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What a time of change. It seems like everyone who is in the incentive industry is looking at the question of "so what's next, where do we go from here?" coupled with the realization that 'what made you great in the past might be what's hurting you now.' It's hard to realize that not just the industry is changing, but so are the clients, the award earners and everything related to the industry.

Today, in 2001, the future of the incentive industry seems even brighter than the past. More businesses are realizing they need to do more than give a pay check, a desk and a Christmas turkey. Businesses realize they need to spend the effort in re-recruiting their existing employees every day. Thus the birth of the B2E focus. 

Companies are realizing that their customers are more educated, more aware and more interested in finding the best solution that is the easiest to use and is a fair price. That a business needs to understand their customer and predict what they want before the customer even knows what they want. Thus the birth and growth of loyalty programs and providers.

To start looking forward incentive businesses need to look at the forces at work within the industry. The past 100 years of the incentive industry has been focused not so much on technology, but on the relationships between a sponsor client contact and the incentive supplier sales person. In many ways the award earner took second place, while a client contacts' needs and desires to go on group travel 'check out trips' or getting free 'samples' of merchandise awards, swayed the decision making. The award earner in many cases was held back from the decision making and or choosing the reward that would motivate them the best. 

Also, most of the business in the incentive industry was handled in a very manual way. Paper copies of sales invoices for tracking and/or reference so sales people could earn their 'award credits,' etc. Paper from people to people. Less then ten years ago most major incentive providers did not have personal computers to help process an incentive program. While larger mainframe systems were used to crunch larger batch files of data, this had little impact and/or involvement of the award earner. Not just computers, but even basic technologies like 1-800 numbers (FYI, the first 1-800 number in an award book was only introduced in the late 1980s) have been lacking in the world of incentives. Technology was a removed and distant thing in the incentive industry.

But that has now all changed dramatically! The incentive users are business people all across the world that needs access to help, ideas and solutions via technology. They need information, they need definable and measurable results. The days are gone, where results were documented within the industry as, 'the client liked the program and renewed it' and 'liked it' summed up the results. Clients now need and demand documented results and information in real-time. Technology allows this to happen. In the past an average program could take 30-days processing to take in sales data and invoices and then another 30 days to process the results and then another 30 days to post the results and award earnings. Today, that's unacceptable. 90 days is equivalent to two years in today's technology driven business.

BusinessHive believes that the world of incentives has been turned on its head. The proposition of focusing on the client contact has flipped and now it is the voice of the award earners that must be directly addressed. We believe that the award earners will be liberated by the use of technology and will give them a powerful say in what will or will not work. We are also seeing new and different players coming into the business. The last Chicago ITME MOSHOW gave a picture of a changing landscape of suppliers and technology. The next 100 years will be all about technology and award earners in the incentive industry. The next ten years will have an explosion of individual based rewards, programs and technologies.

Trends to watch or think about:

Industry Shake Down. For too long it has been an acceptable idea that the incentive industry is a 'fragmented' grouping of businesses only interested in turning a dollar based profit on selling 'pots & pans.' In the years ahead the industry players, especially the bigger and medium sized players, will need to work together on doing the impossible( sharing information. It is time for results, standards and research to be established and agreed upon. The research and activities to date have been more about selling the 'rewards stuff' in incentive programs, not on the true business and people results. Each incentive company staying closed to the idea of working together, to growing the validity and value of incentives, motivation, performance improvement programs and as an industry.

The next five years will be the true test if the incentive industry can grow beyond the past, inward focused activities and more towards an industry willing to document, prove, share and build a business case - globally - that incentives work. That it's less about lining the pockets of the incentive suppliers, and more about meeting the business objectives of the sponsor companies.

This is no small task. Collaboration is an almost unheard of thing within the incentive industry. But if the players cannot find a way to work together via industry associations (beyond window dressing), in the end the larger 'business universe' will begin to look at this powerful resource as hokey, smoke-and-mirrors, cult-like, mumbo-jumbo junk (USA TODAY). Creating a shift in the dollars away and towards more defined, documented and understood areas (like training, career development, pay compensation, CRM, etc.) is needed.

If the incentive industry is unable to do this, the inertia to move it forward will be lost, and over time, the industry could begin to dissolve - going the way of the steel industry, the railroad industry and the buggy whip industry into obscurity.

Reward & Payment Technologies. Award earners and sponsor companies are going to continue to look at new reward technologies, like cards, web based virtual awards, smart cards and other payment technologies. Where companies need to be careful is not getting too enamored with the technology and how it works, but more with how the award earner can access what they want and how easy it is for the sponsor companies to manage the awards offered. 

In 1995 when debit cards hit the incentive industry there was a great wailing and gnashing of teeth because of its technology, and whether it was 'really an award with trophy value, etc.' The mistake was in thinking the card was the award. When in fact it is what the award earner can do with the card that mattered more. Or how easy and accurate it is to manage for the sponsor company. Few were focused on building an 'experience' or 'membership' around the card based products. The same holds true today with web based awards. The technology means no more than access, security and portability. Companies in the incentive industry should be looking at how to combine the technology with packaging, partnerships, communications, offerings, management tools, etc. 

