How to Incentivize the
Modern Workforce

Incentives are Essential
Life would be simple if hiring the best people were only a matter of offering competitive pay.
The modern workforce wants more than just competitive pay; they want the full package, and that
includes a list of unbeatable incentives. Incentives aren’t only desired by millennials, but by every
employee regardless of generation.
What benefits can businesses reap when they offer the right incentives? For starters, companies
using incentive programs reported a 79 percent success rate in achieving their established goals
when the true reward was offered, and properly structured incentive programs could increase
employee performance by as much as 44 percent. 1 Furthermore, according to a study published
in Business News Daily, 85 percent of workers surveyed felt more motivated to do their best
when an incentive was offered, and 73 percent described the office atmosphere as ‘good’ or
‘very good’ during an incentive period. 2 Reliably offering employee rewards and incentives
elevates levels of employee engagement, an essential element for building a sustainable
business and staying ahead of the competition.
What type of incentives are you currently offering your employees? Before answering that,
consider the foundations of employee incentive programs when building out your
incentives portfolio.
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Foundations of Employee Incentive Programs
Employee incentive programs can be structured around several models, and you may want to
draw from each one to suit the diversity of personal styles among your staff:

Personalized Incentives

Incentive programs don’t always hit the mark. Sometimes they fail
because they don’t reward the right things or don’t really reward at all.
Offer personalized incentives to address this issue. With personalized
incentives, you reward individual employees for taking specified
personal steps, such as reaching a target work goal, completing an
assignment or going the extra mile in the workplace. Personalized
incentives don’t invite team effort or competition, but recognize on
an individual level. Through individual incentives, you can reinforce
specific strengths and spotlight top performers.

Employee Competitions

Some people are motivated by the recognition they will achieve by
coming out on top of a friendly competition. The contest model can
be applied to such actions as making the most sales, attending a
certain number of industry events or achieving the highest customer
satisfaction rating. Healthy competition can be a positive incentive in
the workplace. According to Ashley Merryman, co-author of Top Dog:
The Science of Winning and Losing, competition drives creativity:
“Studies have shown competition fuels creativity and even improves
the quality of the work produced.” 3

Team Building

The third model for creating employee incentive programs is to include
an element around team building. Offer incentives that encourage
employees to get together, whether it’s lunchtime walking groups, inoffice yoga classes or gym club memberships. Team-building activities
are a way to provide high-impact learning, increase team skills and
communications, and improve morale and productivity. 4

Professionals satisfied with their benefits are more than twice
as likely to also be satisfied with their work.5

Offer Modern-Day Incentives
Gone are the days of poor working conditions, grueling hours, and no benefits. It’s time to
provide an incentive that is more than just an ad hoc program. With a more organized incentive
program, you can measure success and find a direct correlation to improved culture. In recent
years, companies have seen the importance of offering quality incentives for their employees.
For example, MetLife’s U.S. Employee Benefits Survey found that professionals satisfied with
their benefits are more than twice as likely to also be satisfied with their work.5 This realization
has spawned a steadily building competition among companies as they try to out-incentivize
other employers. But with the myriad of options available, from unlimited vacation time, to office
dogs, to free lunch, how can you tell if you’re creating a real impact or just spinning your wheels?
For those who want to incentivize the modern workforce, try the following incentives:
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1. Rewards and Recognition
Did you know 69 percent of employees cited recognition and reward as a
motivation to stay at their current job? 6 Employee recognition programs attract
and engage employees, as ATB Financial, a Canadian retail banking institution,
demonstrated. In the first year of launching their rewards and recognition program
with Achievers, ATB Financial saw strong adoption and recognition usage by its
associates, with more than 90,000 employee recognitions given. This level of
activity resulted in the creation of a strong culture of recognition, which has had a
significant impact on employee engagement. Since implementing their program,
ATB Financial has seen its overall employee engagement scores increase by 13
percent to 81 percent.
Not all recognitions have to include a monetary reward. Allowing for social
recognitions increases the frequency and drives incremental effort. Celebrate
milestones in the moment and find reasons to show employee appreciation
such as finishing an onboarding checklist, completion of modules in a learning
management system, birthdays, service anniversaries, etc.
Levi King, CEO of Nav and founder of Lendio and other businesses, emphasizes
the importance of acknowledging everyone’s contributions as a way of showing
appreciation in the workplace. He writes, “Go out of your way to acknowledge
unique efforts and success. Recognition is the icing on the cake of achievement,
and it tastes delicious.” 7 We at Achievers have our own personal motto: What gets
rewarded gets repeated.
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2. Unbeatable Employee Referral Programs
Plenty of organizations offer plain vanilla employee referral programs, but if you
want to be noticed for your policies, the trick is to pay attention to best practices.
Serve up those referral bonuses promptly and be willing to reward outside your
own organization. Nudge your staff several times a year to be on the lookout for
new team members and change up the bonuses regularly. There’s no better way
to build stability in your organization than by maintaining an dynamic employee
referral program.

