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Abstract 
Employee motivation, a core HRM function, directly impacts productivity and 
performance. By scientifically applying motivation theories and combining fi-
nancial with non-financial incentives, firms can tailor policies to their devel-
opment stage and workforce profile, thereby enhancing work enthusiasm, or-
ganizational commitment, and overall competitiveness. This study systemati-
cally reviews major motivation theories and their applications, finding that in-
centive effectiveness is moderated by organizational culture, leadership style, 
and individual differences, thus requiring continuous contextual optimization. 
It further delineates specific financial and non-financial incentive strategies, 
explores their differentiated use across enterprise types (e.g., startups, 
knowledge-intensive firms, and SOEs), and offers a forward-looking perspec-
tive on digital-era transformations such as remote work and AI-driven person-
alization. The findings provide both theoretical insights and actionable guid-
ance for managers seeking to design sustainable and adaptive incentive sys-
tems. 
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1. Introduction 

Against the backdrop of intensifying global competition and rapidly evolving 
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business environments, human resources have become a core determinant of an 
enterprise’s sustainable competitive advantage. With the deepening of economic 
globalization and the rapid advancement of science and technology, enterprises 
are confronted with growing market uncertainty and escalating pressure from tal-
ent mobility. Prior literature often uses the broad label “new-generation employ-
ees” to describe contemporary labour-market entrants; however, contemporary 
scholarship cautions against oversimplified generational categorisation [1]. In-
centive preferences are jointly shaped by an interplay of age, career stage, occupa-
tion, organizational culture, and formal employment conditions rather than 
chronological cohort alone [2] [3]. Different combinations of these factors pro-
duce heterogeneous work values, career expectations, and incentive needs, posing 
severe challenges to traditional enterprise incentive models. 

However, merely recruiting outstanding employees is far from sufficient to fully 
unlock the value of human resources; it is more critical to stimulate employees’ 
long-term commitment and high-effort work engagement. In practical manage-
ment scenarios, many enterprises possess high-quality talent reserves, yet their 
talent potential cannot be fully exploited due to imperfect incentive systems. This 
gives rise to prominent problems such as core talent loss and job burnout, causing 
immeasurable economic and operational losses to enterprises. Accordingly, con-
structing a scientific and effective incentive system has become a key research fo-
cus and practical concern for both academic and industrial communities. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. International Research Status 

International scholars have conducted early and in-depth research on work moti-
vation, forming a relatively comprehensive and systematic theoretical framework. 
Maslow [4] proposed the hierarchy of needs theory, which classifies human needs 
into five hierarchical levels from low to high, laying a foundational theoretical 
framework for understanding the hierarchical and dynamic characteristics of em-
ployee motivation. Herzberg et al. [5] further divided work-related factors into 
hygiene factors and motivators, demonstrating that the fundamental source of 
sustainable employee motivation lies in intrinsic satisfaction derived from the 
work itself, rather than external conditions. From a behavioral psychology per-
spective, Skinner [6] emphasized operant conditioning principles; a critical con-
ceptual distinction must be maintained between negative reinforcement and pun-
ishment: negative reinforcement increases desired behaviour through removal of 
an aversive condition, whereas criticism and disciplinary sanctions constitute 
forms of punishment, whose intended function is to suppress undesired behav-
iours [7] [8]. This conceptual boundary is frequently blurred within applied man-
agerial writing. Adams [9] focused on the impact of social comparison on employ-
ees’ psychological states, revealing the critical roles of distributive, procedural, and 
interactional justice in sustaining employee work motivation. 

In terms of cognitive motivation research, Vroom [10] put forward expectancy 
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theory, which defines motivational force as the product of expectancy, instrumen-
tality, and valence. This theory provides a mature analytical framework for inter-
preting the rational logic of employees’ behavioral decision-making. Locke [11] 
developed goal-setting theory, verifying that specific and moderately challenging 
goals can significantly facilitate employee performance improvement. Deci and 
Ryan [12] established self-determination theory, which systematically elaborates 
the psychological formation mechanism of intrinsic motivation based on basic 
human psychological needs, exerting a profound and lasting influence on con-
temporary organizational incentive practices. McClelland [7] proposed achieve-
ment motivation theory, offering new insights for differentiated employee moti-
vation by guiding managers to formulate targeted strategies according to individ-
ual motivational characteristics. 

In recent years, international research has shifted focus to the applicability and 
optimization of incentive systems in the context of digital transformation and re-
mote-hybrid work. Gagné and Deci [13] systematically reviewed the practical ap-
plication of self-determination theory in organizational scenarios. Gerhart and 
Fang [14] conducted a meta-analysis on the effectiveness of monetary incentives, 
confirming that multiple contextual factors moderate the outcomes of incentive 
policies; financial incentives generally produce positive performance effects but 
show evidence of diminishing marginal returns under specific boundary condi-
tions, including high baseline compensation levels and low outcome controllabil-
ity [15] [16]. Colquitt et al. [17] further expanded justice theory research, explor-
ing the differentiated impacts of multi-dimensional organizational justice on em-
ployees’ work attitudes and behavioral performance. Recent post-pandemic stud-
ies advance understanding of hybrid-work incentives, algorithmic HRM, person-
alized incentives, and cross-cultural motivation [4] [5] [18]. 

2.2. Domestic Research Status 

Domestic research on motivation theory, building upon the introduction and as-
similation of Western classical theories, has gradually developed localized re-
search directions adapted to China’s institutional and cultural context. Zhao 
Shuming [8] systematically elaborated on incentive-related issues in human re-
source management, emphasizing that enterprise incentive systems must be 
closely aligned with organizational strategic goals. From the perspective of full-
process human resource management, Peng Jianfeng [19] explored the embed-
dedness of incentive mechanisms in various management links. Zhang De [20] 
analyzed the applicability and cultural adaptation of Western motivation theories 
in Chinese organizational scenarios within the framework of organizational be-
havior research. 

In recent years, domestic scholars have increasingly focused on heterogeneous 
incentive demands across workforce subgroups, moving beyond monolithic gen-
erational stereotypes to examine joint effects of career stage, occupational attrib-
utes and organizational context [21]. Li Yanping and Hou Xuanfang [21] analysed 
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heterogeneous demand structures among contemporary workforce subgroups 
and their implications for incentive model redesign. Wang Yanfei and Zhu Yu 
[22] empirically tested the positive motivational effect of perceived organizational 
support on employees’ work engagement. From the perspective of organizational 
transformation in the Internet era, Chen Chunhua [23] explored the transfor-
mation pressure and optimization direction of traditional incentive methods. 
Long Lirong and Zhou Hao [24] conducted in-depth research on the interactive 
relationship between performance appraisal systems and employee incentive 
mechanisms. From a cross-cultural perspective, Zhang Ruijuan and Sun Jianmin 
[3] reviewed the re-search on the role of human resource management in innova-
tion, providing insights for localized incentive innovation. 

