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Awards are abundant in social and economic life. Examples run from sports, 
the arts, culture, politics, academia through to the corporate domain (Bruno S. 

Frey 2005). Typical examples of awards in the corporate sector are “Employee of 
the Month” at McDonald’s, the “Bravo Award” at IBM, or the “Spotlight” employee 
recognition program of the software company Intuit. While all these awards differ in 
several aspects, they share a number of important common features. Firstly, they are 
visible: everyone in the particular environment knows that the award exists and that 
winners are typically honored in a public ceremony. Secondly, they create a competi-
tive environment by setting up a tournament with ex-post winners and losers. Thirdly, 
they are based on broad and vague criteria that typically make them contractually 
unenforceable.1 Finally, they yield a number of material and non-material benefits.

When the award comes with a monetary prize it generates a direct material ben-
efit. Awards may also offer indirect material benefits for the future if the award 
improves the career perspectives of the winner in the organization or if it generates a 
positive signal to the environment, which leads to later financial advantage. Probably 
most people would also agree that awards yield non-material benefits. These ben-
efits come in the form of social recognition from the award-giving institution from 

1 An exception are sales awards which are based on very precise criteria, the amount of sales achieved. 
Conversely, it is not possible to sue, for example, the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences for giving the Nobel 
Prize to the wrong person.
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Getting More Work for Nothing?  
Symbolic Awards and Worker Performance†

By Michael Kosfeld and Susanne Neckermann*

We study the impact of status and social recognition on worker per-
formance in a field experiment. In collaboration with an interna-
tional non-governmental organization, we hired students to work on 
a database project. Students in the award treatment were offered a 
congratulatory card honoring the best performance. The award was 
purely symbolic to ensure that any behavioral effect is driven by non-
material benefits. Our results show that the award increases perfor-
mance by about 12 percent on average. The results provide strong 
evidence for the motivating power of status and social recognition in 
labor relations. (JEL C93, J33, M12, M52)
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peers and colleagues, or from an external audience. This recognition is related to the 
status of the winner of an award within a group (e.g., the department, the overall 
workforce, or society). A further source may be the winner’s improved self-esteem, 
either with regard to the particular achievement or with regard to general ability.

How important are these non-material benefits of awards? Do they create any 
incentive themselves to win the award, or are they just enjoyable but irrelevant 
social facets of an achievement that is driven by pure material aspects? The answer 
to this question is difficult. Almost always awards include material and non-material 
benefits in parallel, making it essentially impossible to disentangle the different 
aspects of these incentives in the field. Nevertheless, the answer to this question is 
important. First, from a practical viewpoint the role of social recognition, vis-à-vis 
monetary incentives, is clearly of great relevance and has major implications for 
optimal reward policies. Second, the answer is also of interest to economic theory. 
In light of the increasing number of theories and predictions based on status and 
social recognition (e.g., Tore Ellingsen and Magnus Johannesson 2007; Frey 2007; 
Benny Moldovanu, Aner Sela, and Xianwen Shi 2007; Emmanuelle Auriol and 
Régis Renault 2008; Timothy Besley and Maitreesh Ghatak 2008; Robert Dur 2009; 
Pradeep Dubey and John Geanakoplos 2010; Florian Ederer and Andrea Patacconi 
2010), it is essential to investigate empirically how important the pure status dimen-
sion of awards and employee recognition actually is.

Very few empirical studies have analyzed the role of status and social recognition 
in economic contexts (Sheryl Ball et al. 2001; Steven E. Markham, K. Dow Scott, 
and Gail H. McKee 2002; Dan Ariely, Anat Bracha, and Stephan Meier 2009; Gary 
Charness, David Masclet, and Marie Claire Villeval 2010). The study that is perhaps 
closest to ours is the field study by Markham, Scott, and McKee (2002) who docu-
ment the positive effect of a public recognition program on employee attendance in 
a large US manufacturing firm. An important element of the recognition program 
in this study was that employees with perfect attendance received silver or gold 
engraved necklaces and penknives. Most likely, the award also improved the career 
perspective of an employee in the firm. Therefore, it is difficult if not impossible to 
disentangle pure symbolic rewards from current and future material benefits. The 
aim of this paper is to do exactly this, to investigate whether awards increase per-
formance in the workplace due to status and social recognition alone. We present 
the results from a field experiment we implemented to test whether purely symbolic 
awards that contain no material benefit increase worker performance.2 In our study, 
we collaborated with an international non-governmental organization to hire stu-
dents to work on a database project for a fixed wage. We randomly assigned students 
to one of two treatments (award, control). In the award treatment, students were 
promised an award for the best performance. The award was purely symbolic con-
sisting of a personalized congratulatory card that was signed by the president and 
the managing director of the organization. In the control treatment, students worked 
under exactly the same conditions except that they were not offered an award.