3. Wellness Programs
It goes without saying that a staff of unhealthy employees won’t do much for your
productivity — nor will it entice new candidates to hop on board. While you may not
have the budget for a luxurious on-site gym, there are plenty of ways to routinely
incorporate wellness into your company culture. After all, 87 percent of employers
offered either incentives or disincentives in regard to wellness programs. Wellness
of the body is good for the mind, and increases productivity and focus. 8 Some fun
wellness ideas include nutritional counseling, healthy lunch days, or providing more
relaxing break rooms so employees can unwind.

4. Well-Designed Workspaces
Innovative companies are taking a second look at the layout of workspaces and
increasing their employees’ productivity by encouraging them to move around
during the day. A recent paper by design company Teknion notes that most
office jobs keep workers tethered to a chair, while “alert, engaged, and healthy
workers are most often those who are afforded a stimulating and inspiring work
environment that encourages movement — to sit, stand and walk around.” 9
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5. Defined Career Paths
A major factor that leads workers to seek new employers is stagnation at their
current jobs. 10 “Workers who stay longer in the same job without a title change
are significantly more likely to leave for another company for the next step in
their career,” according to Andrew Chamberlain, chief economist at Glassdoor.
Neglecting employee development can also have a measurable negative effect
on your company’s bottom line. For example, in the 2017 CSO Insights Sales
Manager Enablement Report, those who spend more than $5,000 per year on
developing sales managers see increased quota and revenue attainment, and
improved win rates. 11
Employees want to work for a company that offers growth and by providing
defined career paths as an actual incentive, they can confidently envision
themselves at the company in the long run. Growth is not always defined by just
promotions however. There are other ways to define and grow an employee’s
career – whether it’s aligning employees to specific skill sets or offering them the
opportunity to pursue passion projects.

6. Endless Food
No discussion of valuing your workers would be complete if we didn’t mention
snacks. Food is one of those perennial forms of caring guaranteed to delight
almost everyone. In a recent survey of millennials, 48 percent said that if they
were looking for a new job, the availability of snacks would be a factor in
their decision, and in one company, workers said the introduction of a seltzer
machine was “life-changing.” 12 Why is food so important in the workplace? “It
helps employees be more excited about coming to work,” says Beth Monaghan,
co-founder of InkHouse, whose company, in addition to the seltzer machine,
also gets weekly deliveries of organic fruit and has soda, chips, cookies and a
popcorn machine on hand. “For lots of millennials coming into the workplace
today it is the norm, so you kind of have to meet those expectations.” 13

71% of employees choose to redeem rewards certificates with a
value of $50 or less for gift cards.14
7. Gift Cards
Some incentives never lose their appeal. And one of the most prized incentives
are gift cards. Retail and restaurant gift cards are the number one incentive
product for employees. Research shows that 71 percent of employees choose
to redeem rewards certificates with a value of $50 or less for gift cards. 14 Never
forget to include gift cards in your incentives packages. There is a reason why they
remain the number one incentive product for employees. Whether as a reward in
employee recognition or sales incentive programs, gift cards are an effective way
to offer rewards that are always well received. It’s hard to go wrong with the right
gift card delivered the right way.

