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For today’s most successful employers, it’s 
no longer a question of whether to reward 
employees. The results are in: Rewards 
boost employee performance, loyalty and 
happiness – and they positively impact your 
bottom line. 

Employees who feel valued will go to great 
lengths to see their company succeed – 
they’ll continuously bring new ideas to the 
table, stick it out during times of uncertainty 
or change and will work hard to deliver 
exceptional customer service.  

Inspired employees produce 
positive results for your 

business and will impact the 
customer experience. Your 
rewards strategy will play a 
key role in how to engage 

your employees to perform 
with inspired intensity. 



But the questions still remain: What kind of 
reward is most effective? Do certain rewards 
work harder and last longer than others? Can 
a reward inspire employees to become their 
very best?

The answer is yes. 

Cash or things or 
experiences?
Any reward can make your employees feel  
recognized and appreciated. That’s the 
baseline. But the most effective rewards will 
do far more:

l Create a halo of happiness – before, 
during and after the reward is received. 

l Keep your employees excited  
for what’s next.

l Fill your workplace with energy.

l Inspire great work.

What type of rewards can do all that?



Hint: It’s not cash.
Gift cards and cash are often the default choice when it comes 
to rewards. And, yes, they’re better than nothing. They’re more 
impactful than a verbal kudos or a simple “thank you.” 

But decades of academic research show that gift cards and 
cash-based rewards have little to no impact on behavior.  
They do little to inspire great performance. In fact, a study 
conducted by the Incentive Research Foundation shows 
people find non-cash rewards far more appealing than cash 
rewards (especially when those rewards can be personalized  
to individual preferences). 

Surprised? You’re not alone.

Here’s why.
Our team conducted a study that sheds some light. We  
started by selecting a group of employees and had their 
managers recognize them over a period of time with two 
different types of rewards: 

1) Debit cards loaded with cash 
2) Reward points that could be redeemed on a wide  

range of reward options, from low-cost music downloads  
to luxury vacations 



On average, during the study, these employees 
earned more than $100 per month on their debit 
cards and less than $100 per month in points. 

Both types of rewards could be saved up or 
spent immediately. Both could be used for 
a wide range of options, either high-value or 
low-value. Both had monetary value. They were 
functionally equal. On paper, the spending habits 
should have been similar. 

In practice? They were very different. 

Night and day 
Our group of employees spent nearly 85 percent 
of their debit card purchases on small transactions 
of under $30 each, primarily at vending machines, 
fast food restaurants and gas stations. Their cash 
rewards melted into everyday life with little to no 
sense of being special or memorable. 

Their points, on the other hand, were used 
very differently. More than 85 percent of these 
employees saved their points toward higher  
value items, like travel experiences or luxury 
merchandise. 



The bottom line is this: Cash disappears into 
day-to-day necessities. Points inspire dreams—
and the kind of performance that will earn  
more points. 

Money can’t  
buy happiness 
Here’s another way of putting it: Cash 
compensates but it doesn’t inspire. If you 
want to truly influence behavior within your 
organization, cash won’t get you there. High-
value merchandise and personal experiences 

are emotional in nature – 
and they alone have the 
power to inspire emotional 
commitment and next-level 
performance. 

This makes sense. Think 
about it. It’s easy to forget 
how you paid for that tank 
of gas. It’s impossible to 
forget how you earned  
the AirPods, concert 
tickets or trip to Hawaii!

The lesson:  
points feel 

aspirational.  
Cash gets 

lost in  
day-to-day 

necessities. 



The ripple effect
Points have another value as well. Employees who save up points 
for high-value rewards will share stories of these experiences with 
coworkers and friends – before, during and after their reward – 
inspiring even more goodwill, effort and energy in the workplace. 

The ripple effect multiplies the value of your rewards beyond just 
the person receiving it.

Where to start 
When creating – or rethinking – your company’s reward strategy, 
follow the guidance of our Reward Impact Continuum below.

Recognize your employees’ best work with rewards that have the 
greatest emotional pull. Give them experiences worth talking about 
and dreams worth working for. Give the kind of rewards that motivate 
change and inspire great work. 



To learn how BI WORLDWIDE can help  
you provide inspiring employee rewards,  
visit biworldwide.com or email  
hello@biworldwide.com. 

To learn how BI WORLDWIDE can help  
you provide inspiring employee rewards,  
visit biworldwide.com or email  
hello@biworldwide.com. 


