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Abstract

How can workplace rewards promote employee well-being and engagement! To answer
these questions, we utilized self-determination theory to examine whether reward satisfaction
predicted employee well-being, job satisfaction, intrinsic motivation and affective commitment, as
well as valuable organizational outcomes, such as workplace contribution and loyalty. Specifically,
we investigated the role of three universal psychological needs—autonomy, competence and
relatedness—in explaining whether and why reward satisfaction matters for employees’ well-
being. We tested our model in a large, cross-sectional study with full-time employees working
for multinational corporations in six main world regions: Asia, Europe, India, Latin America,
North America and Oceania (N = 5,852). Consistent with our theorizing, we found cross-
cultural evidence that reward satisfaction promoted greater employee functioning through
psychological need satisfaction, contributing to better organizational outcomes. Critically, our
results were consistent regardless of geographic location. As such, this study provides some of
the strongest evidence to date for the power of understanding psychological mechanisms in the
workplace: Regardless of the actual rewards that employees received, how workplace rewards
made employees feel significantly predicted their optimal functioning.
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tangible rewards such as merchandise and
redeemable points and intangible rewards
such as skill training and developmental
opportunities.”"* With these increased reward
options, organizations strive to increase
employees’ contribution and loyalty to their
workplace.*

The need for additional research to under-
stand why reward satisfaction matters, and
how reward satisfaction drives key organiza-
tional outcomes, is further highlighted by the
fact that total reward strategies constitute a
core determinant of the quality of companies’
workforce. Both applicants and employees
consider the vast array of workplace rewards
that are offered when deciding where to work.
Thus, in addition to being intimately tied to
labor costs, reward programs and the affective
reactions that these reward programs spark
influence the characteristics of the candidates
who apply and are hired as well as the atti-
tudes and behaviors of employees who stay or
leave any particular organization. To this
point, a growing body of research shows that
workplace rewards play a significant role in
prospective employees’ decisions to apply for
a position as well as current employees’ turn-
over intentions.'> >’

Despite the growing interest in this topic,
there is a dearth of information available to
help practitioners understand the psychologi-
cal mechanisms by which workplace rewards
might elicit employees’ contribution and loy-
alty to their workplace.”’ To begin to answer
this critical question, we propose using the
claims of self-determination theory (SDT).?
Stemming from social psychology, SDT pro-
vides a theoretical framework for understand-
ing human motivation and the psychological
mechanisms that explain why reward satisfac-
tion could increase workplace functioning for
employees across industries and around the
world. Based on SDT’s theoretical frame-
work, we argue that, worldwide, greater satis-
faction with workplace rewards should
promote greater functioning, contribution and
loyalty, by positively contributing to the satis-
faction of employees’ three basic psychologi-
cal needs for autonomy, competence and
relatedness.

First, we describe the theoretical concepts
from SDT that serve as the foundation of our
proposed model (as illustrated in Figure 1).
Next, we describe the specific model that we
tested with a large, heterogeneous sample of
workers from various professional back-
grounds and industries. We provide empirical
evidence for this model in six main regions
encompassing 12 countries, strengthening the
cross-cultural validity of our proposed model
and addressing an important call to action for
organizational scholars to study larger, hetero-
geneous samples to establish generalizability.
Finally, we engage readers in an open discus-
sion about the theoretical and practical impli-
cations of our findings and suggest potential
avenues for future research.

Self-Determination Theory and the
Three Basic Psychological Needs

Self-determination theory is a universal moti-
vational theory that has been tested and
refined for the past three decades in a variety
of settings with workers from different coun-
tries including teachers, nurses, salespeople
and HR professionals in Europe, North
America and Asia.”?’ According to SDT,
individuals have intrinsic motivation when
they genuinely enjoy the activity they are pur-
suing, derive pleasure and fun from it and feel
that it is interesting and congruent with their
goals and identity.”® In the workplace, studies
conducted with employees in various indus-
tries and countries show that greater intrinsic
motivation leads employees to demonstrate
greater contribution, including effort, innova-
tion and performance at work.”*

According to SDT, whether individuals
thrive and experience intrinsic motivation
depends on whether the activity that they are
pursuing positively contributes to the satis-
faction of their three basic psychological
needs for competence, autonomy and related-
ness.”* The psychological need for compe-
tence tends to be satisfied when individuals
believe that they have the necessary skills to
overcome challenges, influence their envi-
ronment and achieve their desired outcomes.
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Figure |. Our hypothesized model depicting the relations (paths) between reward satisfaction,
psychological need satisfaction, psychological stress, job satisfaction, intrinsic motivation, affective
commitment, workplace contribution, productivity, likelihood of recommending the organization,
forecasted tenure and turnover intentions. Continuous lines represent expected positive relations
between the connected variables, and dotted lines represent expected negative relations between the

connected variables.

