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It seems obvious that rewards work. Would we really keep using 
them so much if they didn’t? Is there any reason not to?

Several, in fact. Numerous experimental studies indicate that ex-
trinsic rewards only work for the short term and could have a neg-
ative effect on intrinsic motivation. When adults were paid to quit 
smoking, they did well during the program, but once the payments 
stopped, their old habits returned even worse than before. When 
children were rewarded for drawing or reading, they were later 
less likely to choose those activities during free time. Other studies 
found people who were rewarded did not “display a less favorable 
attitude” toward the rewarded tasks, but the conflicting evidence is 
reason enough to reconsider. 

Why would rewards lead to a long-term weakening of a desired 
behavior? Probably because we consciously or unconsciously as-
sume that an activity must be really boring if a reward needs to be 
offered for it. We also tend to instinctively resist the things we’re 
pressured to do, even when the pressure comes in a positive form. 
In addition, the extrinsic reward replaces whatever internal moti-
vation there was in the first place, removing the natural interest/
reward brain pattern.

Losing interest also causes a loss of performance quality, not 
just quantity. A tangible reward can make someone do a task, but 
it won’t make them do it wholeheartedly. The pressure to perform 
for a reward also contributes to the lower creativity and sophistica-
tion seen in incentivized work. To borrow a maxim, you can lead 
a horse to water, but you can’t make it choreograph a water ballet.

This doesn’t mean rewards are always a bad idea, but it should 
definitely give one pause when considering when and how to use 
them. These studies indicate that if a person is already inclined to 
do something, such as the children in the drawing study, rewards 
could be detrimental. But if the desired task was boring, mindless, 
or difficult in the first place, how much worse could it get?

Well, quite a bit worse, actually. Not only do rewards often fail to 
create the desired changes, they can also introduce new, negative 
behaviors. When a reward is offered, it shifts one’s focus from the 
task at hand to the reward itself. In other words, not only does the 
task become less interesting, but the reward becomes more inter-
esting. Using objects or money as rewards can make the recipient 
more materialistic. It can also create new temptations to lie, cheat 
the reward system, and take shortcuts toward the target behavior, 
since the focus became to obtain a reward rather than to improve 
one’s own character. 

Alfie Kohn, author of Punished by Rewards, argues that rewards 
are a thinly veiled manipulation tactic that causes children to ask 
themselves, “What do they want and what will I get,” instead of 
“What kind of person do I want to be?” A student who is occupied 
by pursuing marks, stickers and prizes may be less inclined to ex-
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A reward is anything that provides posi-
tive feedback for a behavior. This includes 
the production of brain chemicals that gen-
erate all sorts of warm fuzzy feelings. Social 
interactions and relationships can also be re-
warding. But in this article, unless otherwise 
stated, the word “reward” is used to represent 
something given by another person for the 
purpose of encouraging a specific behavior, 
such as money, prizes, or awards. These are 
also called extrinsic motivators because they 
come from an outside source, as opposed to 
intrinsic motivation that comes from one’s 
own determination.

My second-grader came home from 
school with a prize for finishing her or-
ange sticker chart. Innocently, I asked 
“Is that the vocabulary one?”

“No, Ma! Vocabulary is stickERS, not a 
CHART!”

“Oh, so this is the one for getting into 
groups quickly?”

“MommEEEE. That one is in English. 
The orange chart is from Hebrew.”

I’m not sure whether I’m hopelessly out 
of touch with my child’s life, or if it real-
ly is impossible to keep track of her in-
centives. Sometimes it seems like a new 
prize comes home almost every day. It’s 
nice that she loves school...but should I 
worry?

This question first turned up in formal 
research about fifty years ago, but has 
never been more relevant. While prizes 
were once the currency of toilet-training 
and bedtime, you can now be rewarded 
for desirable behaviors like taking your 
children to the doctor or showing up for 
work. Since rewards are so pervasive 
among us, it’s worth understanding just 
how they work – that is, if they work at 
all.
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plore ideas and think about their values. A 
proliferation of incentive programs causes 
people to develop a short-term mindset in 
which they don’t look past the reward. This 
can have repercussions for the broader de-
velopment of executive function skills, such 
as a child’s ability to plot their course toward 
worthy long-term goals for their future life.

On a less dramatic but also concerning 
level, incentivized students or employees are 
less likely to take chances or pursue growth. 
Instead, they aim for the easiest and surest 
way to achieve the reward, which is unlike-
ly to be creative or open-ended – qualities 
which are more useful in life than simple 
compliance.