In the next two years we will see award programs move to PDAs, cell phones, lap-tops, web-TV, etc. Again, hopefully not focusing on the 'gee-wiz' factor of technology, but rather on how the award earners can  get more of what motivates them, while sponsor companies more easily and accurately are able to track, confirm and audit issuance and results.

So when someone in the incentive industry says, 'web only awards is the way to go' or 'card only awards or book merchandise only', they are off base. What people should be doing is finding a way to bring trophy value, program management, awards management and results to a higher level via technology, collaboration and new ideas.

Cards, web, paper checks, points, award credits, book of awards merchandise - really mean little then access to those rewards that change behavior. Look beyond means and more towards the result.

Productization. The incentive industry has not begun the full exploitation of the idea that by taking the products, services and ideas they sell & support, they can turn them into recreate-able events, with a standard of quality and experience at a pre-determined cost. It has been a 'one off'/ custom industry for a long time, but now will require a variety of products that can be packaged, branded and sold time and time again. 

This does not mean that their wouldn't be clients needing customized support and services, but the truly profitable businesses within the industry will be the ones that are able to produce and provide a variety of understandable products that can be purchased quickly and easily and repurchased again and again. This will grow the demand for branding, product management and development and even marketing, beyond a sales brochure.

One of the blind spots of the incentive industry has been the fact that successful companies focused on an account-by-account strategy. Supporting, operating, living by account teams with one focus( that specific account. The bigger picture was no further than that specific account. This created a very narrow view of the market and needs. This lead to no standardization, no generally accepted quality levels or product mentalities. Everything was a "one off" - client by client. This will change as the years unfold.

Home sweet business. With the continued growth of diversity in the workforce, along with the fact that many businesses are going 'virtual' (i.e. ATT alone has put more than 50,000 of their workers in their homes - virtual office). Technology will become the link by which a company stays in touch with their employees. Technology is blind to diversity, but it is a great enabler. Technology will become the new company 'break-room or water cooler.' Technology will allow more people to become involved in incentive programs and grow the depth in which incentives are used with a business. Incentives can build a bridge between remote workers and the employer, it can improve the bond and mental ties.

New players with new goals. The incentive industry is a greatly fragmented business. At this time there are no clear leaders, owners, pathfinders. But technology will allow this to change. It will allow people to begin pulling together their skills, their products, their services and begin offering them to anyone and everyone. Overnight we will see this fragmentation change to 'great alliances and partnerships' all thanks to technology. We will also see mergers, acquisitions and joint ventures become the norm within this industry (which has seen very little of this business activity, again the industry is about 10 years behind the rest of the world). Technology will begin linking up suppliers, clients, competitors into a seamless line of solutions and resources.

These new players bring marketing dollars and are also building awareness of incentives to more industries, growing the understanding and maybe even demand for incentives to new customers. Even if these new players come and go, their marketing dollars grow the demand for incentives in the future.

Informed and connected customers. The web and 'enterprise wide systems' (i.e. the linking of all systems within a business and/or business supply chain) has changed not only the incentive industry but also all businesses. No longer can a business not think, 'How do I allow all my clients and all my suppliers to have access to my systems, my data, and my products/services.' These technologies will allow clients to custom design and build what they need to generate results. Imagine allowing a client and a supplier working together, to get reporting, invoicing, rewards design, program administration, communications, training, everything right on the client’s desk-top PC (or new network technologies). Then linking up all the incentive program participants, award earners, award suppliers, etc. The web alone is dramatically changing the landscape of players and users. 

Smart Webs. Smart cards and the web will grow the ability of rewards choice, program security and the merging of programs. Now a participant will belong to a company sponsored sales incentive program, while tapping into a service anniversary employee program and finally a consumer loyalty program. One participant, in many programs, with unique and specific program objectives. Maybe, and dare we even speak the words, someday we'll see the pooling of the award funds/earning into one account. Giving the award earner the power to choose. We see in the next five to eight years the birth of smart cards merging with the web, allowing a company to give a smart card to an employee, and it has their medical benefits on it, their network security access, their incentive program, etc. Then via the web an employee (or a distributor, etc.) could go online and carry out a variety of activities. Whether that would be getting a cash spif, or earning points on sales program, or redeeming those points at a web based retailer, or even getting access to the 401K plan. These two technologies will impact the incentive market with speed, security, flexibility and choice.

