizing reward. This helps short 
term goals get met. Furthermore, segmented 
audiences also give Admins the ability to view 
segmented reporting if they’d like, allowing 
them to see more clearly the actionable steps 
needed to boost their program. This helps 
ensure long term strategic goals are met.

To the user, the personalization afforded by 
segmentation provides them with a relevant 
offer, which is inherently more interesting. It 
is also supportive of strategic goals of Admins, 
and more attractive to the user because of the 
opportunity to earn more. They are now likely 
to be engaged to sell a certain volume and 
motivated to push the higher-end products 
that may have fallen behind.

Segmentation ability goes beyond simple 
geographic metric like location. You can 
leverage partner data to segment by any 
actionable data points available to you – and 
this includes behavioral, sales, or contact data. 
Dealers who are outperforming may want 
to be treated differently than those dealers 
that have yet to start performing. Tiers – like 
gold, silver, or bronze audiences – are often 
leveraged to create earnings thresholds based 
on performance levels. Reach the next tier 
by out-performing, or risk dropping a tier 
by under-performing.  “A tiered program 
can maximize program ROI by amplifying 
rewards for the best performers, while 
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“It saves your business thousands of dollars by not 

rewarding ordinary behavior, so you can spend those 

dollars on the performers who truly deserve it.” 

- George Kriza, Incentive Magazine

reducing the rewards for lower performers,” 
advises George Kriza on Incentivemag.com. 
“It saves your business thousands of dollars 
by not rewarding ordinary behavior, so you 
can spend those dollars on the performers 
who truly deserve it.” This strategic targeting 
ability creates an experience for the user 
that appeals to them specifically, giving them 
comfort and interest, both characteristics of 
repeat engagement. When compared to a 
general broadcasted offer that competitors 
may be offering, attention tends to err toward 
the more sticky relevant offers. Remember: 
Beyond targeted promotions, audience 
segmentation enables strategically targeted 
communications, training, and other program 
tools.

Strategically launch your program

You’ve got a great incentive plan with 
attractive promotions for relevant audiences. 
Now you must launch your program, increase 
the hype around it, and make sure everyone 
knows about it!

The more thoroughly you can communicate 
the promotions you’re running- their rules, 
and how to participate- the greater your 
chance of success. Tragically, there are some 
great programs out there not getting the 

participation that they deserve simply because 
dealers are unaware they even exist. Program 
overviews and instructional content are 
powerful tools in gaining buy-in before launch. 
A buffer on the program and its benefits helps 
partners to sell themselves into the program 
before even logging in. 

In addition to overviews, present case studies, 
testimonials and examples of partners who 
have benefited from your incentives in the 
past are useful. Newcomers to your program 
may be skeptical if they’re not familiar with 
the benefits your program offers. Real-world 
concrete examples will give them perspective 
into how easy it can be to achieve through 
your promotion. Remember, you’re marketing 
to your partners just like they’re potential 
customers. 

Nielsen research shows 92% of people will 
trust a recommendation from a peer, and 70% 
will trust a recommendation from someone 
they don’t even know. “A powerful testimonial 
that contains measurable results can be the 
one thing that makes a prospect take notice,” 
writes Rachel Clapp Miller on Hubspot.com.
You’ll find that various partners prefer 
different modes of communication when 
it comes to staying informed on campaign 
updates. As such, it’s a good idea to 
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“Change up the competition period to 

keep it fresh...the prospect of future 

rewards could give participants extra 

oomph to reach their goals.” 

- Jason Mauser, Entrepreneur

disseminate your information through 
several channels at once- consider emails, 
texts, phone messages, posters, printed sell-
sheets, etc. Remember to equip all partner 
representatives (or VARs, Contractors, TAMs, 
RSMs and other managers) with all of the 
detail and content around the program you 
can. 

Please see more of WorkStride’s 
recommendations in the recently published 
guide on finding your way through a 
successful incentive program launch.

Vary up the promotion types

Offer intermittent mini promotions- or 
boosts. To renew interest at intervals when 
your promotion might start to feel like old 
news to participants, stage surprise promos 
or competitions that offer greater-than-usual 
rewards on a temporary basis. 

For example, think about other actionable 
behaviors that you’d like to incentivize. 
Behaviors like trainings completed, referrals, 
and other performance metrics can be 
incorporated into your promotions to create 

strategic complexities that may be unique to 
you and your specific program goals.

The extra incentive may be just what 
participants need on a gray Monday morning 
or after a slump in sales. “Why not make the 
process of earning rewards fun? Change up 
the competition every sales period to keep it 
fresh,” advises Jason Mauser in Entrepreneur. 
“The prospect of future rewards could give 
participants extra oomph to reach their goals.”

Incorporate tracking and 
gamification into your program

If you’re managing a web-based program 
portal, visuals help entice participation. 
Examples include leader boards, personal 
reporting, widgets that display amount 
needed to achieve next tier, time remaining 
in the promotions, etc. Channel partners, 
like most direct sales people, tend to have 
competitive natures that often respond well to 
sales challenges and friendly games that test 
their abilities to sell. 

Make your campaign more fun for them by 
keeping them apprised of their results against 
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strategic goals, perhaps giving rewards in 
several categories- such as highest sales 
volume, highest number of units sold, highest 
add-on sales or highest number of new 
customers. 

Research posted by software firm Anadea.
com indicates 90% of professionals are more 
productive when they use gamification, and 
72% believe gamification inspires them to 
work harder.