The psychological need for autonomy tends
to be satisfied when individuals experience a
sense of volition in choosing to partake in an
activity and when acting in concordance
with their personal values.”>?’ Finally, the
psychological need for relatedness tends to
be satisfied when individuals feel emotion-
ally and meaningfully connected with others
in their surroundings.*** Across diverse life
domains, including the workplace, satisfac-
tion of these three basic psychological needs
facilitates greater intrinsic motivation as well
as optimal functioning and psychological
health.*’

Indeed, much empirical evidence support-
ing the importance of psychological need
satisfaction has been gathered in organiza-
tional settings around the world.*'*® For
example, Van den Broeck and colleagues®’
studied a sample of workers in Belgium from
diverse professional backgrounds and found
that psychological need satisfaction posi-
tively predicted employees’ self-reported
psychological health. Van de Broeck and col-
leagues*® later replicated these findings with
two large samples of call center agents and
HR professionals, and expanded their origi-
nal findings by showing that psychological
need satisfaction predicted employees’

affective commitment, performance and
actual turnover 6 months later.

Psychological Need Satisfaction and
Reward Satisfaction

Despite a great deal of research showing that
the satisfaction of three basic psychological
needs can promote positive outcomes in orga-
nizational settings, little research to date has
examined psychological need satisfaction in
relation to workplace rewards. More specifi-
cally, research has not examined whether psy-
chological need satisfaction could constitute
the psychological mechanism explaining the
relationship between employees’ reward satis-
faction and workplace functioning. Thus, the
goal of our research is to test a model based on
SDT’s framework to better understand why
and how reward satisfaction drives greater
workplace contribution and loyalty, using the
basic human psychological needs for auton-
omy, competence and relatedness as well as
the psychological mechanisms underlying this
relationship (Figure 1).

In line with SDT’s framework, we propose
that experiencing greater reward satisfaction
should lead workers to experience greater sat-
isfaction of their needs for competence,
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autonomy and relatedness. We hypothesize
this on the basis that rewards are typically
used to acknowledge good work; hence,
greater reward satisfaction should be associ-
ated with employees feeling that their organi-
zation is aware of the quality of their work,
positively contributing to competence need
satisfaction. Furthermore, rewards require an
exchange between the giver (in this case the
organization) and the receiver (the employee);
therefore, greater reward satisfaction should
be associated with employees feeling that
they are socially connected and appreciated
by their organizations, positively contributing
to relatedness need satisfaction. Finally, to the
extent that rewards are tied to specific organi-
zational goals, greater reward satisfaction
should be associated with employees feeling
empowered, positively contributing to their
autonomy need satisfaction.

The Current Study

We have several goals for the current study.
Our first goal is to test the role of SDT’s three
psychological needs as the psychological
mechanisms that explain how reward satisfac-
tion can lead to greater workplace function-
ing. Our second goal is to replicate previous
findings in the SDT literature in a workplace
setting, and to further strengthen the applica-
bility of these findings across industries and
countries. To this end, we test our
hypothesized model with a diverse group of
workers (in terms of age and professional
backgrounds) in a variety of industries
(including agriculture, automotive, banking,
communication, construction, consulting,
education, engineering, government, insur-
ance, manufacturing, pharmaceuticals, real
estate, restaurants, retail and the technology
sector) and countries (Argentina, Australia,
Canada, China, Germany, India, Japan,
Mexico, Singapore, South Africa, the United
Kingdom and the United States). By encom-
passing such diversity in our study, we seek to
strengthen the validity of our model and to
build strong evidence for the usefulness of
SDT in understanding the importance of
reward satisfaction for workers worldwide. In

summary, we intend to provide empirical sup-
port for the role of the three basic psychologi-
cal needs for competence, relatedness and
autonomy in explaining how reward satisfac-
tion drives workplace functioning for employ-
ees across the world.