2 The literature in field experiments in labor economics is burgeoning. See John A. List and Imran Rasul (2010) 
for an overview.
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Our results show that the symbolic award significantly increases performance 
by about 12 percent on average. The award increases not only the average perfor-
mance but also the variance of performance. Both observations are in line with the 
theoretical prediction we derive from a model with pure social status preferences. 
Quantile regressions suggest that the award has a particularly strong effect on indi-
viduals who are more likely to win the award. Finally, we show that the increase in 
performance has no negative influence on quality. This latter finding is of particular 
importance for practitioners, as it shows that awards can be effective instruments 
that have no quantity-quality trade-off.

The paper is organized as follows. Section I presents a simple framework to ana-
lyze the effect of symbolic awards on employee performance. Sections II and III 
provide details about the background and set-up of our field experiment. Section IV 
presents the results. Finally, Section V concludes.

I. Symbolic Awards and Work Effort

If individuals do not care about social recognition and status, theory predicts that 
purely symbolic awards will have zero motivational effect. The reason is that, by 
definition, symbolic awards yield no material benefit. Thus, if effort is costly, they 
will not affect the effort decision of workers behaving optimally.

If social recognition is important to the worker, the situation is different. To fix 
ideas, consider the following simple framework based on Moldovanu, Sela, and Shi 
(2007). Suppose the total workforce consists of n workers. Workers differ in their 
ability, which is drawn independently from the interval [0, 1] according to some dis-
tribution function f. Let  a i  denote the ability of worker i and  e i  the effort of worker 
i. Worker i ’s cost of effort is given by  c i ( e i ) =  e i / a i .

Workers choose effort simultaneously. Before doing so, the employer can decide to 
offer an award. The award goes to the m workers who exert the highest effort, where 
m ≤ n. The award is purely symbolic, i.e., of no material value. However, workers 
care about social recognition and their relative standing within the group. We make 
the following assumptions regarding the utility workers derive from winning and not 
winning the award. Firstly, the utility of winning the award decreases in the number 
of workers who win the award. Secondly, the total utility of all workers from winning 
and not winning the award is zero. Both assumptions are intuitive. Individuals gain 
higher social recognition if they win an award that only a few win in comparison to 
an award that is won by many. Further: the increase in social recognition of those who 
win the award goes in parallel to a decrease in social recognition for those who do not 
win the award. Since the award is purely symbolic and social recognition is derived 
from social standing, the sum of utility over all workers is zero.

Formally, let us assume that workers are ranked according to the effort exerted, 
with 1 being the worker who exerts the lowest effort, 2 being the worker who exerts 
the second-lowest effort, and so on, up to n, which is the worker who exerts the high-
est effort. Giving an award to the top m workers is equivalent to partitioning the set 
of workers into two categories: category  c 0  = {1, … , n − m} of workers who do not 
win the award and category  c 1  = {n − m + 1, … , n} of workers who do win the 
award. In terms of social recognition, workers in  c 1  are ranked higher than workers 
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in  c 0  . Following Moldovanu, Sela, and Shi (2007), we assume that a worker’s utility  
ν i  from being in any of these categories is equal to the number of workers below him 
in the ranking, minus the number of workers above him. Precisely,

(1)  ν i  = { n − m if i ∈  c 1 ,
  − m if i ∈  c 0  .

It can easily be checked that these specifications meet the two assumptions above. 
If the employer does not offer an award, all workers are in the same category and the 
utility from social recognition is zero for each worker. The timing is as follows: first, 
the employer decides whether to offer an award or not; then, workers are privately 
informed about their ability and simultaneously choose their effort according to this 
information; finally, the top m workers get their award in the case where an award 
was offered; otherwise, no worker gets an award. We assume that workers maximize 
their expected utility minus their expected cost of effort. The following result is an 
application of Theorem 1 in Moldovanu, Sela, and Shi (2007).

PROPOSITION 1: Suppose workers care about social recognition. Then offering a 
symbolic award increases both the total expected effort and the variance of effort.

The intuition for this result is straightforward. In equilibrium, each worker 
chooses his effort such that his rank based on effort is identical to his rank based 
on ability. If the employer does not offer an award, workers exert no effort. Hence, 
the total expected effort is zero. However, if the employer offers an award, the total 
expected effort is positive and equal to nmE(n − m, n), where E(n − m, n) is the 
expected value of the (n − m)th order statistic out of n independent variables that 
are independently distributed according to the distribution function f.