The small shall become big news. Incentive suppliers and players have mainly focused on the larger businesses. How many times have a group of incentive companies gone after the same 'Big Detroit Auto Manufacturer, Inc.', and it has been a small pond, with a few fishing boats trolling the same waters. Technology changes that totally. Now smaller and medium sized businesses can get access to the same products and services. No one in the industry has done well tapping into or supporting small and medium sized business. Within 10 years, because of the current technologies, the Lion share of the market will be focused on these smaller and medium sized business. While this will cause problems for a great many of today's incentive suppliers (they have built big Battleships to take on wars that are going away) the truth is, we will see the size of the whole incentive market grow dramatically. 

While some resources define the incentive industry being at $24 billion in sales, BusinessHive has determined that the incentive market is actually closer to $60 billion. Even this number will look like peanuts in the years ahead. Because of technology, new players and new users, the industry will grow to well beyond $100 billion.

Think globally, act locally. Technology allows for the internalization of business. Beyond just simply having things in many languages, it allows for companies to now operate in the same system of delivery. Programs will become global in nature. Participants of incentives will need to have access to and be involved with all areas of marketing, sales and incentives no matter the country or the time zone. Also, incentive programs and suppliers will need to be 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Technology is timeless and boundary-less. 

In the near future the concept of a global incentive currency, the ability to deliver a single incentive program anywhere in the world, taking into account local customs and buying habits will be the requirement, not the oddball request. Award earners on every continent, program managers in every operating unit with global results.

Growing towards consumer programs. The next five years will see a shift in the whole industry towards consumer based and/or involved programs. The dollars are shifting that way. Why? Because the same logic of the past 30 years is now being applied to the consumer. Technology has allowed the consumer to become more informed and more involved in the buying process. The consumer, via technology, now has a voice. In the not too distant future consumers will have the ability to provide input at every stage of business, from product design, to service to incentive program performance and rewards. 

Imagine a customer designing the product they want, paying for it and then giving feedback on the whole experience (i.e. customer satisfaction index/survey). Now imagine that those involved in delivering the product get their reward earnings based on the customer’s feedback. The danger in the incentive industry is that most of the larger players have built businesses focused on dealer programs. These type of programs are small in comparison to a consumer program (5,000 in a dealer program Vs. 1,000,000 in a consumer program). And most current players don't have the skill or the wherewithal to support these larger programs. 

Individual Incentive Plans. We see in the future, thanks to all this technology, the ability for a person (an employee, or a distributor or even a customer) to put together a very targeted, very personal incentive plan with personalized reward choice. Most of today’s reward offerings are all about 'piles of stuff' - but more choices of things that have no meaning is value-less to the award earner. A reward that has no meaning is not a reward. The future, via the web and other technologies will allow companies to plan programs where every individual has a specific, personalized plan of results objectives AND rewards.

Individual Travel Will Continue To Grow. Technology has improved our world, but it has also increased our work efforts. Work is with us everywhere we go because of technology. At the same time people want to get away more often, for shorter trips. We see this in the fact that individual travel continues to grow. Most people want to take three incentive trips a year, over a long weekend. One trip for family, one trip for time with a significant other, and one for fun/the self. Technology has made us all more productive, but at the same time people have a hard time being out of the office for eight days in a row (and when most people go on these short trips they leave the laptops at home!) So people want to get away and do their own thing when they want and how they want.

Experiences. Demand and desire for experiences over stuff will continue to grow. Award earners will want to grow their life worth through travel, through education, through experiences that make a perceived difference in their lives. They will want to be more than the things they own, they want to leave an experience legacy to their children, friends, family and selves. 

In the end, if any business that either supports the incentive industry, or uses the incentive industry to help their business is not thinking of ways to grow outwards via technology then they are dead, they just don't realize it yet. Survival is not the path to strive towards; change, growth and new approaches are. It is better to find ways via technology to 'cannibalize yourself' than letting someone else get there first. So all those individuals within the incentive world sitting behind their desks saying, "Technology is a fad" or, "Technology will never replace the relationships we have", better wake-up.

Technology will never replace the creative mind or the personal side of business. But those using technology to make things easier, faster and smarter for their clients will survive and prosper. Those that do not will be turned into crude oil (that's what happened to the Dinosaurs after they died).

Simple Terms

The Internet has changed the incentive industry in a way that cannot be over looked. In some ways the Web has created a back to the future environment whereas, 200 years ago a person would work with a knowledgeable crafts person to build and craft the desired goods or service. This process took all the elements of the individual’s wants and needs into account and created a sharing of information and knowledge in a one-to-one format. Technology has done the same thing.

The world will shortly need to come to terms with (in the business-to-business, business to-employee and consumer world) the end user having input, interaction and say in the final product. One to one relationships, products and thinking are becoming the way businesses build service and operate their products and services, creating more long-term profits and loyal customers.

Look at one simple fact. In 1997 there were less than five fully developed web sites in the whole incentive industry, specific to incentives. This year there are over 30,000 sites and growing monthly. At this rate there will be more web sites in place and active within two years than there are existing suppliers and players in the whole industry, meaning new competitors, new products, new thinking and new markets.

By: David C Carrithers, Chief Bee Keeper, written in 2000 
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