We also chose to measure psychological
health, as this outcome constitutes an emerging
concern for organizations. In one nationally rep-
resentative survey of Americans, 54% of
employees reported that they would switch
organizations if they experienced psychological
stress in their current position. Given the grow-
ing importance of workplace well-being, organi-
zations are increasingly seeking ways to foster
psychological health.”*" Thus, we include psy-
chological stress and job satisfaction to under-
stand how satisfaction with workplace rewards
contributes to psychological health through
greater  psychological need satisfaction.
Similarly, we extend our investigation by assess-
ing whether reward satisfaction has benefits for
employees’ contribution at work, including
innovation, collaboration, networking, knowl-
edge-sharing, performance and loyalty, as indi-
cated by turnover intentions and tenure.

We focus on these organizational outcomes
as they are directly tied to organizational prof-
itability and survival.”*> Focusing on a
broader range of outcomes (psychological
health and employee commitment) constitutes
a significant advance in this literature, which
typically focuses on motivation and organiza-
tional commitment. Understanding whether
and how reward satisfaction has downstream
implications for the emergence of attitudes and
behaviors at work is particularly important and
relevant in our modern-day knowledge-world
economy.”* In light of this work, our final
aim is to help researchers and practitioners
understand how to encourage more and health-
ier employee contributions to their workplace
and to retain significant contributors.”>*®

Methodology

Participants and Procedure

Participants were contacted as part of a pri-
vate firm’s listserv for a larger project on
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international workplace engagement. Survey
invitations were sent from various panel ven-
dors in 12 countries: Argentina, Australia,
Canada, China, Germany, India, Japan,
Mexico, Singapore, South Africa, the United
Kingdom and the United States. Participants
received the survey electronically and com-
pleted the survey on a voluntary and anony-
mous basis in their preferred language. In
order to be eligible to participate, employees
had to be working full-time in companies with
500 or more employees.

In total, 5,852 full-time employees com-
pleted the survey. Overall sociodemographic
information and region-specific sociodemo-
graphic information are presented in detail in
Table 1. The six main region groupings were
completed on theoretical grounds based on
previous literature.””” As such, participants
from China, Japan and Singapore were com-
bined to represent Asia (N = 1,338; 22.8%);
participants from Germany and the United
Kingdom were combined to represent Europe
(N = 842; 14.4%) and participants from India
represent their own region (N = 931; 15.9%).
Participants from Mexico and Argentina were
combined to represent Latin America (N =
642; 11%); participants from Canada and the
United States were combined to represent
North America (N = 1,268; 21.7%) and par-
ticipants from Australia and South Africa
were combined to represent Oceania (N =
831; 14.2%).

Measures

To prioritize the recruitment of a large and
diverse sample of employees and to maximize
sample size, we reduced participant burden by
minimizing the survey length as much as pos-
sible, using single items for key constructs of
interest when methodologically sound.

Reward Satisfaction. Employees’ reward satis-
faction was assessed using the single item,

All things considered, on a scale from 0 to 100,
with 0 being completely dissatisfied and 100
being completely satisfied, how would you rate
your overall satisfaction with the incentives and

rewards, beyond your base compensation and
benefits, that you receive through your company?

Single-item measures for similar constructs
including life and job satisfaction have been
shown to be adequately representative and
highly correlated with broader, multiple-item
measures of the same construct.®*®!

Psychological Need Satisfaction. Employees
rated the extent to which they felt that their
psychological needs for competence, auton-
omy and relatedness were satisfied in their
workplace on a S-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 =
Strongly agree. Competence and relatedness
needs were assessed using four items (e.g.,
competence: “I am provided with the training
necessary to excel in my role”; relatedness: “1
have good friends at work™) while autonomy
need satisfaction was assessed using six items
(e.g., autonomy: “My direct manager involves
me in important decisions”). These items are
in line with SDT’s conceptualization of the
three basic needs and are very similar to other
validated measures such as the Work-Related
Basic Need Scale that is used in the literature
to assess psychological need satisfaction (e.g.,
relatedness: “ Some people I work with are
close friends of mine”®).