The result corroborates the conjecture that symbolic awards increase work effort 
if workers care about social recognition. Together with the expected effort, the vari-
ance of effort increases. This is because workers exert different effort levels in equi-
librium according to their different abilities. If workers are also motivated by other 
aspects of the work relation—e.g., they reciprocate to a high fixed wage (Ernst Fehr 
and Simon Gächter 2000)—expected effort and variance of effort are likely to be 
non-zero even without an award. However, in this case Proposition 1 also holds as 
long as the benefit from these motives is additive.

We now come to the field experiment that we set up in order to test the incentive 
effect of symbolic awards.

II. Background of the Study

The field experiment was conducted in collaboration with the Swiss office of an 
international non-governmental organization headquartered in New York.3 During 

3 The main objective of the organization is to help communities in developing countries create their own schools 
and health centers, and to provide food security, literacy trainings, and banking facilities.
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2006, the organization began asking a small number of Swiss communities for 
financial support in addition to raising funds from private individuals and corpo-
rations. Due to the highly federal nature of the Swiss political system, individual 
communities in Switzerland have their own financial budgets to finance private 
and public projects. As the initial appeals for funding were quite successful, the 
organization decided to send appeals to all of the (about 1600) German speaking 
Swiss communities. For this mailing, it was planned to set up a database which 
included the names and addresses of the communities as well as the names of the 
current community president and community administrator in order to personalize 
the appeals. Additionally, contact information such as the phone number and the 
e-mail address of the community office were to be included. The situation presented 
a unique opportunity to run a field experiment.

In collaboration with the organization, we hired students from different schools 
and universities in Zurich via job announcements on various university bulletin 
boards. The announcement did not reveal the identity of the employer nor did it say 
that the job was part of an experiment. It only described a one-time data entry job 
of two hours for which CHF 45 (about $37) would be earned. The wage reflected 
a typical hourly wage rate for student jobs in Zurich. We did not reveal the identity 
of the employer to avoid selection bias with regard to particularly socially-minded 
students. Interested students could sign up online and were then contacted by our 
recruiters who randomly assigned them to workgroups of up to twelve students.

III. Experimental Setup

The experiment took place in Zurich during a three-week period in spring 2008. 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of 16 workgroups with an average group 
size of 9.4 subjects.4 Sessions were run consecutively, employing one workgroup 
at a time in a large room equipped with workstations with Internet connection.5 
Upon arrival, students were asked to take a seat in front of one of the workstations. 
The workstations were arranged in a U-shape and sufficient space between them 
was allowed to ensure that students felt unobserved while working. In particular, it  
was possible for students to surf the Internet and check e-mails during the sessions 
without this being noticed by anyone in the room. Students were informed about the 
organization and about their task according to a fixed protocol by the same person 
for all groups. At no time were students notified that they were participating in a 
field experiment.

Students’ task was to search the Internet for contact information of Swiss com-
munities and enter this information into the organization’s database. The database 
could be accessed online with an individual password that was handed out to each 
student at the beginning of the session. Online, each student was presented with a 

4 Minimal (maximal) group size was 7 (12). We checked whether group size has an effect on performance. This 
is not the case in any of the treatments.

5 Because the Swiss division of the organization is small and has no office space, the room was provided free 
of charge by the University of Zurich. Students were informed of this when the organization and the task were 
explained. Since the University of Zurich has cooperated with other organizations previously (e.g., blood donation), 
nobody questioned this.
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set of 60 communities to work on. To create a sufficient number of communities for 
all subjects, most of the 1600 Swiss communities were included in more than one 
set. These sets were generated to ensure an equal level of difficulty across sets. The 
difficulty of finding information about a community mostly depends on the size of 
the community, as web presence and detail of online information typically increase 
with the number of inhabitants in a community. Therefore, communities were sorted 
by size into different categories and each student received the same number of com-
munities from each category. We told students that the names of the president and 
the administrator were sometimes hard to find but vital for the organization, as per-
sonalized letters were more likely to result in a donation.6

Additionally, in the award treatment, the managing director of the organization 
told the students that they would like to reward the two people who put in most 
effort with an award, and that the database software would indicate these names 
at the end of the session.7 The managing director also explained that she would 
personally come to congratulate and thank the winners. Students were shown the 
award, which was a congratulatory card signed by the organization, to ensure that 
everybody understood that the award had no material value.8 In line with most com-
pany award systems, the exact criteria according to which award winners would be 
determined were specifically left vague. The database software was designed such 
that it assigned points for each edited community, which depended on the number 
and difficulty of fields to be completed (see details below).