Furthermore, several scholars have integrated big data and artificial intelligence 
technologies with modern incentive management. Liu Shanshi and Peng Juan [1] 
discussed the transformation trend of human resource management models un-
der digitalization, pointing out that intelligent digital tools provide new possibili-
ties for personalized and precise employee motivation, while also bringing new 
ethical challenges such as algorithmic fairness and data privacy risks [25]. 

2.3. Research Review and Research Gaps 

A comprehensive review of domestic and international literature reveals that mo-
tivation theory has developed rich theoretical resources over several decades, with 
research perspectives continuously broadening and deepening from content the-
ories to process theories to contemporary integrated theories. However, existing 
research still has deficiencies in the following areas. 

First, most studies focus on the effect analysis of single types of incentive 
measures, while systematic research on the synergistic interaction between finan-
cial and non-financial incentives remains insufficient. Broad claims require con-
textual qualification: for instance, non-financial incentives are often described as 
“low-marginal-cost”, yet such statements ignore hidden administrative, manage-
rial and opportunity costs, and cost-effectiveness is contingent on organizational 
size, culture and employee characteristics [24]. Motivation influences perfor-
mance but is not a direct deterministic driver; performance outcomes are co-de-
termined by ability, resources, task complexity and situational constraints [15]. 
Second, simplistic “new-generation-versus-traditional-employee” dichotomies 
obscure multi-factor heterogeneity; there remains insufficient empirical research 
on incentive strategies accounting for the combined influences of age, career-
stage, occupation and organizational environment [2]. Third, the profound 
changes brought by digital transformation to traditional incentive models have 
not been fully explored, and how to leverage digital technologies to realize precise, 
personalized, and dynamic employee motivation with robust data-governance 
safeguards remains an unresolved issue [26]. Fourth, localized theoretical innova-
tion in motivation research is relatively scarce; few studies have developed incen-
tive models adapted to China’s cultural and institutional characteristics on the 
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basis of absorbing Western classical theories. Fifth, existing literature seldom de-
composes multi-layer integrated incentive frameworks to specify concrete opera-
tional practices, expected employee outcomes, and moderating organizational 
conditions. 

Based on the above research gaps, this study adopts an integrative perspective 
to systematically review the motivation theory system and its comprehensive ap-
plication in human resource incentive systems, with an emphasis on analysing the 
synergistic mechanisms of financial and non-financial incentives, exploring dif-
ferentiated incentive strategies for different types of enterprises, and conducting 
a forward-looking analysis of emerging trends in incentive methods in the digital 
era, aiming to provide theoretical references and practical guidance for enterprise 
human resource management. 

3. Theoretical Foundations of Employee Motivation and 
Human Resource Incentive Methods 

3.1. Concepts of Motivation and Work Incentives 

Maier and Lawler [26] defined work motivation as individuals’ voluntary willing-
ness to invest additional effort to achieve organizational goals, which originates 
from both the expectation of material rewards and the pursuit of self-value reali-
zation. Kreitner [2] pointed out that motivation is an internal psychological pro-
cess that guides individual behavior toward specific goals and determines the di-
rection, intensity, and persistence of work efforts. Work motivation constitutes 
one important antecedent of job performance, yet performance is jointly shaped 
by ability, task resources and situational constraints [15]; the level of work moti-
vation directly affects employees’ work investment, concentration, and resilience 
in the face of difficulties. Higgins [27] argued that motivation is an internal driv-
ing force generated to satisfy unmet psychological needs, which is inherently di-
rectional and goal-oriented. 

From a macro perspective, motivation refers to the intrinsic psychological force 
that initiates, maintains, and regulates individual work behavior. It answers two 
core questions of primary concern to managers: why individuals choose to engage 
in specific work activities rather than others, and how much time and effort they 
are willing to invest in such activities. These two questions constitute the core of 
practical incentive management. 

Work motivation is the fundamental internal factor that drives employees to 
improve work efficiency, job quality, and overall performance under organiza-
tional constraints. It is embodied in employees’ proactive willingness to make ef-
forts and actively participate in work to achieve win-win outcomes for both or-
ganizations and individuals. Psychologically, the formation of work motivation 
involves three interrelated dimensions: cognitive evaluation, emotional experi-
ence, and volitional behavior, which jointly determine the level of employee work 
engagement. Specifically, cognitive evaluation reflects employees’ judgment on 
work value and goal achievability; emotional experience refers to employees’ psy-
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chological feelings during work; and volitional behavior determines the transfor-
mation of internal motivation into practical work actions. 

When equipped with sufficient work motivation, employees consciously con-
centrate their abilities and adopt efficient working methods to complete tasks, 
thereby promoting the achievement of corporate business objectives. In manage-
ment practice, personal interests are closely linked to work motivation, yet con-
tradictions often exist between individual and collective interests. To guide em-
ployees to align their work behavior with corporate development strategies, en-
terprises must help employees form a consistent understanding: personal interests 
can only be guaranteed on the premise of realizing organizational interests. The 
alignment of individual and organizational goals is the core essence of employee 
motivation, whose ultimate purpose is to stimulate employee contribution and 
improve corporate operational efficiency. 

Motivation can be divided into intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. 
Intrinsic motivation derives from personal interest, curiosity, and the sense of ac-
complishment brought by work itself, while extrinsic motivation stems from ex-
ternal factors such as salary, praise, and promotion. Existing research confirms 
that intrinsic motivation has stronger sustainability and a more significant effect 
on stimulating innovation under certain boundary conditions, while the two types 
of motivation are not mutually exclusive but mutually reinforcing [14]. A scien-
tific incentive system should simultaneously cultivate and stimulate both intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation, enabling employees to work actively driven by both ex-
ternal rewards and internal professional passion. 

Work incentives refer to a series of systematic management measures, policies 
and methods adopted by organizations and managers to stimulate employees’ 
work initiative and subjective will, so as to achieve unified organizational devel-
opment goals. Incentives are not equivalent to simple reward and punishment be-
haviors; instead, they constitute a complete management process covering goal 
setting, behavioral guidance, performance feedback, and result evaluation. 

Maier and Lawler [26] proposed that employee motivation is both a core man-
agement responsibility and an important organizational management objective. 
Its essence is to rationally allocate labor resources, fully tap human resource value, 
and continuously improve organizational labor productivity. Managers are re-
quired to master the core connotation of motivation theories and flexibly apply 
diversified incentive strategies according to employees’ individual characteristics 
and work scenarios in daily management. 

For individual employees, scientific work incentives can motivate proactive 
work efforts, improve work engagement, and help employees complete tasks with 
clear goals. Meanwhile, incentives effectively enhance employees’ job satisfaction 
and self-development awareness, build professional confidence, and optimize 
their positive expectations for career development. When employees perceive or-
ganizational care and recognition, their psychological contract with the organiza-
tion will be strengthened, which is reflected in higher organizational loyalty and 
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work dedication. 
For organizational development, employee incentives facilitate the efficient uti-

lization of human resources, optimize overall operational efficiency, and ensure 
the realization of organizational strategic goals. Managers who master scientific 
incentive methods can effectively attract and retain core talent, build stable work-
force teams, enhance corporate reputation and competitiveness in the talent mar-
ket, strengthen organizational innovation capabilities, and reduce negative man-
agement problems such as high turnover, absenteeism, and internal interpersonal 
conflicts. 

