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Incentive and recognition programs often start strong and then stall over time. Participation fades, 
performance lifts shrink, and the same rewards that once excited people begin to feel ordinary. That 
fade is incentive fatigue – the natural drop-off in motivation when incentives are too frequent, too 
predictable, opaque, or poorly matched to the work and the people doing it.

Fortunately, recent research points to practical ways to design programs that may keep their power 
longer and deliver measurable business results. In summary, the research recommends that designers 
acknowledge the following factors and address them accordingly:

•	 �Habituation: People get used to frequent, low-signal rewards. 
Fix: Reduce frequency for tangible rewards; save them for moments that matter and offer variety. 
Use cash for more frequent, less “special” rewards. 

•	 �Over stacking: Too many mechanics (points, badges, drawings) add noise. 
Fix: Prioritize one clear incentive path aligned to the business outcome.  

•	 �Weak connection to skill and value: If the program doesn’t build ability or enable progress,  
motivation often wanes. 
Fix: Tie incentives to learning that moves the metric (e.g., certified completion tied to clear  
business metrics). 

•	 �Fairness and trust gaps: If the program or its rules feel unclear or arbitrary, people may disengage. 
Fix: Publish simple rules, show transparent scoring, and pair rewards with public, authentic 
recognition.
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Five Design Tactics to Help Maintain Interest and Momentum
1. Streak rewards can extend participant interest because they feel they have more 
invested

Sales commission structures sometimes use escalating or “laddered” commissions based on achieving 
sales levels during a defined period; this type of reward may have broader application. Intriguing 
insights come from a 2025 study The motivating power of streaks: Increasing persistence is as easy as 
1, 2, 3.

Evidence from this study suggests that streak-based designs can increase persistence and overcome 
fading motivation by deepening commitment to ongoing goals, with “streak incentives,” rewards that 
escalate for consecutive task completions. 

The results of experiments demonstrate that these rewards consistently increase persistence more 
than larger, stable incentives. Unlike traditional rewards that assume higher per-task pay drives effort, 
streak incentives work by linking future rewards to past effort, strengthening employees’ commitment 
to maximizing earnings increasing their willingness to keep going. 

The effect holds across contexts and incentive designs (gig-work scenarios, real task completion, 
CAPTCHAs), reward types, etc., even when streak incentives objectively pay less overall than flat 
incentives. The studies show that the benefit is not due to increasing payouts alone nor to simply 
highlighting existing streaks. Instead, it is the requirement of consecutiveness that drives motivation. 
Examples include sales support reps who could earn progressively higher bonuses (points, etc.) for 
making three or more consecutive calls without stopping, or delivery drivers for completing consecutive 
rides. 

Actionable Insights

To apply and test these findings, reward designers might experiment with the following streak-based 
rewards in repetitive or persistence-heavy work.

•	 �Design incentive schemes around consecutive wins. Designers should track not only persistence and 
output, but also potential fatigue or negative spillovers if streak goals feel unattainable.

•	 �Streaks should be framed as progress, leveraging commitment to past effort. Highlight how breaking 
a streak “resets” rewards. 

•	 �Digital learning platforms, wellness programs, or gamified apps can adapt streak incentives through 
points, or in-app currencies.

•	 �Keep it simple and escalating. Even very small increases tied to streak length can outperform higher, 
stable rewards.
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2. Gamification might hold interest longer 

A 2024 article in the Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization finds that game-based incentives 
(leaderboards, storylines, points) can boost effort under the right conditions. They might be most 
effective when traditional extrinsic rewards (like pay-for-performance) are weak or absent, and may 
be particularly helpful to motivate individuals who are otherwise disengaged. Note that in experiments 
where strong financial incentives were already in place, adding gaming features produced no extra 
benefit and even diluted motivation.

Designers should apply gaming elements selectively, using them as a complement where extrinsic 
rewards are modest or intrinsic motivation is low. Combine leaderboards (competition) and narratives/
storylines (meaning) with tangible-value points but avoid superficial badges and avoid layering these 
rewards on top of already high-powered monetary incentives. 

Actionable Insights

•	 Use gamification to spark engagement and sustained interest in low-stakes or routine tasks.

•	 Match the type of game element to the motivational deficit (competition vs. meaning).

•	 Test and monitor for diminishing returns when combined with financial rewards.



