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Throughout their 2020 book, Lessons from the Titans, Wall Street veterans Scott Davis, Rob Wertheimer, and
Carter Copeland cite incentives as one of three prime managerial levers that signal what’s important, shape
employee actions and behaviors, and build the culture:
•

“Where the top of the organization influences culture is on actions and incentives.”

•
		

“How much and toward what end an organization incentivizes its employees has
a profound impact on how the business performs.”

•
		

“Incentives matter more than most managers think, and those incentives need to
be tuned to the current strategy.”

In the context of pandemic workplace transformations, where resignations, defections, and alternative work
arrangements have hit all-time highs in the US, it is useful to be reminded that incentives, rewards, and
recognition remain among the manager’s most effective tools for change.

Much has been written around the mass movement to remote and hybrid work.
According to Gallup, almost three quarters of the US ‘white collar’ workforce worked fully remotely through the
first half of 2021. Many of those workers have since returned to their offices, but a full 67% of the white collar
workforce continues to work remotely at least some of the time (as of October 2021). Among them, 90% want
to continue doing so. An April report, based on a 30,000-person survey from the National Bureau of Economic
Research (NBER), concludes that “working from home will stick,” with a permanent 400% increase in the
numbers of Americans working remotely post-pandemic.
The desire to retain and engage employees has convinced most leaders to allow full-time or partial remote work
where possible. According to a range of reports from the Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM),
Gallup, Robert Half, and others, about three-quarters of employers intend to continue the practice indefinitely.
Not surprisingly, managers used to traditional means of performance management and others concerned
about workplace collaboration and innovation have concerns. The good news for them is that about half of
remote workers prefer hybrid arrangements, where they work only a day or two at home and the rest onsite.
This approach, according to many researchers, resolves most of the negative issues around remote work while
capturing most of the benefits.

The general pros and cons of remote and hybrid work are well-documented.
In the mainstream media you are as likely to encounter articles in support of remote work as against it. Over the
decades academia has mostly followed suit. Of late, however, the tide has turned in favor of remote work, and
especially hybrid work arrangements. This makes sense when you consider that advances in communications
technologies – combined with employees’ and managers’ greater experience of remote work – are bound to
result in improvements. And, as the NBER points out, with millions of Americans working from home, firms have
and will continue to invest more in technologies to improve the virtual work experience.

Rigorous research into the role of incentives is largely absent.
While the media and academia have produced plentiful advice for managers and workers on how to make
remote and hybrid work more effective, what is missing is evidence-based research into the role of incentives,
rewards, and recognition in fostering better remote work outcomes, including collaborative and prosocial
behaviors, remote learning, and performance in general.
In a May 2021 paper published in the Business Research Quarterly (BRQ), professors Alvaro Lopez-Cabrales
and Angelo DeNisi state that in the new normal, “it is more difficult to monitor the activities of employees who are
working at a distance; it is harder for supervisors to provide feedback and direction to employees who are teleworking,
and it is more awkward for employees to engage with other employees remotely.” They conclude that leaders should
review incentives aimed at encouraging desired behaviors, then make those incentives strong and clear. These
incentives, they advise, should include monetary and non-monetary rewards that link employee decisions,
behaviors, and actions to the firm’s pandemic-recovery strategy and priorities.
In a May 2020 paper published in the Journal of Industrial Marketing Management, the researchers argue that
incentive programs designed prior to Covid are no longer as relevant or applicable, and leaders must re-think
and revise them to match the new reality. However, as Cabrales and DeNisi point out, “further research is needed
in this field to determine innovative reward mechanisms consistent with the crisis context.”

Flexible work as reward is certain to diminish as workers come to view it as a right
versus a privilege.
Leaders who have not done so already should devise post-pandemic strategy and priorities. Responsive reward
designers will think broadly about how incentives can support revised corporate priorities. With HR and other
leaders, they will think through plans for attracting, retaining, and engaging talent that works remotely some
or all of the time. Likewise, firms that hope to entice workers back to the office – all or some of the time – should
consider incentives and rewards that encourage it.
It is surprising that so little academic and data-backed research is available to help organizations revise incentive
and reward programs in response to crises and major workforce shifts, such as the current move to remote
work. After all, future weather-related catastrophes, global pandemics, and even widespread social disruption
are near certainties. Firms with robust flexible work environments will more easily withstand these crises.
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