After all questions had been clarified, students started to work independently. While 
a research assistant was present throughout each session to help students in case of 
questions, students were left alone to work for two hours. About five minutes before 
the end of a session, students were asked to fill out a short questionnaire that was pre-
sented as feedback to the organization on how it handled the employment process and 
the organization of the task. The questionnaire included questions about previous data-
base experience, ability to touch type, perceived difficulty of the task, and previous 
level of engagement in volunteer work. In the award treatment, the managing director 
of the organization then presented the awards. Finally, students were paid in cash.

In total, 150 students participated in the award and in the control treatment; 83 stu-
dents participated in the award treatment (9 sessions); and 67 students participated 
in the control treatment (7 sessions). To separate the effect of the mere presence 
of the managing director in the award treatment, we also conducted an additional 
award treatment where the award was not introduced by the managing director, but 
by the same person who was also present in the control treatment. Thirty-four sub-
jects participated in this treatment (4 sessions).

6 To ensure equal preconditions, all students were informed that they could find basic information (e.g., the 
address of the community) via the web portal www.ch.ch and that they had to look for the names of the president 
and administrator and— if not already available on www.ch.ch— also the phone number and e-mail address using 
the homepage of the respective community.

7 To guarantee comparability with the control sessions, the wording was specifically chosen such that no one got 
the impression that performance was being closely monitored during the session.

8 A picture of the award is available from the authors upon request. The signaling value of the award was basi-
cally zero. First, the organization itself has no jobs to offer which was made clear during the introduction. Second, 
it seems implausible that the award entails any positive signal for the labor market, since it comes from a one-time, 
2-hour job announced on bulletin boards. If anything, we believe that employers would conclude that students are 
pretty desperate if they mention the award in their CV and that students know this.
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We use two output measures to analyze students’ performance in this field experi-
ment: the number of communities that a subject worked on per minute and the num-
ber of points per minute that a subject achieved. The first measure reflects the main 
goal of the task, namely to enter the information of as many communities as possible 
into the database. The second measure takes into account that items differ in their 
importance to the organization and require different levels of time and effort. In 
particular, the names of the community president and administrator are hard to find 
online, but are very valuable to the organization. To generate a performance measure 
that takes this aspect into account, the organization has developed a rating scheme 
prior to the experiment. Specifically, it attributed different numbers of points to each 
of the fields to be entered. The performance measure is constructed by adding up 
the points for all fields that a subject worked on during the job. In total, subjects 
could earn 20 points for each community: 1 point each for entering the zip code and 
the name of community or city, 2 points each for entering the address or PO Box, 
the telephone number, and the e-mail address of the community office, 3 points for 
finding the correct term with which the community office is to be addressed (e.g., 
community office or city bureau), 4 points for the name of the community president 
and 5 points for the name of the community administrator. Overall, our two perfor-
mance measures reflect the two dimensions of the task: the quantity of work done 
and the quality in terms of whether subjects prioritize their work in accordance with 
the stated objectives of the organization.

Before we present our results, let us summarize the main behavioral hypotheses. 
Since the award was purely symbolic and subjects knew this, standard theory pre-
dicts that performance is the same across treatments. In fact, since subjects were 
paid a fixed wage and effort was costly (searching the Internet requires time and 
concentration, in addition opportunity costs are non-zero as subjects could use the 
Internet for their own purposes), theory predicts basically zero or little output.9 On 
the other hand, if subjects care about social recognition from the employer and from 
the other subjects, the symbolic award is expected to increase both the average per-
formance and the variance of performance (cf. Proposition 1).

IV. Results

Because sessions differed in length, we analyze students’ performance in terms of 
productivity, i.e, output per minute of work time.10 Work time should represent the 
actual length of a session and is calculated as the span of time between the first open-
ing of a community data screen and the last saving of an entry in any given session.

9 If subjects perceive the fixed wage as a gift, social-preference models based on reciprocity predict that average 
output is strictly positive. Yet, also in this case no difference across treatments is expected. The reason is that the 
same fixed wage is paid in all treatments and that the award is of no material value. Hence, the perceived kindness 
(as modeled, e.g., by Martin Dufwenberg and Georg Kirchsteiger 2004; and Armin Falk and Urs Fischbacher 2006) 
is the same across treatments.