4	 IRF | Incentive Research Foundation

ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN ACTION - OCTOBER 2025

3. Interest might be better maintained by using cash for frequent rewards, and non-
cash for special rewards

A 2024 study shows that reward frequency interacts with reward type: raising the frequency of cash 
rewards tends to help performance, but doing the same with tangible (non-cash/hedonic) rewards can 
dilute their impact. 

The authors of the report argue that this is because frequent exposure to tangible rewards leads to 
satiation – their motivational impact plateaus – while frequent cash rewards continue to reinforce 
performance over time. The implication for reward designers is that cash might work best in high-
frequency settings, while tangible rewards may be more effective when used sparingly for milestones, 
recognition, and memorable moments.

Actionable Insights

•	 Use cash for frequent, ongoing incentives tied to daily or weekly tasks.

•	 �Reserve tangible (non-cash) rewards for infrequent milestones, stretch goals, or high-visibility 
achievements.

•	 �Rotate and vary tangible rewards. Offer choice where possible to avoid satiation and keep them 
special.

•	 Pair tangible rewards with public recognition to amplify their symbolic value.

•	 Keep cash-based rewards timely, frequent, and linked to clear performance metrics.

•	 Track outcomes: if tangible rewards lose impact, reduce frequency or refresh the catalog.
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4. Perceived fairness in rewards increases or diminishes engagement

A large 2025 study of 25,000+ employees finds that recognition is the single strongest driver of 
employee engagement, followed by fairness, involvement, and transformational leadership.  It also 
reveals that recognition and perceived fairness correlate strongly with engagement and lower burnout. 
In other words, if your incentives feel unfair or impersonal, fatigue arrives faster. 

This also related to the reward programs themselves. If employees believe that incentives are 
confusing, arbitrary, biased, or impersonal, they disengage from the program quickly, even if the 
rewards themselves are valuable. By contrast, when recognition is transparent, grounded in fair and 
consistent rules, and linked to transformational leadership behaviors, employees not only engage more 
deeply with the program but also experience less burnout.

Actionable Insights

•	 �Fairness in rewards is non-negotiable: if employees sense favoritism or bias, interest wanes – 
program participation and enthusiasm may collapse.

•	 �Recognition, when sincere and visible, increases engagement with the reward system itself – people 
pay attention, aspire to be recognized, and value the program.

•	 �Transformational leadership can amplify program engagement by connecting rewards to a shared 
sense of purpose and development.

•	 �Competitive reward structures may raise short-term participation but can also drive disengagement 
and burnout if overused.

•	 �Engagement with programs erodes quickly when incentives feel transactional or impersonal; 
programs thrive when recognition feels human and authentic.

•	 Bottom line: Designers should pair rewards with visible, sincere recognition grounded in fair rules.  
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5. Communicating rewards also has an impact on incentive fatigue

Though the research How Much Is Too Much? The Impact of Update Frequency on Crowdfunding 
Success is directed at communicating progress in crowdfunding, incentive communications are likely 
follow the same principle of “pacing your pings.”

The results of this study might remind incentive designers that rewards need the right communication 
rhythm to truly motivate – not too sparse, not too saturated. It demonstrates that the relationship 
between communication updates, and in this case crowdfunding success, follows an inverted 
U-shaped curve. Moderate updates improve campaign outcomes by signaling progress, building trust, 
and engaging backers. But once the frequency and length of updates exceed an optimal threshold, 
their effect turns negative, causing information overload that diminishes engagement and reduces 
campaign success. 

Based on data from 2,852 projects on Israel’s Headstart platform, the study pinpoints turning points: 
around 19–22 updates and ~100 words per update maximize campaign success before effectiveness 
drops. Where an incentive program follows a campaign-style approach especially (a longer duration 
incentive program), designers should calibrate incentive program communication frequency and 
content for maximum impact.

Actionable Insights

•	 �Find the “sweet spot.” Aim for consistent, moderately frequent updates (perhaps 1-2 per month in a 
year-long campaign) that are concise but substantive. Too few signals risk disengagement; too many 
risks confusion and fatigue.

•	 �Prioritize clarity and quality. Updates should convey meaningful progress without overwhelming 
detail. Visuals, summaries, and structured formats help prevent overload.

•	 �Use analytics. Track recipient responses (opens, clicks, contributions, questions) to adjust cadence 
and content length dynamically.

•	 �Set expectations. Communicate at the start how and when updates will come, to reassure and avoid 
the perception of over-communication.
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