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Desighing Incentives for Flow

How well-designed rewards can support peak-performance states

THE BOTTOM LINE The “rewards Kkill motivation” story is overstated. When incentives are
performance-contingent, competence-affirming, choice-based, and novel, tangible rewards
support — not undermine — the intrinsic motivation behind flow.

INCENTIVE DESIGN ELEMENTS - FLOW TRIGGERS

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

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

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

Q000000

(meta-analysis confirms; Fong et al., 2015)
(Sawyer, 2007; van den Hout, 2018)
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