Psychological ~ Stress. Employees rated the
extent to which they experienced psychologi-
cal stress due to their work using three items
(e.g., “My job creates a great deal of negative
stress in my life”’) with a 5-point Likert-type
scale ranging from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5
= Strongly agree.

Job Satisfaction. Employees rated the extent to
which they derived satisfaction from their job
using an average composite score of four
items that measured specific work compo-
nents. The distinct components included
employees’ satisfaction with their job, their
direct manager, the workplace culture and the
leaders of their organization. All items were
rated on a scale from 0 = Completely dissatis-
fied to 100 = Completely satisfied.
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Intrinsic Motivation. Employees reported their
intrinsic motivation using four items (e.g., “I
am highly motivated to contribute to the suc-
cess of the organization™) on a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from | = Strongly disagree
to 5 = Strongly agree. These items are in line
with SDT’s conceptualization and are very
similar to other validated measures, such as
the Motivation at Work Scale, used in the lit-
erature to assess motivation.”

Affective  Commitment. Employees reported
their affective commitment to their current
organization using six items (e.g., “I am proud
to tell others I work for my organization™) on a
5-point scale with 1 corresponding to Strongly
disagree and 5 corresponding to Strongly
agree. These items are in line with Allen and
Meyer’s* conceptualization of affective com-
mitment (e.g., “I enjoy discussing my organi-
zation with people outside of it”).

Workplace Contribution. Employees assessed
their contribution to their workplace using a
three-dimensional scale assessing the extent
to which they engaged in innovative work
(e.g., “I brought together concepts and ideas
that hadn’t been combined before™; 3 items),
sought support and leveraged their network to
do daily work (e.g., “I expanded my network
of contacts as to have a sounding board about
my work”; 3 items) and felt personal owner-
ship over their work (e.g., “I felt a continued
sense of ownership in my work as it was rolled
out”; 4 items). All ten items were rated on a
5-point scale with 1 corresponding to Strongly
disagree and 5 corresponding to Strongly
agree. These items are in line with conceptu-
alization of innovative work in the litera-
ture® and are very similar to other validated
measures, such as the Innovative Work
Behavior Scale, used to assess innovation and
collaboration (e.g., “I often search out new
working methods, techniques and
instruments”®").

Productivity. Employees evaluated their per-
formance over the past 12 months on a scale
ranging from 0 = Not producing at all to 100
= Producing at maximum capacity.

Likelihood of Recommending the Organization.
Employees were asked to rate the likelihood
that they would recommend the company they
worked for to others on a scale from 0 = Not
likely at all to 10 = Extremely likely.

Turnover Intentions. Employees reported their
intentions to quit their current organization if
they were offered a similar job with equiva-
lent pay, location and benefits, on a scale
ranging from 0 = Not likely at all to 100 =
Extremely likely. Past research has shown that
single-item measurement of turnover is a
valid predictor of turnover behavior.*®

Forecasted Tenure. To supplement the subjec-
tive assessment of turnover intentions,
employees estimated the amount of time, in
months and years, that they projected to
remain  employed at their  current
organization.

Results
Preliminary Analysis

Overall Sample. Descriptive statistics, correla-
tions and reliability coefficients for all the
variables for the overall sample are presented
in Table 2. All correlation coefficients
reported are significant at p < .001. Prelimi-
nary analysis of the correlation matrix pro-
vided initial support for the hypothesized
relations between our variables. As expected,
reward satisfaction was positively correlated
with satisfaction of all three psychological
needs (competence: > = .56, autonomy: > =
.57, relatedness: #* = .53). In turn, satisfaction
of these three psychological needs was posi-
tively correlated with job satisfaction (compe-
tence: ¥ = .67, autonomy: 2= 74,
relatedness: * = .66), intrinsic motivation
(competence: #* = .69, autonomy: > = .71,
relatedness: /* = .68), affective commitment
(competence: #* = .74, autonomy: > = .74,

relatedness: 7 = .70), and negatively with
psychological stress (competence: 7% = —.38,
autonomy: > = —28, relatedness: 7* = —.40).

Intrinsic motivation was positively and sig-
nificantly correlated with all facets of
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workplace contribution (innovation: 7> = .77,
ownership: 7 = .73, network: 7> = .35) and
with productivity (* = .51). Affective com-
mitment was significantly and positively cor-
related with the likelihood of recommending
the organization (> = .42) and forecasted ten-
ure (#* = .04) and negatively with turnover
intentions (> = —.05).

