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ABSTRACT
Bonuses are notoriously used to motivate workers. How effective are they at doing so, and might there be unintended conse-
quences? We investigated the effectiveness of bonuses based on game profitability on the motivation of video game developers 
by examining specific bonus characteristics that align with advice derived from expectancy theory. We also investigated if bo-
nuses encouraged or discouraged moral engagement and corner-cutting behavior through their effects on work motivation as 
conceptualized through self-determination theory. Company data on bonus characteristics coupled with surveys from 1024 game 
developers in a video game company indicated that the size of the last received bonus did not influence current work motivation. 
Uncertain probability of getting the next bonus installment was related to a lack of motivation, while more certain probability 
was related to higher intrinsic motivation. The probable size of the next bonus was related to lower external regulation and to 
higher intrinsic motivation, contrary to predictions from most motivation theories. Both probability certainty and bonus size 
probability were indirectly negatively associated with moral disengagement and corner-cutting behaviors via decreasing amo-
tivation and external regulation. Overall, results show that the bonus system in this company had limited effects on motivation 
and on discouraging deviant behaviors and point to how such systems can be improved using advice from theory.

1   |   Introduction

Bonuses are widely used to motivate performance in organiza-
tions, with some data showing that over 90% of organizations 
use them and that their use continues to rise (Gerhart  2017; 
Lawler  2003; Nyberg et  al.  2016; World at Work 2024). Meta-
analyses show that they generally have positive effects on per-
formance quantity and dubious effects on performance quality 
(Jenkins et  al. 1998; Kim et  al. 2022). The rationale for using 
bonuses to motivate workers is based on expectancy theory 
(Vroom  1964) which proposes that effort-to-performance con-
tingency perceptions (i.e., expectancy), performance-to-reward 
contingency perceptions (i.e., instrumentality), and reward 
valence are important determinants of work motivation (Van 

Eerde and Thierry  1996). When examining a bonus system, a 
good bonus would accordingly be one in which rewards have 
high value (i.e., size of the monetary amount) and in which 
incentives are highly contingent on work performance that is 
controllable by workers. However, no research to date has de-
constructed a typical bonus system's characteristics to examine 
if they align with expectancy theory and how these characteris-
tics influence worker motivation. Understanding this alignment 
is critical, as it can reveal whether widely used incentive prac-
tices actually support—or inadvertently undermine—the moti-
vational mechanisms they are intended to activate.

The first goal of the present research is therefore to evaluate 
whether a typical bonus system aligns with expectancy theory 
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principles, and whether it is effective in motivating workers. To 
assess motivation, we used self-determination theory's (SDT; 
Ryan and Deci  2017) multidimensional conceptualization to 
verify the quality of motivation that is promoted (or not) through 
bonuses. The importance of the quality of motivation has been 
meta-analytically ascertained (Van den Broeck et  al.  2021), 
showing that being motivated through meaning and enjoyment 
(i.e., autonomous motivation) yields both better performance 
and better well-being outcomes. In contrast, being motivated 
by rewards yields weaker performance effects and adverse 
well-being outcomes, demonstrating that the promotion of au-
tonomous motivation should be sought when designing a bonus 
program. The question we pose to guide hypothesis development 
is therefore whether it is better to align bonus system design to 
expectancy theory or to SDT.

The second goal of the study is to examine why a typical bonus 
system might promote deviant behaviors. Multiple reports 
from research and practice indicate that incentive pay can 
cause deviant behaviors, such as cheating, cutting corners, and 
fraud (Bohte and Meier 2000; Burns and Kedia 2006; Frey and 
Osterloh 2005; Glaeser and Van Quaquebeke 2019; Harris and 
Bromiley 2007; Hayne 2019; Hegarty and Sims 1978; Honeycutt 
et al. 2001; Litzky et al. 2006; Newman, Le, et al. 2020; Pfeffer 
and Sutton 2006). SDT is an adequate motivation theory to ex-
plain why rewards may promote deviance because it proposes 
that the functional significance of rewards, in other words, their 
effects on feelings of competence (similar to the expectancy 
component of expectancy theory) and autonomy (at odds with 
the instrumentality component of expectancy theory), can de-
crease autonomous motivation. Indeed, contrary to expectancy 
theory, SDT proposes that contingent rewards can decrease 
feelings of autonomy and consequently decrease autonomous 
motivation (Deci et al. 1999). Autonomous motivation has been 
linked to a decreased propensity to engage in deviant behaviors 
(Bureau et al. 2018; Michel and Hargis 2017; Orosz et al. 2013; 
Ozdemir Oz et al. 2016). Consequently, the second goal of the 
present study was to investigate how the effects of bonus char-
acteristics indirectly influence deviant workplace behaviors 
through the types of motivation they influence.

By pursuing these goals, the present study contributes not only 
to theoretical knowledge by integrating expectancy and SDT 
principles to operationalize bonus characteristics and hypoth-
eses relating to them, but it also provides practical advice on 
how to build more efficient bonus systems that can optimally 
influence work motivation and curb deviant behaviors. It pro-
vides missing information about how and why a typical bonus 
system influences motivation through the lens of both expec-
tancy theory and SDT. Results provide some support for both 
theories, but interestingly, the results do not indicate that one 
theory is better than the other. Both offer necessary insights to 
design effective bonus systems. Results therefore provide more 
detailed guidance on how to design effective bonus systems that 
promote high-quality motivation and avoid deviant behaviors in 
the workplace. In a post-pandemic world, where remote and hy-
brid work arrangements have reshaped employee engagement 
and oversight, understanding how to design effective and ethi-
cal incentive structures is more critical than ever. By identifying 
the mechanisms through which bonus characteristics impact 
both motivation and deviance, this research helps organizations 

refine their compensation strategies to foster ethical productiv-
ity in evolving workplaces.

