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Bottom line: The “rewards kill intrinsic motivation” narrative is a dramatic oversimplification. Under the 
conditions that characterize well-designed incentive programs:  performance-contingent, competence-
affirming, choice-based, and novel, tangible rewards support rather than undermine the intrinsic 
motivation that enables flow.

“Flow” is the state of complete, energized absorption in a task that produces peak performance and is 
widely considered the ultimate manifestation of intrinsic motivation. Because of this, many assume that 
external incentives and rewards are irrelevant to flow, or worse, that they undermine it. A convergence 
of recent research tells a different story: the supposed conflict between incentives and intrinsic 
motivation is largely a myth under real-world conditions. While there’s nothing you can do that will turn 
on a flow state like a light switch, well-designed incentive programs can actively create the conditions 
that may spark flow in workers.

What is Flow and Why Does It Matter at Work?
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, the psychologist who pioneered the concept, described flow as “a state of 
unselfconscious and complete immersion in a pursuit that, although requiring high levels of skill and 
concentration, results in a sense of effortless action and control.” Athletes call it “being in the zone.” 
At work, it represents the apex of engagement, a state in which high performance is achieved through 
heightened awareness, attention, and creativity.
The first comprehensive meta-analysis of work-related flow (Liu et al., 2023) confirmed that flow at 
work is positively associated with:

•	 Job performance and productivity

•	 Creativity and innovation

•	 Work engagement and job satisfaction

•	 Organizational citizenship behaviors (going above and beyond)

•	 Employee wellbeing and life satisfaction
Perhaps most intriguing is that Csikszentmihalyi’s finding that people experience more flow at work 
than during leisure. This suggests that many of the conditions for flow are already in place, and that 
relatively modest interventions could tip the balance.



2	 IRF | Incentive Research Foundation

ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN ACTION - AUGUST 2026

The Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Myth: What the Research Really Shows
The belief that external rewards undermine intrinsic motivation—and therefore flow—has been 
enormously influential. It traces to landmark experiments by Deci (1971) and Lepper et al. (1973), in 
which children given rewards for activities they already enjoyed subsequently showed less interest 
in those activities. This “undermining effect” has shaped decades of thinking about reward design. 
However, successive meta-analyses have substantially narrowed the scope of this effect:

•	  Eisenberger & Cameron (1996; 61 studies) found the undermining effect to be “more myth than 
reality” under realistic everyday conditions. Only expected material rewards for merely tackling a 
task (regardless of performance) showed a weak negative effect.

•	  Cameron, Banko, & Pierce (2001; 145 studies) confirmed that rewards have detrimental effects 
only under three simultaneously occurring conditions: (1) the activity is already interesting, (2) the 
rewards are material (not verbal), and (3) the rewards are expected. 

•	  Cerasoli, Nicklin, & Ford (2014; 183 studies, N = 212,468) delivered the most important finding for 
incentive professionals: intrinsic motivation and extrinsic incentives jointly predict performance, they 
are not mutually exclusive. Intrinsic motivation more strongly predicts the quality of performance, 
while extrinsic incentives more strongly predict the quantity of performance. Both contribute 
independently.

Even Deci and Ryan themselves clarified in 2020 that self-determination theory does not argue that 
all extrinsic rewards are harmful. The critical distinction is between “controlling” rewards (purely 
transactional, contingent on compliance) and “autonomy-supportive” rewards that affirm competence 
and allow choice. When people internalize the value behind a reward, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 
coexist productively.
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The Conditions for Flow and How Incentives Can Create Them
Research has identified several conditions that enable flow states. A review of 252 empirical studies 
(Peifer et al., 2022) and the work of researchers including Kotler, Sawyer, and Bakker confirm that 
the most important flow triggers include: clear goals, challenge-skill balance, immediate feedback, 
autonomy, novelty, and social connection. Each of these maps directly onto elements of effective 
incentive program design.

