
IS CASH  
REALLY 
KING?
A science-based review 
of cash and non-cash 
rewards in recognition 
and incentive programs
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REWARDS ARE 
MORE THAN JUST 
A TRANSACTION 
Rewards are the tangible representation of 
accomplishment. When used properly within 
an incentive, recognition or loyalty program, 
they symbolize consistent, desired behaviors.
We take a scientific approach to rewards, 
examining data and insights to create reward 
experiences that actually motivate behavior.

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE

The study of human behavior and motivators 
gives us insights into the most effective and 
meaningful approach to incentive products 
and services. 

DATA SCIENCE

We use data and analytics to uncover the 
connections between rewards and program 
performance, design experiments and 
implement predictive segmentation. 



WHAT HAS OUR BEHAVIORAL 
SCIENCE RESEARCH 
UNCOVERED?
Behavioral science experiments prove tangible rewards are more 
effective in helping businesses achieve results.

EVALUABILITY

MEMORABILITY

FREQUENCY OF 
THOUGHT 

SEPARABILITY

JUSTIFIABILITY

RECIPROCITY

People evaluate what an 
item is worth to them, which 
triggers an emotional reaction. 
Non-cash rewards are more 
emotionally charged, so 
people see them as having 
a higher perceived value, 
mainly because they imagine 
best case scenarios when 
visualizing a reward.

Non-cash rewards provide 
increased enjoyment of a 
reward after the fact. They 
also serve as a reminder of 
receiving the reward, which 
contributes to brand or 
employer affinity and loyalty. 

People tend to think about 
tangible rewards more 
frequently than cash rewards. 
Tangible rewards motivate and 
encourage people to reach 
their performance goals.

Cash rewards are often 
placed in the same mental 
account as a salary. When 
this happens, it becomes 
more of an expectation and 
less of a motivational reward. 
Non-cash rewards are easier 
to implement into new or 
existing programs and are 
accounted for separately.

People tend to say they 
prefer cash because they 
think they should, especially 
because purchasing luxury 
items often creates feelings 
of guilt. Non-cash rewards 
allow participants to justify 
a more personal and 
meaningful item.

Non-cash rewards trigger 
reciprocal behavior, whereas 
cash rewards do not engender 
any assumption of payback  
or responding in-kind. The 
nature of the gift, not its 
monetary value, determines 
reciprocal reactions. Those 
reactions are powerful because 
they can spark an increase in 
workers’ productivity. 
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HOW CASH REWARDS 
STACK UP

We asked participants to sort potential rewards into 
categories. Cash incentives were more likely to be 
grouped with the salary category compared to the  
non-cash items. This shows that cash rewards are 
mentally sorted as compensation and can become 
expected rather than exciting. 
In fact, our studies have found that it takes three times  
as much cash to make the same behavioral impact as  
a non-cash reward.

The Real Cost of Cash Rewards

DO EMPLOYEES VIEW CASH REWARDS 
AS PART OF THEIR SALARY?

Incremental 
Sales

Cost to 
Implement

Cost to 
Total Sales

Non-Cash Incentives Cash Incentives

13% 12.5%

4%

12%

.5% 1.5%
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CONSIDER CASH 
REDEMPTION

We analyzed the cash card redemption behaviors of thousands of incentive 
program participants. In many cases, people made an everyday purchase 
rather than enjoying a memorable reward experience.

Over time, non-cash redeemers are consistently 
better performers than those who opt for cash 
rewards. Consider whether your rewards are sparking 
behavioral changes that benefit your business or 
simply padding participants’ pocketbooks. 

WHAT DO PEOPLE BUY WITH 
A CASH CARD?

DO YOUR REWARDS CREATE BEHAVIORAL 
CHANGE OR SPARE CHANGE?

Education

Home 
Improvement

Restaurants, 
Travel & 
Entertainment

Specialty Retail 
& Department 
Stores

Disposable 
Retail Gas & 
Groceries

ATM

0.3% 3.6%

12.8%

16.9%

32.2%

34.2%2/3
Of program 
earnings went to 
ATM withdrawals or 
disposable items

Increase in program 
performance of  
non-cash redeemers 
over cash redeemers

21%
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WE HAVE BEHAVIOR 
DOWN TO A SCIENCE
When it comes to attracting, engaging and retaining your best employees 
and most valuable customers, we have the right formula. We create a rewards 
experience that delivers value and encourages business-building behaviors. Let 
us show you how we can unlock the hidden potential in the people who matter 
the most to your brand.

Visit maritzmotivation.com for more information
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