1.1   |   How Rewards Influence Motivation

SDT (Ryan and Deci  2017) proposes a multidimensional con-
ceptualization of motivation ranging from having no motivation 
at all (amotivation) to being motivated by rewards (extrinsic 
motivation by material external regulation), by social approval 
(extrinsic motivation by social external regulation), by feelings 
of self-worth (extrinsic motivation by introjected regulation), by 
personally valuing an activity (extrinsic motivation by identified 
regulation) and by interest and enjoyment (intrinsic motivation). 
These types of motivation align along a continuum of degrees 
of self-determination (Howard et al. 2017, 2020). Meta-analytic 
evidence demonstrates that more autonomously driven moti-
vation (intrinsic and identified) is associated with better work 
outcomes, whereas more controlled motivation (external and 
introjected) is less strongly associated with positive work out-
comes and positively associated with some negative outcomes. 
Finally, lack of motivation is associated with very poor work 
outcomes (Van den Broeck et  al.  2021). Of particular interest, 
the meta-analysis found only five samples that merged a vari-
ety of deviant behaviors (e.g., theft, tardiness, loafing, bullying 
and incivility); amotivation was positively related, and intrinsic 
motivation was negatively related, to deviant behaviors. Thus, 
the question arises as to whether bonuses would reduce amoti-
vation or reduce intrinsic motivation, thereby either alleviating 
or worsening deviant behaviors.

SDT also proposes that autonomous motivation is developed 
and nurtured through the support of three basic psychological 
needs for competence (feeling mastery), autonomy (feeling voli-
tional) and relatedness (feeling connected), with meta-analytic 
evidence supporting their important role in the workplace con-
text (Slemp et al. 2018, 2021; Van den Broeck et al. 2016). A sub-
component of SDT, cognitive evaluation theory, deals specifically 
with the functional significance of incentives that affect the 
satisfaction of these needs. Contingent incentives can both in-
crease feelings of competence by providing information on one's 
competencend decrease feelings of autonomy by controlling a 
person's behavior (Deci and Ryan 1980). Evidence supports this 
by showing that performance-contingent rewards have an over-
all negative effect on intrinsic motivation through their infor-
mational and controlling components (Deci et al. 1999; Kuvaas 
et al. 2020; Thibault Landry et al. 2017).

However, past research has not examined specific characteristics 
of bonus systems on work motivation (Gagné and Forest 2008). 
Bonus systems vary widely in terms of reward size, frequency 
of delivery, and instrumentality, which both behaviorist and 
expectancy theories advocate for (Skinner 1971; Vroom 1964). 
Indeed, reinforcement theories qualify a reward as reinforcing 
if it is highly valued, delivered in a timely manner, and highly 
contingent on clear behavior. Similarly, expectancy theory pro-
poses that motivation is a function of expecting to perform ef-
fectively (akin to competence in SDT), perceiving a contingency 
between performance and a reward (i.e., instrumentality), and 
valuing the reward. These three factors have been associated 
with higher performance (Van Eerde and Thierry  1996), yet 
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instrumentality is at odds with promoting feelings of autonomy, 
according to SDT.

Moreover, no research has considered all forms of motivation 
proposed by SDT to understand the impact of bonuses on out-
comes (Gerhart  2017), limiting insights into the nuanced mo-
tivational processes bonuses may activate or undermine. Most 
research has examined effects on intrinsic motivation only (Deci 
et al. 1999), on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (e.g., Kuvaas 
et al. 2016, 2020) or on autonomous and controlled motivation 
aggregates (e.g., Thibault Landry et al. 2017), which might ob-
scure important differential effects. Consequently, our study 
focused on core bonus characteristics that are advocated for by 
reinforcement and expectancy theories: incentives should be big 
enough to be valued (size), given frequently (timeliness), and be 
highly probable if performance criteria are met (instrumental). 
We assessed the effects of each of these bonus characteristics on 
each type of work motivation, from amotivation to intrinsic, pro-
viding a more detailed account of how these specific features of 
bonuses shape motivation. We also extend prior work by investi-
gating how these bonus characteristics relate to deviant behav-
iors, which has typically been examined only in relation to the 
mere presence or absence of incentive (e.g., Gläser et al. 2017), 
and by assessing how distinct forms of motivation influence en-
gagement in deviant behaviors, offering insights into potential 
unintended consequences of bonus use.

1.2   |   Bonus Characteristics

Building on this theoretical foundation, we deconstructed the 
bonus system of an organization into the key components of ex-
pectancy theory (Vroom 1964). First, the monetary amount of a 
bonus (size) should determine its value, an important component 
of expectancy theory. Highly valued rewards should therefore 
increase motivation, particularly material external regulation. 
Bonus size, however, could “crowd-out” autonomous motivation 
by making the reward highly salient and therefore more con-
trolling, according to SDT (Deci et al. 1999). Operant learning 
principles (Skinner  1971) propose that past rewards reinforce 
the probability that behavior will be repeated in the future, 
while expectancy theory (Vroom 1964) proposes that expecta-
tions of future rewards can be created verbally through commu-
nication about a bonus system. Accordingly, we operationalized 
bonus size with variables representing the last obtained bonus 
and future expected bonus.

Hypothesis 1.  Past bonus amount is (a) negatively related 
to amotivation, (b) positively associated with external regulation 
material, and (c) negatively associated with autonomous types of 
motivation.1

Hypothesis 2.  Future bonus size is (a) negatively related to 
amotivation, (b) positively associated with external regulation 
material, and (c) negatively associated with autonomous types of 
motivation.

Second, the strength of the contingency between performance 
and the bonus (instrumentality) should influence feelings of 
competence by informing employees of their level of efficiency 
and impact (Vroom 1964). SDT similarly proposes that bonuses 

contingent on performance can signal one's competence be-
cause a bonus informs about work effectiveness. In many orga-
nizations, effectiveness is determined by profits; sharing profits 
through a bonus system should signal individual and team con-
tributions to a company's success. What needs to be taken into 
consideration is whether employees control company success 
and therefore their bonus, and we argue that in typical bonus 
systems, control is low. In the current study, we consider ex-
pectancy and instrumentality together, taking into account the 
amount of controllability of performance coupled with the prob-
ability of getting a bonus (details provided in the methods). This 
was instrumental for correctly interpreting results.

SDT also argues that contingent rewards can decrease employ-
ees' feelings of volition; the bonus dictates what they need to 
focus on sometimes at the expense of other work activities or 
tasks that are also important to them or to others in the com-
pany, eroding the meaning and enjoyment they derive from 
their work (Gagné and Forest 2008).