Region-Specific. Descriptive statistics, correla-
tions and reliability coefficients for all the
variables for each region are presented in
Tables 3 to 8. All correlation coefficients
reported are significant at p < .001. In all six
region groupings, preliminary analysis of the
correlation matrix provided initial support for
the hypothesized relations between our vari-
ables. Replicating the pattern observed in the
overall sample, reward satisfaction was posi-
tively correlated with satisfaction of all three
psychological needs (competence: 7 ranging
from .51 to .58, autonomy: /* ranging from
51 to .58, relatedness: #* ranging from .47 to
.53). As in the overall sample, satisfaction of
the three psychological needs was positively
correlated with job satisfaction (competence:
#* ranging from .62 to .71, autonomy: 7* rang-
ing from .70 to .77, relatedness: * ranging
from .63 to .66), intrinsic motivation (compe-
tence: 7* ranging from .66 to .71, autonomy: >
ranging from .64 to .77, relatedness: 7 rang-
ing from .63 to .71), affective commitment
(competence: 7 ranging from .71 to .76,
autonomy: 7 ranging from .70 to .77, related-
ness: 7* ranging from .68 to .72), and nega-
tively with psychological stress (competence:
#* ranging from —27 to —49, autonomy:
ranging from —03 to —.42, relatedness: »*
ranging from —29 to —.50). Intrinsic motiva-
tion was positively and significantly corre-
lated with all facets of workplace contribution
(innovation: #* ranging from .50 to .68, own-
ership: 7 ranging from .55 to .68, network: 7*
ranging from .35 to .61) and with productivity
(+* ranging from .45 to .52). Affective com-
mitment was significantly and positively cor-
related with the likelihood of recommending
the organization (+* ranging from .71 to .80)
and forecasted tenure (+* ranging from .20 to

.26), and negatively with turnover intentions
(+* ranging from —.07 to —.45), with the only
exception being in the Indian sample where
affective commitment was not significantly
negatively associated with turnover intentions
(= .02).

Model Testing

The suggested model with the hypothesized
paths was tested through full structural equa-
tion modelling using the Bootstrapping Macro
with 1,000 bootstrapped samples using Mplus
version 7.31.%” Based on the correlation matrix
reported above, the outcomes under study,
including stress, job satisfaction, intrinsic
motivation and affective commitment, as well
as workplace contribution, productivity, like-
lihood of recommending the organization,
forecasted tenure and turnover intentions,
were allowed to co-vary.

Four goodness-of-fit indices were used:
the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker—
Lewis index (TLI), the root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), and the stan-
dardized root mean square residual (SRMR).
Generally, values above .90 for the CFI and
for the TLL,’*"" and below .06 for the RMSEA
and the SRMR indicate a very good fit.”"

Overall Sample Testing. The original hypothe-
sized model provided a very good fit to the
data: x*(954) = 18 984.27, p < .05, CFI =
0.90, RMSEA = 0.056, 90% confidence
interval = 0.056-0.057, and SRMR = 0.059
(see Table 9). Results of hypothesis testing for
the overall sample are presented in Table 10.
All unstandardized path coefficients reported
are significant at p < .001.

Reward satisfaction predicted greater psy-
chological need satisfaction, defined by com-
petence, autonomy and relatedness need
satisfaction (B = .02, SE = .00).

In turn, psychological need satisfaction
predicted lower psychological stress (B =
—.49, SE = .02) as well as greater job satisfac-
tion (B = 19.28, SE = .46), intrinsic motiva-
tion (B = .93, SE = .02) and affective
commitment (B = 1.03, SE = .02).
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Intrinsic motivation predicted greater work-
place contribution, as indicated by network,
innovation and ownership (B = 0.68, SE =
.01) and productivity (B = 11.53, SE = .33).

Affective commitment predicted a greater
likelihood of recommending the organization
(B = 2.34, SE = .04) and longer forecasted
tenure (B = 2.52, SE = .17), as well as lower
turnover intentions (B = —7.40, SE = .56).