To further the promotion experience, consider 
some rewards in the form of “chances” instead 
of dollars. Chances provides the user the 
opportunity to participate in a lottery drawing 
for a large payout or trip, or spin a virtual 
wheel with multiple reward denominations. 
Using chances as a “kicker,” or extra earning 
for something positive, goes a long way in 
driving outperformance while making things 
memorable. 

Offer a significant and meaningful 
rewards experience

An attractive sales promotion includes 

diverse, valuable, and relevant rewards. The 
opportunity to earn $100 for making a sale 
is attractive. But while $100 in one program 
could be redeemed for a true value Visa or 
Amazon card, $100 in another program could 
be limited to marked up merchandise, for 
example, a blender that costs $60 on Amazon.
In this way, reward options can make or break 
your program engagement. The reward is 
what the participant is working towards, and 
if the rewards are unattractive in value or 
choice, the motivation can easily go out the 
window.

For these reasons, WorkStride’s philosophy on 
rewards is primarily two-fold:

1) Provide choice. Merchandise is okay to 
include as an incentive item; but the programs 
with highest levels of engagement diversify 
the offering beyond one type, to include gift 
cards, Visas, and more. Different audiences 
may be entitled or simply want different 
rewards choices. A gift card  or merchandise 
might be appropriate for a participant earning 
hundreds in rewards a year. A participant 
earning tens-of-thousands of rewards per 
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year might prefer reloadable Visas or Direct 
Deposit (ACH). Options are your friend.

2) Provide Dollar-dollar value. A not-so-secret 
secret of the incentive space is that rewards 
are often marked up (like the $60 blender 
for $100 in rewards example above). It’s an 
area of frustration with many formal program 
Admins, and a reason why WorkStride’s 
business model has not included marked up 
rewards. Imagine working hard to earn $100 
in rewards, only to find the item you choose 
can be bought for almost half as much outside 
the program. The reality for the participant is 
that they basically earned $60, not $100. 

In addition to merchandise mark ups, point 
programs that aren’t $1-1 point often mask 
the mark up, creating a point value that 
distorts value at a disadvantage to the user. 
For example, if $1 is 15 points, and if 3,000 
points will earn your participant a $100 gift 
card, then they earned $200 to actually only 
receive $100. This will be noticed by program 
users and often hampers their dedication to 
the program. 

Another important reward detail that is 
often overlooked but critical to participant 
experience and engagement is speed 
Earned rewards should be provided to users 
as immediately as possible and instant 
gratification is most ideal. Yes, there are 
protocols to adhere to for claim validation, 
bulk approvals, and more, but the closer the 
gratification is to the action that gained the 
reward, the better. Removing red tape and 
expediting reward workflows is imperative to 

the health of your program.

A formal program, like WorkStride, will 
have features and functions to automate 
claims against source data for immediate 
reward issuance. Other functions enable a 
concise queue for the particular approver(s) 
to click through and approve or deny sales 
submissions, making personal validation 
efficient. No matter which your particular 
business process calls for, you can ensure the 
quick, timely, and accurate delivery of rewards 
to recipients, which will avoid frustration and 
lack of loyalty that often come coupled with 
delays and erroneous payments. 

 “Today’s society is increasingly fast-paced, 
and technology, like smartphones, have 
helped create a constant craving for instant 
gratification,” advises Jason Mauser in 
Entrepreneur. “You have to deliver the 
reward in a timely manner or you’ll lose the 
opportunity to quickly engage them and 
make the reward as meaningful as you can. 
Incentives delivered quickly and regularly also 
help provide reminders of the behavior(s) that 
led to the reward in the first place and keep 
communication channels open.”

Communicate, communicate, 
communicate

The initial broadcast of the program and its 
rules should not be where communication 
starts and ends. Continue to reach and engage 
participants with different communication 
strategies.
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The incentive program is in place to foster 
sales promotions and contest participation, 
but it serves as much more. For many OEMs, 
the program is the main means of connection 
between them and their partner audiences. 
Since you have the attention of the valuable 
program audience, there are many ways you 
use it to better the relationship.

Your digital communications plan might include 
informational messages, company updates, 
new product information, and statements of 
encouragement. In advanced programs, you 
could often automate program messages via 
mediums like email and text message, so that 
different recipient actions and reactions trigger 
different responses from your company. A 
study this year found 51% of U.S. companies 
are already using such marketing automation 
and 58% of B2B companies plan to adopt the 
technology in the future.

Recall back to segmentation strategy and apply 
these to communications. Specific content or 
messaging may be applicable and impactful 
for certain groups over others. In this way, 
the incentive plan warrants a complimentary 
communication plan at several intervals of the 
promotion. 

Anticipate and answer FAQs. Act as a true 
team player with your partners by knowing 
ahead what customers are likely to ask about 
your product or program, and providing 
accurate answers to those questions. 

Make sure you include clear information on 
certain program requirements, like how to 
register or how to redeem rewards. The more 
transparent you can be about challenges 
that may arise while selling your product, the 
better your channel partners can understand 
and overcome customer objections. “A well-
written, well-located, well-presented FAQ 
(list) can boost conversion by addressing 
prospect concerns,” advises Anthony St. Clair 
on Teamoutpost.com. “It can also reduce 
customer service load by answering customer 
questions without a phone call, live chat or 
support email.”
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When it comes to improving partner participation 
in your incentive promotions, the subject matter 
experts at WorkStride are here to help you meet 
your goals and objectives. Through world class 
software and white glove service, we advise our 
clients so your partners remain interested and 
motivated regardless of program scope, logic, or 
other complexities.  
 
Let’s have a conversation! Call us to learn 
more at 212-689-1200, or contact sales.

https://www.workstride.com/contact-us/