Hypothesis 3.  Future bonus probability is (a) negatively re-
lated to amotivation, (b) positively associated with external reg-
ulation material, and (c) negatively associated with autonomous 
types of motivation.

Finally, operant learning theory (Skinner  1971) proposes that 
the timeliness of a reward strengthens its contingency to be-
havior; therefore, frequent payouts of bonuses is advocated to 
strengthen the instrumentality of a reward, something we also 
examined. Meanwhile, SDT proposes that frequent rewards 
could be both more informational (providing more and more fre-
quent feedback) and more controlling (because more frequently 
salient), thereby possibly creating a trade-off for the promotion 
of autonomous motivation (Deci et al. 1999).

Hypothesis 4.  Future bonus frequency is (a) negatively re-
lated to amotivation, (b) positively associated with external reg-
ulation material, and (c) negatively associated with autonomous 
types of motivation.

1.3   |   Deviant Behaviors

Past theorizing about why incentives may lead to deviant behav-
iors includes the cost–benefit model whereby actors see the costs 
of engaging in deviant behaviors to be lower than the benefits 
they obtain from them, the goal specificity model whereby goals 
narrow actors' attention to things that lead to goal attainment, 
the market-pricing model whereby actors perceive work interac-
tions purely in instrumental or exchange terms which create dis-
placement of responsibility, the money priming and inequality 
effects whereby money primes and incentives increase perceived 
psychological distance (i.e., dehumanization) between actors 
and others, and the crowding-out model whereby incentives re-
duce intrinsic motivation (Park et  al.  2022; Vohs et  al.  2006). 
Besides the fact that there are individual differences in integ-
rity and moral development, incentives can infuse workplace 
culture, giving moral license to engage in unethical behaviors, 
and workers' self-regulation of moral behaviors can break down 
when resources are depleted or perceptions of justice are chal-
lenged (Newman, Fast, and Harmon 2020; Perkins et al. 2024).
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We focused on two types of deviant behaviors that are likely 
to be affected by bonuses and work motivation: moral disen-
gagement and corner-cutting behaviors. Moral disengagement 
is defined as a cognitive restructuring that allows individuals 
to disassociate with their internal moral standards and behave 
unethically without feeling distress (Newman, Le, et al. 2020, 
535) and is associated with deviance at work (Ogunfowora 
et al. 2022). Rationalizing can involve perceptions of justice res-
toration, minimizing the consequences of one's actions, down-
ward social comparisons, displacement of responsibility (e.g., 
viewing one's behavior as dictated by the instance in control), 
and victim dehumanization (Bandura 1986; Newman, Fast, and 
Harmon 2020). We propose that the process of morally disen-
gaging is influenced by the type of work motivation employees 
develop, which can be influenced by bonus systems.

We found little research examining links between motivation 
and moral disengagement in the workplace. However, stud-
ies of athletes found that controlled motivation was positively 
related to moral disengagement and attitudes toward doping 
(Hodge et al. 2013; Hodge and Lonsdale 2011), and a study of 
primary school children found that moral disengagement was 
negatively related to their autonomous motivation to defend 
bullying victims and positively related to extrinsic motivation 
and amotivation to defend (Thornberg et al. 2023). One study 
found that entrepreneurs' motivation to make money was posi-
tively linked to moral disengagement and the propensity to en-
gage in unethical behaviors (Baron et al. 2015), while another 
study did not find that money motives were related to moral 
disengagement and unethical behavior in idea generation com-
petitions (Scheiner et  al.  2018). The latter study also found 
that intrinsic motivation for participating in the competition 
was negatively related to moral disengagement and unethical 
behavior.

We also found no research examining links between need sat-
isfaction and moral disengagement in the workplace, but it has 
been linked to some deviant behaviors. Need frustration causes 
cheating on academic tasks by decreasing autonomous moti-
vation (Kanat-Maymon et  al.  2015). Job autonomy has been 
shown to curb moral disengagement (Bharadwaj 2021), while 
priming “deterministic thinking” (versus free will) increased 
cheating (Vohs and Schooler  2008). Finally, we found some 
experimental research showing that incentives could increase 
the likelihood of engaging in deviant behaviors (e.g., Nagel 
et al. 2021).

Experimental research has shown that incentives decrease peo-
ple's sense of moral obligation and propensity to engage in devi-
ant behavior (Beaudoin et al. 2015; Kunda and Schwartz 1983). 
Huang et  al.  (2017) found that reward uncertainty can cause 
increases in deviant behaviors. Therefore, we propose that 
weak bonus probabilities could increase moral disengagement. 
Autonomy is also important to feelings of responsibility and 
therefore hampering feelings of autonomy by using highly in-
strumental bonuses may lead to displacement of responsibility 
and the “killing of conscience” (Kish-Gephart et al. 2014; Stout 
et al. 2014).

Corner-cutting behaviors are defined as “skipping one or mul-
tiple steps considered important to a task, for the purpose of 

completing the task sooner by taking shortcuts […] and bend-
ing the rules” (Jonason and O'Connor 2017). Most research on 
corner-cutting has focused on individual difference predictors 
such as the dark triad and dispositional greed (Enwereuzor 2024; 
Jonason and O'Connor 2017). We found no research looking at 
motivational or need-based predictors, and even incentives have 
rarely been examined. Healthcare incentive structures have 
been shown to relate to corner-cutting behavior that leads to 
greater patient complications (Haile and Stein 2002), while con-
tingent pay has been related to cutting corners in heterogeneous 
samples of supervisors and employees (Mawritz et  al.  2024). 
Research on cheating behaviors (which could arguably include 
corner cutting behaviors) outside of the work domain has shown 
that frustrating autonomy and lowering autonomous moti-
vation is related to cheating (Kanat-Maymon et  al.  2015; Lee 
et al. 2023).

Considering expectancy theory and SDT propositions and past 
research which provides incomplete insights into how bonuses 
influence deviant behaviors through motivation, we propose to 
test the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 5.  Last bonus amount is indirectly positively re-
lated to (a) moral disengagement and (b) corner cutting behaviors 
via amotivation, external regulation material and autonomous 
types of motivation.