3.2. Overview of Human Resource Incentive Methods 

From the perspective of enterprise human resource management, human resource 
incentives refer to a systematic management process in which enterprises care for 
employees’ material and spiritual needs, help employees improve work efficiency, 
and ultimately promote the realization of organizational goals. Incentive manage-
ment is not an independent functional module of human resource management 
but runs through the entire human resource management process, including tal-
ent recruitment and attraction, employee training and ability development, and 
performance management and goal achievement. 

Enterprise incentive activities mainly cover two dimensions: material welfare 
guarantee and spiritual demand satisfaction, both of which take the realization of 
overall organizational strategic goals as the fundamental premise. In organiza-
tional behavior research, incentives are regarded as the core bridge connecting 
organizational goals and individual employee goals, and their effectiveness di-
rectly determines the efficiency and fairness of enterprise internal resource allo-
cation. 

Managers at all levels bear corresponding responsibilities for the formulation, 
implementation, and promotion of incentive policies. Senior managers are re-
sponsible for determining the strategic orientation of incentive systems and 
matching corresponding resource guarantees, ensuring that incentive policies are 
consistent with enterprises’ long-term development strategies. Middle managers 
undertake the core work of policy interpretation and process supervision, trans-
lating macroscopic incentive policies into specific operable management norms. 
Front-line managers focus on employees’ daily work performance, providing 
timely behavioral feedback and targeted encouragement. In addition, incentive 
management is highly coupled with other human resource management func-
tions, and sound incentive policies lay an important foundation for improving the 
overall operational efficiency of enterprise human resource management. 

Enterprise incentive methods can be classified from multiple dimensional per-
spectives. In terms of incentive content, they are divided into material incentives 
and spiritual incentives; in terms of implementation form, they are divided into 
financial incentives and non-financial incentives; in terms of behavioral guidance 
direction, they are divided into positive incentives and negative incentives; in 
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terms of incentive objects, they are divided into individual incentives and team 
incentives; and in terms of incentive cycle, they are divided into short-term incen-
tives and long-term incentives. The above classification standards are not mutu-
ally exclusive but intersect and complement each other. A mature and effective 
enterprise incentive system requires the comprehensive integration of multiple 
incentive methods to build a multi-level, three-dimensional incentive network. 

Corporate financial incentives refer to incentive methods based on economic 
means, mainly including salaries, bonuses, allowances, subsidies, welfare benefits, 
and equity incentives. Financial incentives have the characteristics of direct ef-
fects, quantifiable standards, and immediate feedback under suitable conditions, 
which can rapidly guide and adjust employees’ work behavioral choices. However, 
the incentive effect of financial incentives presents diminishing marginal returns 
subject to boundary conditions such as existing income level and outcome con-
trollability [17], which requires enterprises to supplement and optimize incentive 
systems with non-financial measures. The actual effectiveness of financial incen-
tives depends not only on the absolute amount of economic rewards but also on 
the rationality of distribution mechanisms and employees’ perceived fairness [19]. 

Corporate non-financial incentives are incentive methods based on non-mone-
tary means, mainly divided into work environment incentives and work content in-
centives. Different from financial incentives focusing on material satisfaction, non-
financial in-centives focus more on meeting employees’ psychological needs and 
promoting personal growth, effectively making up for the deficiency of long-term 
incentive effects of single financial incentives under suitable contextual conditions. 
It should be noted that claims about “low marginal cost” for non-financial incen-
tives require qualification; they incur hidden costs of managerial time, organiza-
tional adjustment, and opportunity costs, and cost-effectiveness varies across firms 
[24]. For example, granting employees work autonomy, providing learning and ca-
reer development opportunities, and building a respectful and harmonious team at-
mosphere can fully activate employees’ intrinsic work motivation. Non-financial in-
centives have the advantages of comparatively low direct monetary outlay and 
strong sustainability under appropriate preconditions, which are indispensable 
components of modern enterprise incentive systems. 

4. Motivation Theory System 
4.1. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory 

Maslow [4] classified human needs into five hierarchical levels in ascending order: 
physiological needs, safety needs, social needs, esteem needs, and self-actualiza-
tion needs. The theory holds that higher-level needs will emerge and become the 
dominant pursuit after lower-level basic needs are satisfied. Its core contribution 
lies in revealing the hierarchical structure and dynamic evolution of human needs, 
emphasizing that individuals’ dominant needs vary at different developmental 
stages. Maslow also pointed out that satisfied needs lose their motivational effect, 
and only unmet needs can drive individual behavior, which carries important 
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practical implications for enterprise incentive management. 
In human resource management practice, enterprises can meet employees’ 

physiological needs through reasonable salary systems and welfare subsidies, sat-
isfy employees’ safety needs through standardized working environments and 
sound security guarantees, and fulfill employees’ social needs through team build-
ing activities and internal communication mechanisms. For higher-level needs, 
enterprises can stimulate employees’ work enthusiasm and innovation motivation 
by providing professional training, challenging work tasks, and clear career devel-
opment paths to meet their needs for esteem and self-actualization. Enterprises 
should regularly track changes in employees’ need structures through employee 
satisfaction surveys and daily communication, and dynamically adjust incentive 
strategies to ensure the alignment between incentive measures and employees’ ac-
tual needs. 

It is worth noting that the practical application of hierarchy of needs theory 
entails certain complexities and particularities. Incentive needs are jointly shaped 
by age, career stage, occupation, organizational culture and employment arrange-
ments rather than by a single demographic variable [2]. First, different employees 
may have different dominant needs at the same career stage, requiring managers 
to accurately identify individual differences and implement differentiated incen-
tives. Second, the dominant needs of the same employee will change with career 
development: new employees pay more attention to salary stability and basic wel-
fare guarantees, employees with moderate work experience value career growth 
and skill improvement, while senior employees focus more on organizational re-
spect, work autonomy, and self-value realization. 

4.2. Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory 

Herzberg et al. [5] proposed the two-factor theory, which divides factors affecting 
employee work attitudes and performance into two categories: hygiene factors 
and motivator factors. 

Hygiene factors are extrinsic work conditions, including salary, welfare bene-
fits, working environment, and corporate management policies. These factors can 
only eliminate employees’ job dissatisfaction and maintain basic work stability, 
but cannot generate lasting work motivation. Insufficient hygiene factors will di-
rectly trigger employee dissatisfaction and negative work behaviors; however, the 
improvement of hygiene factors can only bring employees to a state of “no dissat-
isfaction” rather than active work engagement. 

Motivator factors are intrinsic work attributes, including work significance, job 
achievement, organizational recognition, and promotion opportunities. These 
factors are the fundamental driving force for stimulating employees’ proactive 
work behavior, creative thinking, and sustained work engagement. 