Region-Specific ~ Testing. The  hypothesized
model was further replicated with a good fit in
each of the six specific region groupings,
showing measurement invariance in all
regions. Model fit indices for all region group-
ings are summarized in Table 9. Detailed
results, including unstandardized B path coef-
ficients with their associated standard errors
(all significant at p < .001), for each specific
region model are summarized in Table 10.
The unstandardized path coefficients for
each subsample replicated the patterns
observed in the overall sample. More specifi-
cally, in all six region groupings, namely,
Asia, Europe, India, Latin America, North
America and Oceania, reward satisfaction
predicted greater psychological need satisfac-
tion, defined by competence, autonomy and
relatedness need satisfaction (Bs = 0.02, SEs
= 0.02). As in the overall sample, psychologi-
cal need satisfaction predicted in turn lower
psychological stress (Bs ranging from —0.12
to —0.81, SEs ranging from 0.06 to 0.09),
greater job satisfaction (Bs ranging from
14.78 to 21.45, SEs ranging from 0.98 to
1.58), intrinsic motivation (Bs ranging from
0.94 to 1.14, SEs ranging from 0.05 to 0.06)
and affective commitment (Bs ranging from
0.94 to 1.21, SEs ranging from 0.05 to 0.07).
In turn, intrinsic motivation predicted
greater workplace contribution, as indicated by
network, innovation and ownership (Bs rang-
ing from 0.55 to 0.74, SEs ranging from 0.70 to
1.09), and productivity (Bs ranging from 10.23
to 13.73, SEs ranging from 0.04 to 0.07).
Finally, as in the overall sample, in all six
region groupings, affective commitment pre-
dicted a greater likelihood of recommending
the organization (Bs ranging from 1.82 to
2.61, SEs ranging from 0.09 to 0.15), longer

forecasted tenure (Bs ranging from 2.55 to
4.23, SEs ranging from 0.04 to 0.75) and
lower turnover intentions (Bs ranging from
—1.91 to —19.02, SEs ranging from 1.28 to
2.00).

General Discussion

Our results indicate that when employees are
satisfied with the rewards that are offered at
their workplace, they experience greater psy-
chological need satisfaction, leading to greater
job satisfaction, and conversely, lower psycho-
logical stress. Employees also experience
more intrinsic motivation, which predicts
greater workplace contribution and productiv-
ity, and greater affective commitment, which
predicts a higher likelihood of recommending
their organization, lower turnover intentions
and longer forecasted tenure. Overall, these
findings highlight the critical importance of
reward satisfaction in fostering positive work-
place experiences and driving key organiza-
tional outcomes that companies value. These
results corroborate past findings showing that
employees’ satisfaction with compensation
can have a significant influence on their work
attitudes and behaviors’™ and that satisfac-
tion with workplace rewards can have down-
stream benefits for the organization, leading
employees to express a greater desire to stay in
their current job.*' ™ These results emphasize
the importance of looking beyond the compen-
sation that employees receive to understand
what these rewards signal to employees and
how rewards make employees feel.

Importantly, our results provide cross-cul-
tural evidence regarding why employees’ sat-
isfaction with their company’s reward
practices influence the psychological experi-
ence of their workplace, indicated by psycho-
logical need satisfaction, and ultimately
influence the extent to which they contribute
to their organization.*”" In this light, our arti-
cle provides evidence, using the SDT frame-
work, that reward satisfaction matters in
determining employees’ contribution and loy-
alty to their workplace by contributing to their
psychological needs for competence, auton-
omy and relatedness.
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Lending support to the universal nature of
SDT, we provide cross-cultural evidence that
reward satisfaction can positively contribute
to employees’ psychological health (as shown
by lower psychological stress and greater job
satisfaction), intrinsic motivation and affec-
tive commitment via psychological need sat-
isfaction, in turn promoting enhanced
workplace contribution and loyalty. As our
findings suggest, this mechanism does not
appear to be idiosyncratic to particular coun-
tries or organizational settings. For organiza-
tions around the world, of various sizes, and
from various industries (as diverse as educa-
tion, government services, healthcare, tech-
nology, retail, manufacturing and banking),
the more that employees report being satisfied
with the rewards that they receive at work, the
more that employees feel competent, autono-
mous and connected to their work, therefore
encouraging higher levels of motivation, com-
mitment and contribution. These findings fur-
ther suggest that what matters when it comes
to rewards is the affective reactions that these
rewards elicit.”’ Hence, rewards should be
designed to spark, reinforce and satisfy the
basic and universal psychological needs of
autonomy, competence and relatedness.’”