These pitfalls of shifting focus to a reward 
system are clearly illustrated by a Harvard 
Business School study of a certain busi-
ness’ employee attendance incentive. The 
goal of the program was to reduce tardiness 
and unexcused absences. While this goal 
was achieved, it also resulted in decreased 
productivity overall. Employees, focused 
on qualifying for the reward, would call in 
sick for the whole day instead of jeopardiz-
ing their bonus by arriving late. Focused on 
meeting the parameters for the bonus, em-
ployees directed less energy toward other 
aspects of their work. Employees who had 
already been doing fine now relaxed their 
higher standards to just meet the threshold 
required for the bonus. And among those 
who initially improved their attendance, 
many dropped over time as they became 
disqualified from the bonus due to their first 
few slip-ups. In short, the reward program 
sounded like a fine idea, but in fact could be 
considered an operational disaster.

But rather than taking this as a sign that 
rewards themselves are disastrous, we can 
instead consider how to manage them more 
effectively. For example, incremental bo-
nuses may have preempted the problem of 
employees slacking off once they missed the 
threshold of reward. Furthermore, using at-
tendance as the criteria for an employee bo-
nus sets a very low bar. Special rewards are 
better reserved for exceptional performance, 
thereby motivating even functional employ-
ees to aim higher while fostering a company 
climate of ambition. It’s also clear that the 
emphasis on tardiness backfired when em-
ployees opted to miss the whole day rather 

than show up late.
What case studies like these demonstrate 

is that the effectiveness of reward programs 
is strongly dependent on getting the details 
right. Despite the shortfalls, rewards can be 
an appropriate tool in the right context, and 
can even produce real change if handled 
well.

Reward, essentially, is a vital ingredient 
for functioning. The brain’s reward circuits 
drive much of our behavior. Going back to 
the title of this article, you wouldn’t be 
here without a reason – whether it 
is to obtain desired information, 
delay a non-preferred task, or 
simply to satisfy an internal 
itch that makes you read ev-
erything from cereal boxes to 
copyright labels. Now, if you 
wouldn’t even read a great arti-
cle like this without a good rea-
son, can you really expect your 
children to perform all their 
unappealing tasks without any 
incentive?

Healthy behaviors, including 
exercise and food choices, have re-
cently become a popular target for 
rewards, and it seems to be work-
ing out well. What’s going 
right? First of all, 
the par-
ticipants 
tend to 
u n d e r -
s t a n d 

The biological reward process is so important that dysfunctions in 
the brain’s reward pathways are implicated in troubling conditions 
such as addiction, ADHD, and Autism Spectrum Disorder, among oth-
ers. When conditions exist that prevent a person from experiencing 
intrinsic rewards, extrinsic reward systems become more appropriate 
and necessary.

This applies to deficits in neurological reward functions as well as 
other circumstances. For example, a child with a reading disability 
likely needs more extrinsic rewards to keep practicing, since it takes 
them so much longer to achieve the natural satisfaction of fluent 
reading. A child with a communication disorder may need frequent 
reinforcement for small speech improvements, since they have a 
long way to go before they will see the natural reward of having one’s 
speech understood.

...incen-
tivized 

students 
or employ-

ees are 
less like-
ly to take 
chances 

or pursue 
growth. 
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the value of the target behavior 
and really want to succeed; they 
just need outside help to make 
it happen. Participation in these 
programs is voluntary, so there 
is no off-putting manipulation, 
and no external force supplant-
ing healthy values with reward 
values. In some successful pro-
grams, the rewards are direct-
ly related to the same values 
– a discount on healthy foods 
granted only if you buy most-
ly healthy foods, a discount on 
gym membership granted only 
if you attend a required number 
of fitness sessions. Most of all, 
the objective in these programs 
is that once the participants get 
that push to get started, they 
will begin to feel the inherently 
rewarding benefits of a healthy 
lifestyle. It doesn’t depend on 
continuation or escalation of the 
incentive in order to maintain 
the motivation.