Hypothesis 6.  Future bonus probability is indirectly posi-
tively related to (a) moral disengagement and (b) corner cutting 
behaviors via amotivation, external regulation material and au-
tonomous types of motivation.

Hypothesis 7.  Future bonus size is indirectly positively re-
lated to (a) moral disengagement and (b) corner cutting behaviors 
via amotivation, external regulation material and autonomous 
types of motivation.

Hypothesis 8.  Future bonus frequency is indirectly positively 
related to (a) moral disengagement and (b) corner cutting behav-
iors via amotivation, external regulation material and autono-
mous types of motivation.

2   |   Materials and Methods

2.1   |   Participants and Procedure

Game developers from Canada, working for an international 
video game company, voluntarily participated in a survey 
following ethical review and approval. 1024 production em-
ployees (81.84% male) returned their surveys2; they were not 
compensated for completing the survey. On average, partic-
ipants were 36.31 years old (SD = 7.65) and had 7.08 years 
(SD = 5.88) of experience in their role. Their job essentially 
consists of producing new video games (n = 736) or updates 
and fixes to existing video games (n = 249).3 Employees' bo-
nuses were determined differently based on whether they 
worked on a new game or a live game (see measures and 
Table  1 for details). Information pertaining to bonus char-
acteristics was obtained from the human resources depart-
ment and based on information current at the time of survey 
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administration. The survey was in French, and measures were 
back translated when French versions were not available. The 
human resources department provided the research team 
with a list of all the employees' email addresses, which was 
used to send the survey to participants. The survey was run 
2 months after the last bonus payout. Once data collection was 
over, the process of hashing was used to pair the survey and 
human resources data for each participant. Specifically, the 
email address of each participant was turned into a string of 
characters composed of letters, numbers, and symbols (also 
called “hash”) to protect sensitive data and ensure confidenti-
ality. The hash of each participant was found in both the sur-
vey data and the human resources data and was consequently 
used to pair both datasets together.

2.2   |   Measures

2.2.1   |   Bonus Characteristics

Information about individual bonuses was obtained from 
the human resources department of the company. The goal 
of the bonus system was to reward creativity and teamwork, 
which were thought to lead to game success on the market 
(i.e., profits). The bonus was distributed yearly to individu-
als within teams (i.e., working on a particular game) calcu-
lated as a function of reaching the annual earnings goal for 
the game (5% of profits distributed between team members), 
weighted by individual performance appraisals (between 0% 
and 120% weight) and job level (percentage of base salary 
weight varying from 10% for lower levels to 40% for higher 
levels). Employees either worked on a game in development 
or a live game; employees working on a game in development 
obtained a bonus at the end of the year during which the game 
is launched on the market, while employees working on a 
live game obtained a bonus each year it is on the market. To 
summarize, the dependencies involved in getting a bonus and 
the size of the bonus included factors that were more or less 
under the control of individual workers: (1) high control over 
one's individual performance; (2) low to medium control over 
team performance (i.e., contributing to designing a good game 
that will sell well, controlling the behavior of team members, 
controlling company-level design decisions); (3) low control of 

when the game goes to market (controlling team-level pace of 
work, controlling other processes leading to launch such as 
production, distribution and marketing); (4) low control over 
profitability (whether it is a good and popular game, competi-
tion, economy, quality of marketing). These factors can influ-
ence the level of instrumentality of the bonus system, and as is 
reported in a footnote, perceived instrumentality levels were 
quite low overall.

The HR department provided information on the following char-
acteristics of the bonus system for each individual employee. Last 
bonus amount was the monetary amount of the bonus obtained 
in the last installment, which was based on game performance 
on the market over the past year. It serves as a good proxy for 
reward value. Bonus amounts were available for 530 employees 
(52% of respondents) and varied from $20 to $50,000. Because 
data were not normally distributed, this variable was log-
transformed. Future bonus probability was determined based on 
which game an employee worked on and how profitable it was in 
the past (if live) and is a good proxy for instrumentality of the re-
ward. This was coded by HR as being 1 = unknown (i.e., do not 
know yet whether the game will be successful and make a profit 
and when the game will go on the market), 2 = medium (i.e., the 
game is about to be launched or was launched but it is unknown 
if it will be profitable) or 3 = high probability (i.e., the game is 
live or very close to being and there is a high profitability cer-
tainty).4 Future bonus frequency was determined based on how 
often bonuses were distributed to employees and varied based 
on the type of game worked on. This variable provides another 
good proxy for instrumentality, tackling the aspect of the time-
liness of rewards. This was coded by HR as being 1 = unknown 
(i.e., do not know when the game will go on the market), 2 = after 
many years (i.e., know that the game will only go to market after 
more years of work) or 3 = yearly (i.e., the game is on the mar-
ket). Future bonus size was based on the job level calculated as 
a percentage of base pay varying between 10% and 40%. It is an-
other good proxy for reward value.

2.2.2   |   Work Motivation

The validated French version of the Multidimensional work mo-
tivation scale (Gagné et al. 2015) was used. Items are answers 

TABLE 1    |    Mean, SD, and range of the bonus variables by type of game (new vs. live).

Last bonus amount Future bonus size
Future bonus 

probability Future bonus frequency

New game (n = 736)

Mean $2,448.75 25% 2.02 1.91

SD $6,343.61 6% 0.86 0.28

Range $0–$50,000 10%–40% 1–3 1–2

Live game (n = 249)

Mean $14,888.96 25% 3 3

SD $11,781.96 5% 0 0

Range $0–$50,000 10%–40% 3 3
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to the question “why do you put effort into your job?” to assess 
amotivation (3 items, α = 0.80), external regulation material (3 
items, α = 0.52), external regulation social (3 items, α = 0.78), 
introjected regulation (2 items, α = 0.73), identified regulation 
(3 items, α = 0.70), and intrinsic motivation (3 items, α = 0.89), 
using a 1(not at all) to 7(completely) point scale. Two items 
from the original introjection subscale did not load properly on 
their factor in a CFA and had high cross-loadings with other 
subscales; as in the original validation and a more recent re-
validation study (Gagné et al. 2015; Trépanier et al. 2023), the 
approach and avoidance items of the introjection subscale some-
times load on separate subscales. The approach items were con-
sequently omitted in the present model.