This theory provides critical guidance for enterprise incentive management: 
simply improving salary and welfare conditions is insufficient to motivate em-
ployees effectively. Managers must attach importance to tapping the intrinsic psy-
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chological value that the work itself brings to employees. In practice, enterprises 
can increase motivational factors in work scenarios through job redesign, work 
empowerment, timely performance recognition, and reasonable job challenge set-
ting, so as to activate employees’ intrinsic work motivation. 

4.3. Skinner’s Reinforcement Theory 

Skinner [6] proposed reinforcement theory based on behavioral psychology. Crit-
ical conceptual clarification is required for managerial application: positive rein-
forcement (rewards, praise) increases target desirable behaviours. Negative rein-
forcement increases behaviour by removing an aversive stimulus (for example, 
lifting an onerous reporting requirement if safety targets are met). By contrast, 
criticism, formal warnings and disciplinary punishment are punishment mecha-
nisms, whose intended purpose is to suppress undesired behaviours, not to rein-
force desirable ones [7] [8]. Confusion between negative reinforcement and pun-
ishment is common within applied HR literature and may mislead managerial 
practice. Positive reinforcement, such as material rewards, job promotion, and 
spiritual praise, can encourage employees to repeat positive work behaviors such 
as active innovation and efficient teamwork. Punishment including criticism and 
disciplinary action can restrain employees’ non-compliant behaviors and correct 
work errors, playing an irreplaceable role in standardizing workplace behavior 
and ensuring operational safety, though it also carries risks such as resentment 
and reduced psychological safety [17]. 

In specific management scenarios, managers can also adopt moderate neglect 
of minor accidental errors to reduce employees’ work pressure and build a more 
relaxed organizational atmosphere, though this strategy is only applicable to non-
principled mistakes. The theory also emphasizes the importance of reinforcement 
timing: continuous reinforcement is more effective in the initial stage of behavior 
shaping, while intermittent reinforcement, despite a slower shaping process, can 
form more stable and lasting behavioral habits. 

4.4. Adams’ Equity Theory 

Adams [9] put forward equity theory, pointing out that employees will judge or-
ganizational fairness by comparing their own input-output ratio with that of ref-
erence objects. When employees perceive unfair treatment, they will take initiative 
to adjust their work efforts, reduce organizational commitment, and weaken work 
motivation to restore psychological balance. Employees’ sense of organizational 
fairness covers three dimensions: distributive justice of result allocation, proce-
dural justice of management rules, and interactional justice of interpersonal com-
munication. 

Employees’ comparison reference objects include internal colleagues, external 
peer practitioners, and their own past work state. Different reference standards 
will lead to different fairness judgments, so managers need to accurately grasp 
employees’ comparison logic to formulate targeted optimization measures. 
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Therefore, reasonable salary distribution, timely organizational recognition, 
and transparent performance appraisal mechanisms are key guarantees for main-
taining employee work motivation and job satisfaction. In management practice, 
enterprises should establish open and standardized salary systems and promotion 
mechanisms to help employees clearly recognize their job positioning and career 
development prospects within the organization. 

4.5. Vroom’s Expectancy Theory 

Vroom [10] proposed expectancy theory, which holds that individual motivational 
force is determined by three core variables: expectancy, instrumentality, and va-
lence. This can be expressed by the formula: Motivational Force = Expectancy × 
Instrumentality × Valence. Expectancy refers to employees’ subjective judgment 
on whether work efforts can bring performance improvement; instrumentality re-
fers to employees’ cognition of the correlation between performance results and 
reward acquisition; and valence refers to employees’ subjective preference and 
evaluation of organizational rewards. 

The theory has strong practical implications for incentive management. To en-
sure effective incentives, managers need to guarantee three key links simultane-
ously: attractive reward content for employees, employees’ firm belief that efforts 
can produce excellent performance, and a stable correlation between performance 
results and corresponding rewards. Weakness in any of these three links will lead 
to an overall decline in incentive effectiveness. 

In practical application, managers can improve incentive effectiveness through 
multiple approaches: providing systematic training and resource support to en-
hance employees’ self-efficacy; formulating clear and objective performance ap-
praisal standards to strengthen the performance-reward linkage; and fully respect-
ing individual differences to provide personalized reward options for different 
employees. 

4.6. McClelland’s Achievement Motivation Theory 

McClelland [7] developed achievement motivation theory, which proposes that 
individual work behavior is mainly driven by three core needs: achievement need, 
power need, and affiliation need. Different employees have distinct preference 
structures for these three needs, which requires enterprises to implement differ-
entiated incentive strategies based on individual motivational characteristics. In-
centive preferences are not fixed individual traits; they are jointly moderated by 
age, career stage, occupational context and organizational culture [2]. 

Achievement need (nAch) refers to the internal driving force for pursuing ca-
reer success and surpassing work goals. Employees with high achievement need 
prefer moderately challenging tasks, are willing to take reasonable risks for goal 
achievement, and pursue timely and clear performance feedback. For such em-
ployees, managers can set challenging work goals and provide independent prob-
lem-solving platforms to stimulate their work potential. 
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Power need (nPow) reflects individuals’ desire to influence organizational de-
cisions and guide team behavior. Employees with high power need are willing to 
undertake management responsibilities, participate in organizational decision-
making, and exert leadership influence. Enterprises can motivate such employees 
by assigning management duties and providing leadership platforms. 

Affiliation need (nAff) refers to the desire for harmonious and cooperative in-
terpersonal relationships. Employees with high affiliation need value team har-
mony and prefer cooperative rather than competitive working environments. For 
these employees, managers should focus on building a friendly and inclusive team 
atmosphere and enriching internal communication and interaction channels. 

4.7. Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory 

Deci and Ryan [12] proposed self-determination theory, one of the most influen-
tial contemporary motivation theories. The theory holds that humans have three 
innate basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When 
the organizational working environment can fully satisfy these three needs, em-
ployees’ intrinsic motivation will be fully activated, accompanied by higher work 
creativity, behavioral flexibility, and job engagement. 

Autonomy need refers to individuals’ desire for voluntary and self-determined 
work behavior, which can be satisfied by granting employees choice over working 
methods, flexible working hours, and participation in organizational decision-
making. Competence need reflects individuals’ pursuit of work effectiveness and 
ability improvement, which can be met through targeted skill training, moderately 
challenging tasks, and constructive performance feedback. Relatedness need re-
fers to the demand for good interpersonal connection and organizational belong-
ing, which can be satisfied by strengthening team cooperation and building a re-
spectful and inclusive organizational climate. 

Self-determination theory also points out that external rewards may, in certain 
circumstances, undermine intrinsic motivation—a phenomenon known as the 
“overjustification effect.” This finding reminds managers to balance the applica-
tion of financial and non-financial incentives and to protect employees’ intrinsic 
professional passion while implementing material incentives. 

4.8. Goal-Setting Theory 

Locke [11] proposed goal-setting theory, confirming that clear, specific, and mod-
erately challenging goals can significantly improve employee job performance. 
The motivational effect of goals depends on four core attributes: clarity, difficulty, 
acceptance, and behavioral commitment. 