Likewise, many parenting and 
education consultants also sup-
port the use of appropriate re-
wards to increase children’s per-
formance of unappealing tasks. 
While noting the potential draw-
backs, there are still situations 
where rewards may be the best 
alternative. Alan Kadzin, direc-
tor of the Yale Parenting Center, 
views rewards as a facilitator of 
repeated practice. Most desired 
behavior changes require creat-
ing habits which, by definition, 
need to be practiced many times 
in order to take effect. Knowl-
edge and verbal encourage-
ment are generally not strong 
enough to create new habits. In 
these cases, there should not be 
a problem of regression, as re-
wards are tapered off after the 

A colleague, Mrs. X, shared that she was 
taken aback when her son, a high school se-
nior, announced his school’s new incentive 
program. Attendance and engagement in the 
earliest morning learning session had grown 
much too weak, and in a push to reinvigorate 
the program, funds had been raised to char-
ter a flight to Israel. Those who maintained 
near-perfect attendance throughout the term 
would qualify for a heavily subsidized trip to 
meet with famous Roshei Yeshivah and visit 
holy sites. Shabbos tables around the com-
munity buzzed with speculation about this 
unprecedented campaign – was it a great 
idea or a sad joke about a spoiled generation? 
Would it set a new standard for entitlement or 
a new standard of coming on time to seder? 
Let’s look at this program through the lens of 
what we’ve just learned about rewarding be-
havior changes.

The good:
This incentive targets a behavior that is not 

already intrinsically motivated, as we can see 
by the prevalent absences and lateness. The 
kids already hate getting up early, so there 
isn’t much to lose.

The reward is somewhat relevant to the be-
havior and compelling enough to be effective, 
and while it is somewhat tangible, it is more 
of an experience. These factors are thought 
to mitigate the risks of tangible reward pro-
grams.

The nature of the reward is consistent with 
desired values – it is beneficial for yeshivah 
students to idealize visiting Eretz Yisrael and 
Gedolim, so we don’t need to worry about the 
reward creating a negative value system.

The reward is used to facilitate repeated 
practice – there is reason to hope that it will 
help create better habits for these teenagers 
who have difficulty getting to school on time 
despite good intentions. It may push them to 
prove that they can do it and ultimately boost 
their self-esteem.

The criteria for the reward are objective 
and measurable. All participants meeting the 
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habit is established. (Personally, I have never met an adult 
who still needed a sticker for using the toilet.)

Given the earlier research about the risk of decreasing in-
trinsic motivation, the appropriate time to reward a child is 
when they are struggling to do something that they really 
need to do. However, in order to make the experience posi-
tive, it should be reasonably easy to earn the reward, espe-
cially at the beginning of the program. Once some momen-
tum is gained, further challenges can be added.

Another factor that appears to eliminate the risk of lost 
motivation is the element of surprise. Children who received 
an unexpected reward after engaging in an activity, contin-
ued to enjoy the activity as much as before, while those who 
were told that they would be rewarded lost their intrinsic 
motivation for the future. Furthermore, when people realize 
that rewards may be granted unexpectedly, they are likely 
to continue trying their best at all times just in case a re-
ward may be forthcoming. In contrast, those who are told to 
expect a reward at one time have no incentive to continue 
the same behavior a different time when they were not of-

fered a reward.
Rewards do not need to be costly or extravagant, for those 

worried about spoiling children (or adults). In fact, a dispro-
portionate reward may carry more of the aforementioned 
risks. Instead, an appropriate incentive could be something 
positive that you were going to do anyway but which may 
not have been perceived as a reward. For a child, this could 
be time spent playing with a special toy. For an adult, such as 
those in the employee case study cited above, may I suggest 
that they be rewarded for job attendance with the privilege 
of staying employed and receiving a paycheck?

In short, research and opinions abound both for and 
against the use of rewards. If there’s one thing they might 
all agree on, it would probably be that any attempt to use 
rewards to change behavior should be planned with care.  

criteria receive the same reward, so there is no risk of acci-
dentally creating negative feedback for those receiving infe-
rior rewards.

The downsides:
The investment is quite large, and there remains a high risk 

of attendance going back to its former level once the cam-
paign is over.

Those whose attendance drops below the reward level 
have no incentive to continue coming to the learning session 
for the remainder of the term.

Attendance is a basic expectation of any student or em-
ployee. Rewards, especially big ones, should generally be re-
served for exceptional achievements.

The verdict:
As far as reward programs go, this one seems relatively 

safe and positive. While the scale may seem absurd, it’s likely 
to achieve its goal of renewing interest in the learning sched-
ule. It provides external support to those who would like to 
do the right thing but need extra help getting there. Not all 
students will meet the criteria and some may consequently 
become disillusioned, but those are likely the same students 
who had negative attitudes about attendance in the first place. 
While attendance is a default expectation that is not gener-
ally prize-worthy, it is clearly understood that this is a one-
time campaign and unlikely to negatively impact the general 
expectation. Initial reactions from the students support this 
view, as they are excited by the chance to earn a valuable re-
ward for a difficult behavior.

...the appropriate 
time to reward a 
child is when they 
are struggling to do 
something that they 
really need to do.
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