2.2.3   |   Moral Disengagement

Moral disengagement was assessed using 6 items adapted 
from  the Propensity to Morally Disengage scale (Moore 
et  al.  2012). The scale measured specific features of moral 
disengagement that are common in the workplace, such as 
moral justification (“It is okay to lie to make sure your work 
team success”), distort consequences (“Taking personal credit 
for ideas that were not your own is no big deal”), and advan-
tageous comparisons (“Considering the ways people grossly 
misrepresent themselves, it's hardly a sin to inflate your own 
credentials a bit”). Items are measured on a 7-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree 
(α = 0.70).

2.2.4   |   Corner Cutting Behaviors

Corner-cutting behaviors were assessed using 5 items adapted 
from Jonason and O'Connor's (2017) questionnaire (e.g., “If skip-
ping a task will save me time at work, I will do it” or “I do not 
do every little part of my work”). Items are measured on a 5-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 = disagree strongly to 5 = agree 
strongly (α = 0.74).

2.3   |   Analytical Strategy

All analyses were conducted in R v4.4.2 (R Core Team 2024) and 
JASP v0.19.2 (JASP Team 2024). A path analysis with subscale 
scores for each variable (generated by computing averages) was 
estimated. Path coefficients were estimated using the library 
lavaan v0.6-18 (Rosseel  2012) with full-information maximum 
likelihood estimation. Using full-information maximum likeli-
hood estimation, we retained every survey respondent for the full 
analysis, but only employees with a previous bonus amount con-
tribute to the estimate of the effect of bonus amount on motiva-
tion variables. In this model (see Figure 1), bonus variables have a 
direct effect on different types of motivations, which in turn have 
an effect on work outcomes. Direct effects of bonus variables on 
work outcomes were estimated, making the model saturated (all 
possible paths are estimated). Indirect effects from bonus vari-
ables to work outcomes through motivation are calculated as the 
product of two paths (Hayes 2022; MacKinnon et  al.  2002): (1) 
from bonus variables to motivation, and (2) from motivation to 
work outcomes.

3   |   Results

Descriptive statistics for the whole sample are reported in 
Table 2. Employees working on new games (n = 736) obtained, 
on average, lower bonuses in the last installment (M = $2,449, 
range $0 to $50,000) and had lower future bonus probability 
(M = 2.02) and frequency (M = 1.91) than employees working on 
live games (n = 249, M = $14,889, range $0–$50,000, M = 3.00, 
M = 3.00) as it was unknown how well the game would do 
on the market. Future bonus size did not differ between the 
groups. Zero-order correlations between all study variables are 
reported in Table  3. Bonus characteristics tended to be posi-
tively correlated to identified and intrinsic forms of motivation, 
though these correlations were small. Only future bonus size 
was correlated with external regulation material and in the 
opposite direction (negative) to what would be expected. This 

FIGURE 1    |    Conceptual depiction of the parallel mediator model of the effect of bonus characteristics on work outcomes directly and indirectly 
through motivation. Note. All possible direct and indirect paths are estimated simultaneously, yielding a saturated parallel mediator model. Results 
following estimation are shown in Figure 2.
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variable was also the only bonus characteristic correlated to 
the outcomes (p < 0.001), negatively with moral disengagement 
and positively with corner-cutting behaviors. Amotivation was 
the motivation variable most positively associated with the out-
comes, while autonomous forms of motivation were most neg-
atively associated with them.

Results from the path analysis (see Figure 2 and Table 4) re-
veal that the model accounted for only 8% of the variance in 
moral disengagement and 12% of corner-cutting behaviors. 
Bonus characteristics also did not account for much variance 
in motivation (amotivation 1%, material external regulation 
2%, social external regulation 1%, introjected regulation 1%, 
identified regulation 1%, and intrinsic motivation 3%). Past 
bonus amounts and future bonus frequency were not related 
to any type of motivation (H1 and H4 not supported), while 
future bonus probability was negatively related to amotivation 
(H3a supported) and positively related to intrinsic motivation, 
contrary to predictions (H3b,c not supported). Finally, future 
bonus size was negatively related to external regulation mate-
rial and positively related to intrinsic motivation, contrary to 
predictions (H2 not supported). In line with SDT predictions, 
amotivation and external regulation social were positively 
related to moral disengagement, while identified regulation 
was negatively related to it. Amotivation, external regulation 
material, and introjected regulation were positively related 
to corner-cutting behaviors, while identified regulation was 
negatively related to it. However, intrinsic motivation was not 
related to either deviance variable.

Figure 2 and Table 4 show the direct and indirect effects of bonus 
variables on work outcomes through work motivation (solid 

lines). Future bonus probability had a significant indirect effect 
on both work outcomes through its effect on amotivation: As 
bonus probability increased, amotivation decreased, and higher 
levels of amotivation were related to higher levels of moral dis-
engagement (βindirect = −0.02, p = 0.023) and corner-cutting 
behaviors (βindirect = −0.02, p = 0.015). Bonus probability did 
not have a significant direct effect on either work outcome (see 
Table 4), such that the effect that bonus probability has on moral 
disengagement and corner-cutting behaviors is entirely due to 
its negative effect on amotivation (full mediation). In summary, 
the overall effect of probability on deviance was negative, failing 
to support H6. Moreover, bonus probability was positively re-
lated to intrinsic motivation, but this type of motivation was not 
related to the deviance outcomes, again failing to support H6.

Future bonus size also had a significant indirect effect on 
corner-cutting behaviors: As bonus size increased, material 
external regulation decreased, and this type of motivation 
was positively associated with corner-cutting behaviors (βin-
direct = −0.01, p = 0.018). However, bonus size had a residual 
direct positive effect on both work outcomes. In summary, the 
overall effect of future bonus size on corner-cutting behavior 
was partially negative through material external regulation 
and partially positive when not considering motivation, thus 
partially supporting H7b. Unexpectedly, future bonus size 
was negatively related to moral disengagement, and this was 
not mediated by any type of motivation, failing to support 
H7a. It was also positively related to intrinsic motivation, but 
this type of motivation was not related to deviance variables. 
Finally, H5 and H8 were not supported as neither last bonus 
size nor future bonus frequency were related to the outcomes 
either directly or indirectly through motivation.