Flow Trigger Why It Matters for Flow Incentive Design Application
Clear Goals People need to know exactly what 

they are aiming for to enter flow
Set specific, measurable 
performance targets tied to 
rewards; avoid vague objectives

Challenge-Skill Balance The task must stretch abilities 
without overwhelming them (meta-
analysis confirms; Fong et al., 2015)

Calibrate incentive thresholds 
to individual or team capability 
levels; use tiered goals (attainable, 
stretch, breakthrough)

Immediate Feedback Knowing how you're doing in real 
time sustains the flow state

Deploy real-time dashboards, 
leaderboards, and progress 
notifications; provide frequent 
manager recognition

Autonomy / Sense of Control People in flow feel in command 
of their actions and choices

Offer choice in reward selection 
(catalogs, experiences, 
travel, gift cards); allow self-
directed paths to goals

Novelty New and complex stimuli engage 
attention and trigger dopamine release

Rotate reward catalogs; introduce 
surprise bonuses; use experiential 
and travel rewards with novel 
destinations/activities

Social Connection Shared goals and close communication 
enable group flow (Sawyer, 
2007; van den Hout, 2018)

Design team incentives and 
group travel; create recognition 
events that foster belonging 
and shared celebration

Deep Embodiment Physical engagement in an 
activity promotes flow entry

Fund experiential rewards involving 
physical activity, including adventure 
travel, team-building challenges, 
and wellness programs
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Why Tangible and Experiential Rewards Are Especially Conducive  
to Flow
Research on non-cash rewards reveals that tangible and experiential rewards share characteristics with 
known flow triggers in ways that cash rewards do not:

•	 Tangible rewards elicit emotional engagement: Jeffrey (2009) found that participants incentivized 
with tangible non-cash rewards outperformed those receiving cash of equal value, even though 
they stated a preference for cash. The explanation: tangible rewards trigger emotional (affective) 
processing rather than calculative thinking — exactly the mental mode associated with flow.

•	 Four attributes of tangible reward advantage: Choi & Presslee (2023) identified four attributes that 
give tangible rewards their motivational edge: hedonic nature (wants, not needs), novelty, lower 
fungibility (cannot be mentally reclassified as cash money), and discrete framing (experienced as 
separate from salary). Novelty and hedonic engagement are established flow triggers.

•	 Experiences produce deeper and more lasting engagement: Van Boven & Gilovich (2003) and 
Kumar, Killingsworth, & Gilovich (2020) demonstrated that experiential purchases produce more 
happiness than material ones, not just in retrospect but in the moment. Experiences also foster 
social connection, resist hedonic adaptation, and become part of personal identity—all conditions 
that support flow.

•	 Group experiences activate team flow triggers: Incentive travel and team experiences align with 
multiple group flow triggers identified by Sawyer (2007) and van den Hout (2018): shared goals, 
close communication, equal participation, novelty, and physical engagement. Van den Hout’s Team 
Flow Monitor, validated in 2026, now provides tools to measure these effects.

Actionable Takeaways: Designing Incentive Programs That  
Enable Flow
1.	 Set Clear, Calibrated Goals at Multiple Levels: Flow requires goals that stretch but do not 

overwhelm. Design programs with tiered targets: an attainable baseline that builds confidence, a 
stretch goal that challenges, and a breakthrough level that excites top performers. This calibration 
creates the challenge-skill balance that is the single most validated antecedent of flow (Fong et al., 
2015). Avoid one-size-fits-all thresholds; where possible, personalize targets to individual or team 
capability.

2.	Build in Real-Time Feedback Loops: Flow depends on knowing how you’re doing while you’re doing 
it. Invest in dashboards, progress trackers, and real-time leaderboards that let participants see their 
standing against goals. Pair these with frequent manager recognition.  The Deci et al. (1999) meta-
analysis confirmed that verbal praise enhances intrinsic motivation, and recognition provides the 
competence-affirming feedback that sustains flow.