Specific and well-defined goals have stronger guiding and motivational effects 
than vague and general work requirements. Moderately difficult goals can effec-
tively stimulate employees’ work potential, while excessively difficult goals may 
lead to work anxiety and task abandonment. Goal acceptance and employee com-
mitment are critical prerequisites for goal motivation; only when employees fully 
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recognize and identify with organizational goals can the maximum incentive ef-
fect be realized. 

The theory also emphasizes the key role of dynamic feedback in goal manage-
ment. Timely and specific performance feedback helps employees grasp task pro-
gress, adjust working strategies, and optimize effort allocation, so as to ensure the 
efficient completion of work goals. 

5. Application of Motivation Theories in Human Resource 
Incentive Methods 

According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory [4], human needs present a hi-
erarchical structure, including basic physiological and safety needs and high-level 
social, esteem, and self-actualization needs. Basic material needs such as food, 
clothing, housing, and transportation are mainly satisfied through financial in-
centives via monetary commodity exchange. Employees obtain material living re-
sources through labor remuneration provided by enterprises, realizing the satis-
faction of basic survival needs. 

However, both ordinary individuals and enterprise employees have diverse 
spiritual needs that cannot be met by material resources alone. In addition to eco-
nomic income, employees also pursue work enjoyment, professional identity, fair 
treatment, and self-value realization in the workplace. Therefore, modern enter-
prises should not only guarantee employees’ material welfare but also pay atten-
tion to the satisfaction of their spiritual and psychological needs, and build a bal-
anced incentive system integrating financial and non-financial incentives. 

In practical management scenarios, various motivation theories are interrelated 
and complementary rather than independent of each other, jointly guiding the 
design and implementation of enterprise incentive systems. The following sec-
tions conduct an in-depth analysis of the practical application and synergistic 
mechanisms of financial and non-financial incentives. 

5.1. In-Depth Analysis of Financial Incentives 

Financial incentives are core and indispensable human resource management 
tools for modern enterprises, mainly covering salaries, bonuses, allowances, sub-
sidies, welfare benefits, and equity incentives. Different financial incentive tools 
have differentiated functional positioning and applicable scenarios, and enter-
prises should rationally combine them according to their development stage, op-
erational characteristics, and employee attributes. 

As the basic labor remuneration for employees’ labor input and job value, salary 
occupies the core position in financial incentive systems. It not only guarantees 
the basic living needs of employees and their families but also serves as a funda-
mental incentive factor for stabilizing employee work enthusiasm [8]. When the 
salary level fails to match employees’ work effort and psychological expectations, 
employees will generate negative work emotions and reduce job performance. In 
line with Adams’ equity theory [9], employees will take initiative to reduce work 
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input to restore psychological balance when they perceive unfair salary distribu-
tion. 

Enterprises mainly adopt two basic salary payment modes: time-based salary 
and piece-rate salary. Time-based salary is suitable for positions with difficult-to-
quantify work standards, such as R&D, design, and management posts, while its 
disadvantage lies in the weak correlation between personal income and job per-
formance. In contrast, piece-rate salary directly links employee income with work 
output and quality, which can effectively motivate employees to improve labor 
productivity and optimize work processes while enhancing salary distribution 
fairness. However, piece-rate salary systems need to be matched with strict quality 
assessment indicators to avoid the one-sided pursuit of output at the cost of work 
quality. 

At present, broadband salary systems have been widely applied in modern en-
terprises. By compressing salary grades and expanding the salary floating range of 
each grade, broadband salary improves the flexibility of the salary system. It ena-
bles employees to obtain salary growth through ability improvement and perfor-
mance breakthroughs without relying on job promotion, effectively alleviating the 
incentive bottleneck caused by limited internal promotion channels [19]. 

As an important supplementary financial incentive, bonuses can effectively in-
crease employees’ disposable income and meet their higher-level material and 
psychological needs. Common corporate bonus types include performance bo-
nuses, quality awards, cost-saving bonuses, technological innovation bonuses, and 
schedule completion bonuses. Timely and standardized bonus distribution con-
forms to the positive reinforcement mechanism emphasized by Skinner’s rein-
forcement theory [6], which clearly conveys the organization’s advocacy of posi-
tive work behaviors and strengthens employees’ behavioral cognition. 

Scientific bonus design is the key to ensuring incentive effectiveness. First, bo-
nus assessment standards must be clear, objective, and quantifiable to avoid sub-
jective judgment and arbitrary distribution, which may trigger employee dissatis-
faction. Second, bonus distribution must be closely linked to actual work perfor-
mance and implemented in a timely manner to consolidate the causal relationship 
between employee efforts and organizational rewards. In addition, enterprises 
should dynamically adjust bonus distribution frequency and quota according to 
business characteristics and job attributes. 

Many enterprises implement long-term incentive mechanisms through em-
ployee stock ownership plans, stock options, and restricted stock grants. Equity 
incentives cannot be treated as Herzberg-type motivator factors by definition; 
their capacity to foster long-term organizational commitment is conditional [24]. 
Three critical preconditions determine their effectiveness: first, perceived proce-
dural and distributive fairness in equity allocation rules; second, reasonable vest-
ing and exit design; third, employees’ perceived ability to exert influence over or-
ganizational outcomes linked to equity value. If these conditions are absent, equity 
may be perceived merely as an extrinsic hygiene-like benefit and fail to generate 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1115941


N. T. Trung 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1115941 15 Open Access Library Journal 
 

intrinsic motivational effects; market volatility can decouple equity value from in-
dividual employee effort and weaken incentive impacts [24]. When conditions are 
satisfied, equity incentives bind employees’ personal interests with enterprises’ 
long-term development interests, helping to stimulate employees’ sense of own-
ership and responsibility for corporate development. 

Equity incentives are particularly applicable to core technical talents and senior 
management teams. Their core advantage lies in guiding employees to pay atten-
tion to long-term corporate value growth rather than short-term performance 
gains, avoiding short-sighted behaviors that damage sustainable development. 
Nevertheless, equity incentives have certain limitations: market fluctuations may 
decouple incentive value from individual work effort, and complex equity opera-
tion rules will increase enterprise management costs. Therefore, enterprises need 
to scientifically design exercise conditions, lock-up periods, and exit mechanisms 
to optimize the effectiveness of equity incentives [24]. 

Job allowances and special subsidies play a key supporting role in the incentive 
system. They reflect the fairness of remuneration under different working condi-
tions and help employees solve practical difficulties in housing, medical care, ed-
ucation, and transportation. These measures effectively meet employees’ safety 
needs in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs [4], laying a solid foundation for high-level 
incentive effects. 

Employee benefits include statutory mandatory benefits and enterprise volun-
tary supplementary benefits, which are important tools for attracting and retain-
ing high-quality talent and improving employees’ quality of life. Complete benefit 
systems cover medical insurance, life insurance, health management, transporta-
tion services, employee care, and cultural and sports activities. In addition to basic 
statutory benefits, personalized voluntary benefits have become an important 
strategic means for enterprises to enhance employee organizational commitment 
and loyalty. Flexible benefit plans allow employees to independently select benefit 
items according to personal needs, significantly improving the pertinence and ef-
fectiveness of benefit incentives [8]. 