TABLE 2    |    Descriptive statistics for all study variables.

Variable Valid Missing Median Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Bonus

Amount 530 494 5535.000 10521.396 11158.347 20.00 50000.00

Amount (log) 530 494 8.619 8.544 1.379 2.996 10.820

Probability 1015 9 3.000 2.224 0.866 1.000 3.000

Frequency 1024 0 2.000 2.143 0.569 1.000 3.000

Target 1024 0 0.260 0.252 0.060 0.100 0.400

Motivation

Amotivation 1022 2 1.333 1.658 0.912 1.000 6.333

Material external 1022 2 4.000 3.801 1.089 1.000 7.000

Social external 1022 2 3.667 3.458 1.250 1.000 7.000

Introjected 1022 2 4.000 3.697 1.439 1.000 7.000

Identified 1022 2 4.667 4.674 1.024 1.000 7.000

Intrinsic 1022 2 5.333 5.128 1.040 1.000 7.000

Work outcomes

Moral disengagement 1020 4 2.167 2.185 0.807 1.000 6.000

Corner-cutting behaviors 1019 5 3.000 3.042 1.045 1.000 7.000
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4   |   Discussion

A field study examined how a bonus system rewarding creative 
teamwork to create or update video games relates to morally disen-
gaging and cutting corners, and how this can be explained by the 
type of motivation bonuses trigger. Bonus characteristics were the 
focus of inquiry to innovate beyond examining the simple pres-
ence versus absence of rewards on motivation and deviance, which 
has been the norm in this field of research to date. Based on expec-
tancy theory principles, the study took into consideration bonus 
characteristics because bonus systems can vary significantly in 
the size of rewards, the criteria used to deliver them, the probabil-
ity of getting them, and their frequency of administration. In this 
sample of game developers, there was a wide range in the size of 
past bonuses, in the probability of getting a future bonus, and their 
frequency depending on whether employees worked on a new or a 
live game. Working on a new game made bonuses much less likely 
and frequent and consequently lowered the average bonus size in 
this group of employees, though their size range was the same as 
the range for employees working on established games.

Surprisingly, we found that most bonus characteristics were 
not significantly related to work motivation of game develop-
ers and bonus characteristics only accounted for 1%–3% of the 
variance in motivation. We cannot attribute this to the bonus 
system being inconsequential as the size of the bonuses could 
be quite substantial. Nonetheless, the size of past bonuses did 
not affect current motivation, but future bonus size did: it was 
related to lower levels of material external regulation and pos-
itively related to intrinsic motivation. At first glance, this ap-
pears to support expectancy theory more than SDT which 
would predict the opposite pattern. One explanation could be 
that expected future bonus sizes reflected team success: provid-
ing information about the competence of the team in creating 
a successful game. An alternate explanation for this finding, 
however, is that bonus size was dependent on job level, and 
those in higher-level jobs could possibly have better work design 
(e.g., more job autonomy, more stimulating work) that has been 

associated with higher intrinsic motivation (Gagné et al. 1997; 
MacLeod and Parent 1999; Schumann et al. 1994). Bonus size 
is often associated with job levels in organizations, with people 
in higher hierarchical levels typically having a greater propor-
tion of their income contingent on their performance, the per-
formance of their unit, or organizational performance (Sockin 
and Sockin 2019). Perhaps future research examining the effects 
of bonuses on motivation and outcomes should control for work 
design. Looking back at studies included in meta-analyses on 
the effects of bonuses on performance, work design is not taken 
into consideration (Jenkins et al. 1998; Kim et al. 2022).

Unknown or low probability of getting a future bonus demoti-
vated people who worked on new games, which led these de-
velopers to morally disengage and engage in corner-cutting 
behaviors, perhaps in the hope of accelerating game launch. A 
higher probability decreased the developers' propensity to en-
gage in deviant behaviors, and it was also associated with greater 
intrinsic motivation. This finding supports expectancy theory 
more than SDT. Three potential explanations could be explored 
in future research. First, the functional significance of the prob-
ability of getting a bonus should be assessed; is a higher proba-
bility more informational than controlling? Second, a clear and 
strong probability may indicate a clearer psychological contract 
that is less likely to be perceived as breached (Rousseau 1995). 
Third, is the perceived injustice of being less likely to get a bonus 
simply a function of being assigned to work on a new game 
rather than on a live game? Finally, future bonus frequency was 
not related to motivation or outcomes, contrary to the principle 
of timeliness dictated by reinforcement theories (Skinner 1971).

Overall, we did not find very strong support for either the ex-
pectancy theory or SDT predictions regarding the effects of 
performance-based pay on work motivation. Despite the devel-
opers receiving substantial and impactful bonuses based on the 
performance of the game they worked on, which the company 
used to motivate future performance and increase its profits, the 
work motivation of the developers was not influenced very much 

FIGURE 2    |    Results of the parallel mediator model of the effect of bonus characteristics on work outcomes directly and indirectly through moti-
vation. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. No line means there is no significant link.
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TABLE 4    |    Standardized coefficients from the path analysis.