Practical Implications

Our results suggest that organizational lead-
ers, supervisors and human resource practitio-
ners should focus on using workplace rewards
that contribute to fulfilling employees’ basic
psychological needs. The current research
suggests that as long as workplace rewards
bring employees satisfaction and fulfill their
psychological needs for competence, auton-
omy and relatedness, rewards of any type—
cash or non-cash, tangible or intangible—can
fuel employees’ functioning, and foster con-
tribution and loyalty. In this light, rewards that
are perceived by employees as contributing to
the satisfaction of their psychological needs
can promote optimal functioning and drive
valuable key organizational outcomes, thereby
becoming attractive assets for companies to
leverage in order to attract prospective candi-
dates and retain current employees.

Organizations should therefore be mindful
when they elaborate and launch their reward
programs to avoid instilling financial incen-
tives and cash rewards simply based on the
assumption that money is a sufficient motiva-
tor for employees.” Designing companies’
reward strategy should be done with forward
and strategic thinking to ensure that these
rewards positively contribute to employees’
psychological experience of feeling compe-
tent, autonomous and connected at work.
These results suggest that all rewards, whether
cash or non-cash, tangible or intangible
(including restaurant vouchers, gift cards, lux-
ury goods and products, or travel incentives),
should be used as symbols of appreciation,
that is, “nudges,” to reinforce employees’ pos-
itive psychological experience at work. In so
doing, organizations and stakeholders will
stand to benefit from key organizational out-
comes such as greater productivity, innova-
tion, collaboration and loyalty that can arise
from employees feeling more competent,
autonomous and connected at work.

Future Research

Our findings provide a first step into under-
standing how workplace rewards can moti-
vate employees in a psychologically healthy
way. Future research should further investi-
gate what features of workplace rewards can
lead to greater reward satisfaction, such as
distinct aspects of reward types (e.g., cash vs.
non-cash, tangible vs. intangible), reward
allocation (e.g., perceived justice), reward
characteristics (e.g., reward memorabilia) and
reward meaning (e.g., recognition, apprecia-
tion, gratitude). This additional research
would allow researchers and practitioners to
determine when specific rewards are the most
valuable and effective in attracting and moti-
vating specific employee populations.

Finally, since attitudes and behavioral inten-
tions such as motivation, commitment and loy-
alty emerge, evolve and fluctuate over
time,”*'” empirical investigations spanning
over months and years are needed. Longitudinal
designs with baseline measures at the onset of
reward programs, as well as with close
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monitoring throughout the program duration,
would clarify how employees’ reward satisfac-
tion, psychological needs, intrinsic motivation,
affective commitment, psychological health,
productivity, contribution and loyalty unfold
over time in relation to the rewards employees
receive. Such designs would provide additional
insight into the internal, psychological pro-
cesses that generate quantifiable returns for
companies. Going beyond productivity levels,
concrete outcomes of effective reward pro-
grams could also be reflected in actual turnover
rate. To this point, in line with the current find-
ings, longitudinal designs would allow
researchers to study how employees’ lack of
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with workplace
rewards might lead to greater turnover.

Conclusion

The present research offers empirical evi-
dence in support of the universal importance
of employees’ psychological need satisfaction
in the link between reward satisfaction and
employee functioning. The current research
shows that by thinking about the workplace
through an SDT lens, researchers can better
understand the psychological processes that
employees experience when they are exposed
to rewards in various work settings, and how
these processes influence workplace experi-
ences and functioning. By providing empiri-
cal support for our model in six diverse
regions, our study offers convincing evidence
that satisfaction with workplace rewards uni-
versally contributes to employees’ psycholog-
ical needs for competence, autonomy and
relatedness at work. When reward satisfaction
positively contributes to these needs, rewards
can be leveraged to foster psychological
health and motivation and drive greater work-
place contribution and loyalty. This article
highlights the importance of carefully elabo-
rating reward programs and points to the need
for additional research to better understand
the impact of specific types and timing of
rewards on employees’ psychological experi-
ence of their workplace and subsequent func-
tioning over time. These results call for a
reevaluation of compensation programs to

take into account employees’ psychological
experiences of the rewards they receive.
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