In summary, financial incentives are the basic guarantee for maintaining and 
enhancing employee work motivation, which can effectively stimulate employee 
work enthusiasm and innovative vitality and consolidate long-term organiza-
tional commitment, subject to boundary conditions such as baseline compensa-
tion and outcome controllability [16]. However, the incentive effect of financial 
incentives relies on fair and transparent performance management and distribu-
tion mechanisms. Over-reliance on single financial incentives will not only in-
crease enterprise operating costs but also fail to form sustainable incentive effects. 
Only by matching financial incentives with diversified non-financial incentive 
measures can enterprises build a complete and efficient incentive system. 

5.2. The Importance of Non-Financial Incentives 

Employees’ work motivation is not solely driven by material remuneration. With 
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the continuous improvement of social living standards, employees’ demand for 
spiritual satisfaction, work significance, and career growth has become increas-
ingly prominent. Many core work needs cannot be met through monetary means. 

Accordingly, to fully activate employee work potential and realize efficient hu-
man resource development, enterprises must integrate non-financial incentives 
into the incentive system and form a coordinated and complementary incentive 
mechanism with financial incentives [20]. 

Essentially, non-financial incentives are a series of non-monetary management 
means for enterprises to care for employees’ spiritual and psychological needs. 
They can effectively meet employees’ diverse demands for work enjoyment, fair 
treatment, organizational respect, and harmonious interpersonal relationships, 
making up for the spiritual deficiency of single material incentives. Cost-benefit 
assessments must account for hidden managerial and opportunity costs rather 
than assuming universally low marginal costs [24]. From the perspective of cost-
benefit analysis under appropriate preconditions, many non-financial incentive 
measures require comparatively low direct financial investment yet can produce 
significant and lasting incentive effects, which have high practical value for enter-
prise management. 

5.3. In-Depth Exploration of Non-Financial Incentives 

In commercial enterprises, non-financial incentives are mainly implemented 
through two core paths: work content-based incentives and work environment-
based incentives. 

Jobs with sustainable incentive value can simultaneously meet employees’ ma-
terial, developmental, and psychological needs, which is highly consistent with the 
logical connotation of motivator factors in Herzberg’s two-factor theory [5]. 

First, the job should provide remuneration matching employees’ work input to 
guarantee basic living needs and ensure internal and external salary fairness, in 
line with Adams’ equity theory [9]. Second, the job should provide clear career 
advancement channels to help employees achieve professional growth and meet 
high-level needs such as organizational esteem and self-actualization. Enterprises 
can build dual promotion channels for management and professional technology 
to provide targeted growth space for different types of talents. 

Third, clear job positioning and responsibility division can enhance employees’ 
sense of mission and responsibility. High role clarity enables employees to accu-
rately connect personal work contributions with organizational development 
goals, forming a positive incentive cycle. Fourth, good person-job fit can give full 
play to employees’ professional abilities and enhance their work confidence and 
engagement. In accordance with McClelland’s achievement motivation theory [7], 
moderate matching between task difficulty and personal ability is more likely to 
bring employees a sense of accomplishment and work satisfaction. 

Fifth, diversified and challenging job content can avoid job burnout caused by 
long-term repetitive work. Enterprises can enrich job content and expand job re-
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sponsibilities through job rotation, job enlargement, and job enrichment to stim-
ulate employees’ work interest and innovative motivation. Sixth, safe and healthy 
working conditions can meet employees’ basic safety needs and eliminate work 
concerns. Finally, transparent, fair, and realistic performance evaluation stand-
ards are essential to maintain employee work enthusiasm and organizational trust. 

Only when work tasks simultaneously balance material remuneration, career 
development, and spiritual satisfaction can they exert lasting incentive effects and 
enhance employees’ long-term organizational loyalty [21]. 

Enterprise work environment incentives include two dimensions: hard envi-
ronment and soft environment, both of which play important roles in maintaining 
employee motivation and organizational cohesion. 

The soft work environment mainly covers internal interpersonal relationships, 
organizational culture, leadership style, and team atmosphere. A harmonious soft 
environment characterized by mutual respect, trust, and support can reduce em-
ployees’ psychological pressure, enhance team belonging, and form strong organ-
izational cohesion. Managers should play an exemplary leading role in building 
an open, inclusive, and fair internal communication atmosphere. 

Organizational culture is the core of soft environment construction, which de-
termines the value orientation and behavioral norms of the organization. A cor-
porate culture centered on trust, respect, and collaboration is itself a powerful in-
tangible incentive that can subtly guide employees’ positive work behaviors. 

The hard work environment refers to tangible material conditions such as office 
infrastructure, working space, mechanical equipment, and supporting facilities. 
Modern and comfortable office conditions can not only improve work efficiency 
but also convey the organization’s care for employees, enhancing employees’ or-
ganizational identity. 

In practical management, work environment incentives are mainly reflected in 
building a positive team atmosphere, standardizing organizational behavioral 
norms and leadership behaviors, ensuring safe and hygienic working conditions, 
organizing cultural and sports activities, and implementing flexible working sys-
tems. These measures can effectively optimize employee work experience, sustain 
long-term work motivation, and strengthen organizational commitment. 

6. Comprehensive Application and Practical Challenges in 
Incentive Practice 

6.1. Integrated Application Framework of Motivation Theories 

In complex enterprise management scenarios, a single motivation theory cannot 
fully explain and guide practical incentive work. Therefore, modern enterprises 
tend to adopt an integrated application model of multiple motivation theories. 
This study proposes a four-layer integrated incentive framework, in which each 
layer is specified with concrete operational practices, expected employee out-
comes, and key organizational moderating conditions. 

The first layer, the basic safeguard layer, consists of competitive salary, statutory 
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and supplementary welfare benefits, safe working conditions, and standardized 
corporate policies. This layer is designed to eliminate job dissatisfaction and fulfil 
employees’ physiological and safety needs, thereby establishing baseline psycho-
logical security. The effectiveness of this layer is moderated by the financial ca-
pacity of the firm, the procedural fairness of compensation administration, and 
compliance with labour regulations. 

The second layer, the performance-linkage layer, involves objective goal-setting, 
performance appraisal systems, positive reinforcement for high-performance be-
haviours, and transparent reward-performance linkages. Through these practices, 
employees can develop clear effort-to-reward instrumentality, exhibit directed 
work effort, and experience reduced perceived inequity. The outcomes of this 
layer depend on the quality of performance-measurement indicators, managerial 
consistency in applying standards, and the absence of political bias in appraisal. 

The third layer, the growth-development layer, includes training opportunities, 
dual-track promotion pathways, job enrichment, work empowerment, and appro-
priate task challenge. This layer is intended to satisfy employees’ competence and 
autonomy needs, thereby enhancing intrinsic motivation and their willingness for 
long-term investment in the organization. Its effectiveness is contingent upon the 
availability of developmental resources, managerial willingness to delegate au-
thority, and the capacity to offer challenging assignments. 