IV MV DV
a-path 

(IV-MV)
b-path 

(MV-DV)

c-path 
(total 

effect)

c’-path 
(direct 
effect)

ab-path 
(indirect 

effect)

Last bonus 
amount

Amotivation Moral dis. −0.01 0.12*** 0.04 0.04 −0.01

Future bonus 
probability

Amotivation Moral dis. −0.12** 0.12*** −0.06 −0.04 −0.02*

Future bonus 
frequency

Amotivation Moral dis. 0.09 0.12*** 0.06 0.05 0.01

Future bonus 
size

Amotivation Moral dis. −0.01 0.12*** −0.09** −0.09* 0.00

Last bonus 
amount

Material ext. Moral dis. −0.02 0.03 0.04 0.04 −0.01

Future bonus 
probability

Material ext. Moral dis. −0.03 0.03 −0.04 −0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
frequency

Material ext. Moral dis. 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.00

Future bonus 
size

Material ext. Moral dis. −0.13*** 0.03 −0.10** −0.09* −0.01

Last bonus 
amount

Social ext. Moral dis. −0.08 0.10*** 0.03 0.04 −0.01

Future bonus 
probability

Social ext. Moral dis. 0.03 0.10*** −0.03 −0.04 0.01

Future bonus 
frequency

Social ext. Moral dis. 0.08 0.10*** 0.06 0.05 0.01

Future bonus 
size

Social ext. Moral dis. −0.04 0.10*** −0.10** −0.09* −0.01

Last bonus 
amount

Introjected Moral dis. 0.00 −0.02 0.04 0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
probability

Introjected Moral dis. 0.05 −0.02 −0.04 −0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
frequency

Introjected Moral dis. 0.08 −0.02 0.05 0.05 0.00

Future bonus 
size

Introjected Moral dis. 0.03 −0.02 −0.09** −0.09* 0.00

Last bonus 
amount

Identified Moral dis. 0.07 −0.10** 0.03 0.04 −0.01

Future bonus 
probability

Identified Moral dis. 0.06 −0.10** −0.05 −0.04 −0.01

Future bonus 
frequency

Identified Moral dis. −0.06 −0.10** 0.06 0.05 0.01

Future bonus 
size

Identified Moral dis. 0.05 −0.10** −0.10** −0.09* −0.01

Last bonus 
amount

Intrinsic Moral dis. 0.08 0.00 0.04 0.04 0.00

(Continues)
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IV MV DV
a-path 

(IV-MV)
b-path 

(MV-DV)

c-path 
(total 

effect)

c’-path 
(direct 
effect)

ab-path 
(indirect 

effect)

Future bonus 
probability

Intrinsic Moral dis. 0.10* 0.00 −0.04 −0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
frequency

Intrinsic Moral dis. −0.04 0.00 0.05 0.05 0.00

Future bonus 
size

Intrinsic Moral dis. 0.11** 0.00 −0.09** −0.09* 0.00

Last bonus 
amount

Amotivation Corner Cutting −0.01 0.21*** −0.06 −0.06 0.00

Future bonus 
probability

Amotivation Corner Cutting −0.12** 0.21*** 0.02 0.04 −0.02*

Future bonus 
frequency

Amotivation Corner Cutting 0.09 0.21*** 0.09* 0.07 0.02

Future bonus 
size

Amotivation Corner Cutting −0.01 0.21*** 0.19*** 0.19*** 0.00

Last bonus 
amount

Material ext. Corner Cutting −0.02 0.09** −0.07 −0.06 0.00

Future bonus 
probability

Material ext. Corner Cutting −0.03 0.09** 0.04 0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
frequency

Material ext. Corner Cutting 0.05 0.09** 0.08 0.07 0.01

Future bonus 
size

Material ext. Corner Cutting −0.13*** 0.09** 0.18*** 0.19*** −0.01*

Last bonus 
amount

Social ext. Corner Cutting −0.08 −0.01 −0.06 −0.06 0.00

Future bonus 
probability

Social ext. Corner Cutting 0.03 −0.01 0.04 0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
frequency

Social ext. Corner Cutting 0.08 −0.01 0.08 0.07 0.00

Future bonus 
size

Social ext. Corner Cutting −0.04 −0.01 0.19*** 0.19*** 0.00

Last bonus 
amount

Introjected Corner Cutting 0.00 0.08* −0.06 −0.06 0.00

Future bonus 
probability

Introjected Corner Cutting 0.05 0.08* 0.04 0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
frequency

Introjected Corner Cutting 0.08 0.08* 0.08 0.07 0.01

Future bonus 
size

Introjected Corner Cutting 0.03 0.08* 0.19*** 0.19*** 0.00

Last bonus 
amount

Identified Corner Cutting 0.07 −0.20*** −0.08 −0.06 −0.01

Future bonus 
probability

Identified Corner Cutting 0.06 −0.20*** 0.03 0.04 −0.01

(Continues)

TABLE 4    |    (Continued)
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by the bonus system. It only weakly decreased their amotiva-
tion and, surprisingly, their material external regulation, and 
it also increased their intrinsic motivation. These small effects 
would be unlikely to significantly impact performance (Van den 
Broeck et al. 2021). Bonus characteristics did not have a large 
impact on levels of deviant behaviors. Some small direct and 
indirect effects were found, with mixed support for SDT's “cor-
ruptive” predictions. The propensity to morally disengage was 
reduced with higher future probabilities of obtaining a bonus 
and with future bonus size, contrary to SDT predictions. Corner-
cutting behaviors were decreased by higher probabilities but in-
creased by future bonus size; thus, the expected size of future 
bonuses seems to increase the risk that people will take short 
cuts to get them, especially if they are uncertain. The message 
here is clear: Bonuses may not have strong effects on deviant 
behavior but when they do, the instrumentality of the bonus, in 
other words its certainty, must be clear.

4.1   |   Theoretical and Practical Implications

The study provides much needed information about the field of 
compensation's reliance on motivation theories to justify the use 
of contingent rewards to motivate workers. The literature fre-
quently uses expectancy theory to provide logical arguments as 
to why contingent rewards should be used as part of remunera-
tion systems (Gerhart and Fang 2015). Results from the present 
study, which specifically look at bonus characteristics aligned to 
expectancy theory, indicate that typical bonus systems may not 
be as powerful as portrayed. On the other hand, results also did 
not support SDT's assertion that rewards decrease intrinsic moti-
vation in real work settings. It could be because of the functional 
significance of the bonuses whereby more instrumental bonuses 
provide more information about one's effectiveness at work, 
something that could be ascertained in future research. The as-
sertion that instrumentality, as assessed through probability, is 
more controlling does not seem to be supported in the current 

study. This could be because developers did not have control over 
some of the performance criteria, which may have washed out 
any aspect deemed to “control” their work behaviors, something 
that has been observed in typical bonus systems (Beck et al. 2014; 
Gerhart and Fang 2015; Gerhart et al. 2009), and reflected in the 
low instrumentality perceptions found in the current study. It 
has indeed been argued that behavior-based rewards have more 
detrimental effects on feelings of autonomy than results-based 
rewards (Anderson and Oliver 1987). Like typical bonus systems 
(Beck et  al.  2014), the bonus system in the current study was 
closer to a results-based system. Future research should explore 
how behavior-based bonus systems may influence functional sig-
nificance in terms of information and control.