3.	Maximize Choice and Autonomy in Rewards: Autonomy is both a basic psychological need and 
a core flow trigger. Offer reward catalogs, experience menus, or points-based systems that let 
earners choose their own rewards. Allow flexibility in how goals are pursued. When people feel in 
control of both the journey and the destination, they are more likely to enter flow and more likely to 
perceive the reward as competence-affirming rather than controlling.
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4.	Prioritize Experiential and Tangible Non-Cash Rewards: Cash rewards encourage calculative 
thinking, the opposite of the absorbed, emotional state associated with flow. Tangible and 
experiential rewards engage affect-based processing (Jeffrey, 2009), resist hedonic adaptation, 
and contain built-in flow triggers: novelty, hedonic engagement, physical involvement, and social 
connection. Group incentive travel, for example, can activate nearly every flow trigger on the list, 
including novel environments, embodied activity, shared experiences, and high engagement.

5.	Design Team Incentives Around Group Flow Conditions: Group flow (Sawyer, 2007; van den 
Hout, 2018) requires shared clear goals, close communication, equal participation, and mutual 
commitment. Structure team incentive programs to foster these conditions: set team-level goals, 
encourage collaborative problem-solving, and reward group outcomes. Group travel and team 
recognition events create the shared experiences and social bonds that are prerequisites for team 
flow.

6.	Use Novelty and Surprise Strategically: Novelty triggers dopamine release, which tightens focus 
and primes the brain for flow. Rotate reward offerings regularly. Introduce surprise bonuses or spot 
awards. Choose travel destinations and/or experiences that are new to participants. The Cerasoli 
et al. (2014) meta-analysis found that unexpected rewards do not produce the undermining effect, 
they enhance motivation.

7.	 Invest in Competence-Building Rewards: Flow requires that skills meet the challenge. Rewards for 
learning and professional development, including courses, certifications, conference attendance, 
and coaching build the competence that enables progressively more challenging goals and more 
frequent flow. This creates a virtuous cycle: learning builds skill, skill enables harder challenges, 
harder challenges produce more flow, and flow produces higher performance that earns further 
rewards.

8.	Fund Wellness Programs That Set the Stage for Flow: Research on the neuroscience of flow shows 
that physical movement, mindfulness practices, and time in nature can prime the brain for flow 
states. Incentive programs that reward participation in wellness activities like exercise challenges, 
meditation programs, and nature retreats are not just good for health; they are conditioning the 
nervous system for the focused, calm engagement that characterizes flow.

9.	Frame Rewards as Competence-Affirming, Not Controlling: How a reward is communicated matters 
as much as what it is. Eisenberger & Aselage (2009) found that when rewards are explicitly framed 
as recognition of creative or high-quality work, they increase intrinsic interest and subsequent 
performance. Clearly articulate why rewards are given: “This recognizes the quality and creativity 
of your work” is competence-affirming; “Complete X tasks to earn Y” is transactional. The former 
supports flow; the latter may not.

10.	Measure Flow as a Program Outcome: The recently validated Flow@Work engagement survey 
(2025) and van den Hout’s Team Flow Monitor (2026) provide practical tools for assessing flow 
states in the workplace. Consider incorporating flow measures into incentive program evaluation 
alongside traditional metrics. If programs designed around flow principles produce measurable 
increases in flow states and those states predict the performance, creativity, and retention 
outcomes the research confirms, then incentive professionals will have a powerful new framework 
for demonstrating program ROI.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2405844025007662
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334522219_Developing_and_Testing_the_Team_Flow_Monitor_TFM
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****
Flow is not a mystical state reserved for elite athletes and artists. It is a well-researched psychological 
phenomenon that occurs most frequently at work, predicts the outcomes organizations care 
most about, and can be deliberately enabled through the conditions that good incentive programs 
already create. The incentive professional’s opportunity is to design programs that don’t just reward 
performance but create the conditions in which peak performance naturally emerges.
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