The fourth layer, the cultural-cohesion layer, focuses on building a trust-cen-
tered organizational culture, inclusive leadership, team-building, and fair inter-
personal treatment. This layer fulfils employees’ relatedness needs, fostering high 
affective organizational commitment and voluntary organizational citizenship be-
haviour. The realization of these outcomes is moderated by senior-leadership 
value demonstration, effective communication mechanisms, and tolerance for di-
verse employee viewpoints. 

These four layers support and complement each other, forming a systematic 
and complete enterprise incentive system [4]. For example, the design of salary 
and welfare systems needs to consider both the guarantee function of hygiene fac-
tors and the driving role of motivator factors; performance management needs to 
combine reinforcement theory for behavioral shaping [6] and equity theory for 
psychological balance maintenance [9]. No single layer can independently deliver 
sustained high motivation; weakness in lower layers will constrain the effects of 
higher layers. Conversely, strength in upper layers can partially compensate for 
moderate deficiencies in lower layers, though the basic safeguard layer remains 
foundational. By integrating these four layers, enterprises can build a comprehen-
sive incentive system that addresses employees’ diverse and evolving needs while 
aligning individual motivations with organizational goals. 

6.2. Practical Challenges Facing Incentive Systems 

Despite the mature theoretical system, the practical implementation of enterprise 
incentive systems still faces multiple challenges. On the one hand, the employee 
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population exhibits heterogeneous incentive needs shaped by the combined influ-
ences of age, career stage, occupation, organizational culture and employment ar-
rangements rather than simple generational labels [2]. Individuals have distinct 
differences in the intensity of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs, 
making uniform incentive policies difficult to adapt to personalized demands. 

On the other hand, most enterprises lack perfect dynamic evaluation and ad-
justment mechanisms for incentive effects. The implementation effect of incentive 
policies has a certain time lag, and many enterprises fail to establish effective feed-
back and optimization cycles. Blindly adjusting or abandoning incentive plans due 
to unobserved short-term effects will weaken the long-term value of incentive sys-
tems. In addition, balancing incentive investment costs and corporate operational 
benefits is always a key dilemma in incentive management. Recent 2021-2025 re-
search further highlights new challenges brought by hybrid-remote arrangements 
and algorithm-driven HR tools [6] [11]. 

6.3. Countermeasures and Suggestions for Addressing Challenges 

In response to the above practical challenges, enterprises can optimize incentive 
management through the following targeted strategies. First, build a hierarchical 
and classified incentive system, and design differentiated incentive portfolios for 
different positions, job levels, and employee groups, accounting for joint effects of 
career-stage, occupational characteristics and organizational context [2]. Second, 
rely on big data analysis and regular employee surveys to dynamically monitor the 
effectiveness of incentive measures and adjust policies in a timely manner accord-
ing to practical feedback. Third, strengthen professional training for front-line 
managers to improve their theoretical application ability and flexible incentive 
skills in daily management [22]. Fourth, integrate incentive system construction 
with corporate culture building to gradually externalize extrinsic incentive effects 
into employees’ intrinsic work motivation and form a long-term incentive mech-
anism. 

7. Differentiated Practices of Incentive Systems in Different 
Types of Enterprises 

7.1. Incentive Differences between Startups and Growth-Stage 
Enterprises 

Startups are faced with constraints such as limited operating funds, insufficient 
brand influence, and high market risks, making it difficult to form competitive 
advantages through high salary and welfare. Therefore, startups mainly rely on 
non-financial incentives to attract and retain core talent. Specifically, startups can 
adopt attractive equity incentive plans (with careful attention to vesting, fairness 
and outcome-influence conditions [24]) to let employees share corporate growth 
dividends; grant employees sufficient work autonomy and decision-making par-
ticipation rights to meet their achievement and autonomy needs; and build an 
open, innovative, and flexible working atmosphere to satisfy employees’ organi-
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zational belonging and self-actualization needs. 
Growth-stage enterprises have initially formed stable business models and 

profit sources with relatively sufficient resource reserves. Their incentive system 
construction should consolidate the foundation of financial incentives while fo-
cusing on improving career development channels and standardized performance 
management systems to align with the rapid growth of enterprises. Mature large-
scale enterprises are faced with problems such as hierarchical redundancy and or-
ganizational bureaucratization. Their incentive optimization should maintain 
market-competitive salary levels while focusing on stimulating employees’ inno-
vative awareness and continuous learning motivation to break through organiza-
tional inertia. 

7.2. Incentive Differences between Knowledge-Intensive and 
Labor-Intensive Enterprises 

Employees in knowledge-intensive enterprises have high educational backgrounds 
and professional capabilities, with work characteristics of high complexity, crea-
tivity, and independence. Accordingly, their incentive systems should focus on 
non-financial incentive measures. Enterprises can provide challenging innovative 
tasks, build an innovation-encouraging corporate culture, and grant sufficient 
professional autonomy to knowledge workers. Meanwhile, enterprises can meet 
employees’ growth and reputation needs through high-end skill training, aca-
demic exchange support, and industry resource docking, so as to stabilize core 
technical talent teams. 

Employees in labor-intensive enterprises are mainly engaged in standardized 
and repetitive operational work, with quantifiable work outputs and performance 
indicators. The incentive systems of such enterprises should take financial incen-
tives as the core, adopting piece-rate salary, performance bonuses, and full-attend-
ance awards to directly link work efforts with material rewards. At the same time, 
enterprises need to standardize working conditions, protect employees’ basic 
rights and interests, and properly supplement spiritual incentive measures to re-
duce employee turnover. 

7.3. Incentive Practice Differences between State-Owned 
Enterprises and Private Enterprises 

State-owned enterprises face unique institutional constraints in incentive system 
design. Constrained by total wage control and salary level regulation policies, 
state-owned enterprises have low flexibility in financial incentive implementation. 
Meanwhile, they undertake important social responsibilities, requiring incentive 
systems to balance operational efficiency and social fairness. Therefore, state-
owned enterprises mainly rely on non-financial incentives such as well-estab-
lished career development systems, abundant training resources, stable working 
environments, and good social reputation to attract and retain talent. 

Private enterprises have high autonomy in incentive policy formulation and can 
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flexibly adjust incentive schemes according to strategic development and talent 
demand changes. Their advantages lie in short decision-making chains and rapid 
response mechanisms, which can quickly adapt to employee demand changes. 
However, private enterprises are constrained by insufficient brand influence and 
imperfect institutional systems. Therefore, their incentive construction needs to 
balance institutional standardization and flexible innovation to improve the over-
all effectiveness of talent incentive and retention. 