It is worth noting that the bonus system in the participating com-
pany is highly typical of bonus systems: it uses a profit-sharing 
approach based on game performance weighted by individual 
contributions based on performance and job level. The size of 
the bonuses in this company is quite large, possibly at the upper 
end of the range of bonuses found in organizations. We there-
fore cannot attribute the weak findings to a weak bonus system. 
The performance criteria determining bonus attribution were 
also typical of what we find across organizations: they include 
individual, team, and organizational performance components 
weighted by job level. Organizations should pay attention to 
how much employees can control their performance, team per-
formance, and company performance. For example, profits from 
a game may depend on the market landscape, the economy, and 
the power an individual employee may have over team mem-
bers. Lack of control over outcomes affects the expectancy com-
ponent proposed by expectancy theory (akin to competence in 
SDT). Moreover, what stood out in this company was the range 
of probabilities tied to game assignments, which might have 
contributed to perceptions of unfairness that could feed into the 
motivation to engage in deviant behaviors (Greenberg 1990). If 
being assigned to a new versus live game influences chances of 
getting a bonus, this appears to be a flaw of this bonus system. 

IV MV DV
a-path 

(IV-MV)
b-path 

(MV-DV)

c-path 
(total 

effect)

c’-path 
(direct 
effect)

ab-path 
(indirect 

effect)

Future bonus 
frequency

Identified Corner Cutting −0.06 −0.20*** 0.09* 0.07 0.01

Future bonus 
size

Identified Corner Cutting 0.05 −0.20*** 0.18*** 0.19*** −0.01

Last bonus 
amount

Intrinsic Corner Cutting 0.08 0.02 −0.06 −0.06 0.00

Future bonus 
probability

Intrinsic Corner Cutting 0.10* 0.02 0.04 0.04 0.00

Future bonus 
frequency

Intrinsic Corner Cutting −0.04 0.02 0.07 0.07 0.00

Future bonus 
size

Intrinsic Corner Cutting 0.11** 0.02 0.19*** 0.19*** 0.00

*p < 0.05. 
**p < 0.01. 
***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4    |    (Continued)
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The company might want to consider this issue in revisions of 
the bonus program to avoid motivational and behavioral prob-
lems. But the overall conclusion we draw from this research is 
that despite putting together a rather complicated and expensive 
bonus system, the company did not seem to reap motivational 
benefits out of it, and for some employees it was associated with 
corner-cutting behaviors. The question is whether such a system 
is worth the expense.

4.2   |   Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research 
Directions

Since the conclusions of this study are based on a single bonus 
system within one company in the gaming industry, replication 
studies are essential, especially those that explore different bonus 
structures and job types. The bonus system under investigation 
is similar to many bonus systems encountered by the authors 
across different countries and industries and those described in 
reviews (e.g., Beck et al. 2014; Gerhart and Fang 2015; Gerhart 
et al. 2009), which is why it was qualified as being typical of bonus 
systems used in real work organizations. A factor that is difficult 
to consider in field studies is the possibility of attraction to orga-
nizations that use bonus systems as part of their remuneration. 
Vignette, simulation, and experimental work could provide in-
sights into who is attracted by them and how this influences the 
effect of bonuses on work motivation (i.e., individual difference 
moderators). Past research has found that reminding people of 
the impact of their behavior on others and trait conscientiousness 
can mitigate the effects of incentives on deviant behavior (Kish-
Gephart et al. 2014), while other research has found that a pro-
active personality can exacerbate these effects (Wang et al. 2022).

This study also had some strengths in the use of multiple sources 
of data, some of which were cross-validated (e.g., bonus probabil-
ity with self-reported instrumentality perceptions). Considering 
bonus characteristics that are based on theory (i.e., expectancy 
theory) and considering multiple types of motivation constitute 
important new contributions to existing knowledge on the effects 
of performance pay on work motivation, answering calls for such 
research (Gagné and Forest  2008; Gerhart  2017). Yet the study 
cannot address causality fully as employees were not randomly as-
signed to bonus characteristics' levels. Thus, future research using 
quasi-experimental designs would strengthen our conclusions.

5   |   Conclusions

A field study highlighted the complexity of bonus systems in a 
real-life work environment. While bonus characteristics such as 
future bonus size and probability did impact motivation, their 
effects were generally weak. The study suggests that while 
performance-based pay systems can influence motivation and 
deviant behavior, their overall impact may be quite limited.
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Endnotes

	1	We intentionally left out hypotheses for social external regulation and 
introjected regulation as bonuses are assumed to be more indirectly as-
sociated with them; an individual who receives (or not) a bonus might 
interpret it as a signal of approval (criticism) and it could affect their 
self-esteem if it is contingent on their performance. We included mea-
sures of both but left them out of hypotheses, instead opting to simply 
explore what associations were to be found.

	2	The survey was sent to 6079 employees throughout the entire organi-
zation. The response rate of 36.48% is calculated based on all respon-
dents to the survey, yet only production workers were included in this 
study.

	3	Employees do not choose whether they work on a new or established 
game. Though employees were not randomly assigned to games, lack 
of choice still minimizes self-selection bias.

	4	We conducted supplemental analyses in which we examined the re-
lation between future bonus probability and self-reports of pay in-
strumentality (Houlfort 2004), assessing the extent to which workers 
perceive their bonuses to be directly tied to their performance, their 
effort put on the job, and the skills and knowledge they developed over 
time. These analyses revealed that individuals with high probability 
of getting a bonus reported greater pay instrumentality (M = 2.04, 
SD = 0.63) compared to individuals with an unknown (M = 1.82, 
SD = 0.64) or a medium (M = 1.86, SD = 0.68) probability of getting a 
bonus. Note that instrumentality levels are rather low for all workers.
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