8. Seasonal Destinations
Who doesn’t love seasonal destinations? Take incentives to the next level by
offering travel destinations. Motivate employees by giving them an all-expense
paid trip for exceeding their goals. Not only are employees given a luxurious and
unique experience, but they also get the opportunity to bond with teammates in a
new scenery. In fact, in an IRF study, incentive travel raised sales productivity by
18 percent at a leading insurance company in Great Britain. 15 For example, many
companies offer a President’s Club where they fly out their top sales employees
who achieve their goal or attainment over their quota. In addition to these
employees, many companies are now allowing non-sales personnel to attend
based on a vote of who supported their achievement. This incents employees who
are in a support role to strive not only for their best but to help fellow employees
since they are considered a most valuable player too.
The common thread among all the measures listed above is that employees feel
valued when their needs and efforts are individually recognized.

Moving from Disengaged to Incentivized
With the inherent uniqueness of the individual in the corporate workforce, it is a virtual
impossibility to find a one size fits all approach to incentivizing employees. An unincentivized
employee is likely a disengaged one, meaning aspects of your business such as innovation,
productivity, and retention could suffer. A workforce should be recognized and rewarded for
embodying clearly defined corporate values or meeting specific company goals in a highly
visible way, otherwise, employees may lose sight of the relevance of their work to the overall
company mission, leading to disengagement and eventually attrition.
The Aberdeen Group stresses the importance of instituting and maintaining a well-defined,
highly visible recognition and rewards program. Specifically, in Aberdeen Group’s report it
reveals that employees at Best-In-Class companies were 31 percent more likely to stay with
their employer if they felt that their work was relevant and visibly impacted the organization.16
One of the easiest ways to provide employees the company-wide visibility and reinforcement
of meaningful work they desire is through a robust, goal-based recognition and rewards
component that is aligned with company values.
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Next Steps
Now that you are informed on the value of incentives and the impact they can have on employee
engagement, happiness, and productivity, it’s time to build or revamp your employee incentives
program to cater to the modern workforce. To get started, ask yourself these five questions:

1. Are you just rewarding employees for their years of service?
While employee loyalty over the years is a good thing, truly effective incentive programs
involve tracking employee progress towards goals and rewards the behaviors that give rise to
those goals.
Idea: Focus less on the years of service awards as a primary way to incent your employees
and look into the next generation of corporate employee incentive programs, including an
employee recognition component.

2. Do your employees continuously expect “bonuses” and “awards”?
If an incentive program hasn’t evolved for a long time, employees begin to feel entitled to
bonuses and awards; they see the bonuses as something they have a right to, not something
they’ve earned.
Idea: Upgrade your incentive program by refreshing your rewards catalog to encourage
employees to go the extra mile for their next award.

3. Are your incentives tailored to what your employees really want?
An incentive has to be something a person is excited about earning, not just a generic giveaway
that is given to every employee in the company on a work anniversary.
Idea: Find out what your employees want by giving them options. Offer an entire catalog of
rewards that allows each employee to choose their own reward.

4. Are your incentives tied to your company’s goals?
Employees will find rewards more meaningful when they understand how their hard work directly
ties to the company’s goal and mission.
Idea: Customize your rewards and make them part of a “brand experience” for your employees.

5. Are you measuring your incentives program?
Incentives by itself are very ad hoc. Think outside the box and offer an incentives program
that can be measured to capture its success and value.
Idea: Set up an incentives program on a platform that includes an employee recognition
component. With the right recognition platform, you can measure the number of
recognitions sent, identify top recognized employees, and track user activities (i.e. likes,
comments, social recognitions).

By addressing these five questions, you’re further bullet-proofing your future incentives
program and gearing it towards success. Financial and non-financial incentives, such as
rewards and recognition, give employees something to work toward. In addition, they
reinforce attitudes and behaviors that will help the organization succeed. You can make
the process of tracking these incentives, and the milestones that designate them, with an
employee recognition and engagement platform.

To learn more about how Achievers can help guide you on modernizing your incentive
program, visit www.achievers.com

Achievers is a behavior-driving employee engagement platform that listens to employees
and aligns them with business objectives and company values. Our award-winning
employee recognition platform and active listening interface with insights enable
enterprise organizations to accelerate employee engagement.
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