8. New Transformations in Incentive Methods in the Digital 
Era 

8.1. Reshaping of Incentive Management by Digital Technologies 

With the in-depth development of the digital economy and the comprehensive 
digital transformation of enterprises, traditional incentive management modes are 
undergoing profound changes. Digital technologies represented by big data and 
artificial intelligence provide new tools and ideas for precise incentive manage-
ment, while also bringing new management challenges [4]. Recent peer-reviewed 
studies from 2021-2025 enrich understandings of remote-hybrid work, algorith-
mic HRM, personalized incentives and cross-cultural motivation [4] [5] [18]. Kim 
et al. (2025) analysed strategic human resource management in the era of algo-
rithmic technologies [4]; Edwards et al. (2024) examined employee attitudinal re-
sponses to algorithmic reward systems [28]; cross-cultural motivation research 
highlights that incentive effectiveness cannot be mechanically transferred across 
cultural contexts [18]. 

First, big data and artificial intelligence realize the precision and personaliza-
tion of incentive management. By collecting and analysing employees’ work be-
havior data, performance results, and satisfaction feedback, enterprises can accu-
rately identify differentiated incentive needs and design personalized incentive 
schemes. Concrete data-use safeguards must accompany such analytical practices: 
1) transparency: employees should receive clear disclosure of what employee-re-
lated data are collected and for which incentive-related purposes; 2) lawful data 
governance: collection must follow data-minimisation principles and applicable 
legal requirements for consent or legitimate processing bases [29]; 3) mandatory 
human review: algorithm-generated incentive recommendations require human 
managerial oversight to mitigate automation bias; algorithmic outputs serve only 
as decision support rather than final binding decisions [28]; 4) formal route for 
employees to challenge algorithm-derived incentive outcomes, including access 
to explanations for automated recommendations and channels for human re-as-
sessment [25] [26]. Without these safeguards, algorithm-driven personalization 
may produce perceived unfairness, privacy harm and heightened feelings of sur-
veillance. 

Second, digital management platforms support instant incentives and micro-
incentives. Managers can timely recognize and reward employees’ excellent work 
performance through online platforms, realizing immediate behavioral reinforce-

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1115941


N. T. Trung 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1115941 22 Open Access Library Journal 
 

ment. Third, incentive gamification has become a new digital incentive mode, 
which stimulates employees’ competitive awareness and sense of accomplishment 
by integrating game mechanisms into work and training scenarios. 

8.2. Incentive Challenges in the Remote Work Context 

The global pandemic has accelerated the popularization of remote work and hy-
brid office modes. Traditional face-to-face supervision and communication 
mechanisms are no longer applicable, bringing new challenges to employee in-
centive management. Managers need to rebuild trust mechanisms, organizational 
belonging, and work motivation in the absence of offline contact. Recent 2024-
2025 empirical studies demonstrate that hybrid-work arrangements produce het-
erogeneous engagement and well-being outcomes, with managerial support, com-
munication quality and recognition fairness acting as key moderators [6]. 

Optimized incentive strategies for remote work scenarios include: maintaining 
efficient employee communication through regular one-on-one video interviews; 
replacing process-oriented supervision with goal-oriented management and out-
come-based performance evaluation; building team cohesion through online col-
laboration tools and virtual team-building activities; and implementing flexible 
working systems to fully release employees’ self-management capabilities. Based 
on self-determination theory [12], remote work meets employees’ autonomy 
needs but may weaken interpersonal relatedness, so incentive management needs 
to focus on balancing autonomy guarantee and team relationship construction. 

8.3. Prospects of Artificial Intelligence for Incentive Managemen 

Artificial intelligence technology opens up new prospects for intelligent incentive 
management. Intelligent incentive systems can automatically identify employees’ 
work behavioral characteristics, accurately evaluate performance contributions, 
predict talent turnover risks and career development needs, and push targeted 
personalized incentive schemes. AI technology can also reduce human subjective 
bias in performance evaluation, improving the objectivity and fairness of incen-
tive distribution—but only when supported by the above-mentioned data-govern-
ance safeguards (transparency, lawful governance, human review, challenge-and-
reassessment channels) [25] [26]. 

Nevertheless, the application of artificial intelligence in incentive management 
needs to adhere to the human-centered principle. Excessive reliance on algorith-
mic data may lead to the loss of humanistic care in management, making employ-
ees feel monitored and mechanized. In the process of digital incentive innovation, 
enterprises must balance technological efficiency and humanistic management to 
realize the sustainable development of intelligent incentive systems. 

9. Conclusions 

Work is the core carrier of employees’ organizational responsibilities and value 
realization, and scientific work design and incentive mechanisms are important 
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guarantees for improving employee performance and organizational belonging. 
Reasonable work goals, moderate task challenges, and standardized work arrange-
ments can fully stimulate employees’ work potential and help them gain a sense 
of accomplishment and self-value realization in task completion. Incentive effects 
on performance are conditional, moderated by ability, resources and situational 
constraints [15]. 

In line with self-determination theory [12], when the working environment 
fully meets employees’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs, their in-
trinsic work motivation will be maximally activated. Good person-job fit enables 
employees to give full play to their professional advantages and work initiative, 
reduce work maladjustment and turnover intention, and improve the utilization 
efficiency of human resources. Incentive preferences are shaped jointly by age, 
career-stage, occupation, organizational culture and employment arrangements 
rather than simple generational categorisation [3]. 

Moderately challenging work tasks, matching incentive treatments, and clear 
development prospects can meet employees’ high-level esteem and self-actualiza-
tion needs in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs [4]. Combined with Locke’s goal-set-
ting theory [11], appropriate goal challenges can effectively maximize employee 
work motivation and foster positive work-related psychological experiences. Eq-
uity-type incentive instruments deliver long-term commitment only under pre-
conditions of fair allocation rules, reasonable vesting arrangements and employee 
perceived influence over relevant outcomes [24]. 

The dual satisfaction of employees’ material and spiritual needs can signifi-
cantly enhance their organizational commitment and loyalty. Employees with 
high job satisfaction and organizational identity will take the initiative to assume 
work responsibilities, maintain long-term stable employment relationships with 
enterprises, and continuously improve individual and organizational work effi-
ciency. Stable and high-quality talent teams further consolidate enterprises’ sus-
tainable competitive advantages in the market. 

In conclusion, classical motivation theories provide solid theoretical support 
and practical guidance for the construction of modern enterprise human resource 
incentive systems. However, theoretical effectiveness depends on managers’ flex-
ible application combined with corporate practical scenarios and continuous dy-
namic optimization. In the context of evolving business environments and diver-
sified talent needs, enterprises need to deeply explore employees’ multi-dimen-
sional incentive demands shaped by multiple individual and organizational fac-
tors, flexibly integrate diversified incentive methods, and realize the deep integra-
tion of incentive systems with corporate strategies and culture. When deploying 
digital-intelligent incentive tools, organizations must implement corresponding 
data-ethics safeguards including transparency, lawful data governance, human re-
view and formal challenge channels [27]. Only through continuous innovation 
and optimization of incentive mechanisms can enterprises effectively cope with 
talent competition challenges, activate human resource value, and achieve sus-
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tainable corporate development. Only through continuous innovation and opti-
mization of incentive mechanisms can enterprises effectively cope with talent 
competition challenges, activate human resource value, and achieve sustainable 
corporate development. 
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