10 The differences in session lengths are caused by the fact that students sometimes took longer to enter the 
room, to take their seats and to ask questions. While session lengths are not statistically significantly different 
between the award and the control treatment, individual sessions differ by up to 10 minutes. Using productivity 
rather than total output corrects for this difference.
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Table 1 summarizes average productivity in the award and in the control treat-
ments. The table clearly shows that performance in the control treatment is far 
greater than zero. The average productivity of 0.226 communities per minute trans-
lates into roughly 27 communities during the entire session. Thus, subjects work 
on almost half of the communities, even without any explicit monetary incentive to 
do so. This observation is consistent with previous evidence on gift-exchange and 
reciprocity, underlining that a high fixed wage may induce strong implicit incentives 
for reciprocating with high effort.

Most importantly, Table 1 shows that students in the award treatment are, on aver-
age, more productive than students in the control treatment. This finding can neither 
be explained by models of reciprocity nor by standard theory but confirms the pre-
diction based on social recognition. A simple comparison of average performance 
reveals that performance in the award sessions is about 12 percent higher in terms of 
the number of communities entered (0.253 versus 0.226) and about 9 percent higher 
in terms of the number of points achieved (4.572 versus 4.196) than in the control 
sessions. A one-sided non-parametric analysis confirms that the difference is statis-
tically significant (Mann-Whitney test, p = 0.02, p = 0.04).11

To provide a precise estimate of the effect of the award on performance, we run 
OLS regressions of performance on the treatment dummy with and without fur-
ther controls. Controls include skill in touch typing, previous work experience with 
databases, and perceived difficulty of the task. The first two variables are dummy 
variables. The last variable is a measure on a 7-point Likert-scale, where we asked 

11 The award increases students’ performance in each field that was to be entered: zip code (10 percent), com-
munity name (10 percent), address (9 percent), telephone and e-mail (8 percent), community office (9 percent), 
community president (9 percent), and community administrator (6 percent).

AQ1

Table 1—Average Productivity in Both Treatments

Average number Average number
of communities of points

Treatment Session per minute per minute

Control 1 0.216 3.944
2 0.237 4.412
3 0.219 3.992
4 0.222 4.365
5 0.204 3.967
6 0.273 4.781
7 0.222 4.064
ϕ 0.226 4.188

Award 8 0.253 4.479
9 0.232 4.393
10 0.249 4.698
11 0.287 5.261
12 0.232 4.184
13 0.233 4.233
14 0.300 4.452
15 0.256 4.895
16 0.256 4.594
ϕ 0.253 4.567

note: Productivity measures refer to the average output per minute of actual work time in each 
session.
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subjects whether they agreed with the statement that the task required full concen-
tration. The results of the regressions are presented in Table 2. Models 1 and 3, 
which do not include controls, confirm that, independently of the productivity mea-
sure, performance is significantly higher in the award treatment than in the control 
treatment. Adding controls corroborates this result and provides an estimate of the 
award’s effect on performance which is 13.8 percent in terms of communities per 
minute (Model 2) and 11.2 percent in terms of points per minute (Model 4). Of the 
control variables, only perceived task difficulty is significant at the 10-percent level 
and in only one model and has the expected negative sign. None of the other vari-
ables we elicited in the questionnaire has a statistically significant effect on perfor-
mance or on the award coefficient. For example, subjects’ pro-social motivation, as 
measured by the frequency with which they engage in volunteer work together with 
the frequency and amount of their donations to charity, has no influence on students’ 
performance and on how they react to the award. We also find no gender effects.

Figure 1 illustrates the positive effect of the award showing the kernel density 
estimates of the performance distributions in the award and in the control treatments 
for both of our measures. The figure nicely shows that distributions are shifted to 
the right and that the variance of performance increases also. The increase in vari-
ance is in line with the theoretical prediction of Proposition 1. An f-test confirms 
that the difference in the variance is significant (communities: p = 0.001, points: 
p = 0.049 ).

It is plausible that the award may have different effects on individuals depending 
on their relative likelihood of actually winning the award. Students who are par-
ticularly motivated or are more able in this task may show a stronger reaction than 
students whose underlying motivation or ability is low. To test this, we conducted 
a quantile regression of performance on the treatment dummy plus a constant. The 
results are reported in Table 3. The data show that the award has a significantly 

Table 2— Effect of the Award on Performance

Communities per minute Points per minute
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Award 0.027** 0.036*** 0.378** 0.510***
(0.010) (0.010) (0.153) (0.164)

Touch typing 0.015 0.269
(0.012) (0.193)

Database 0.025 0.460
(0.017) (0.319)

Task diffculty −0.010* −0.134
(0.005) (0.078)

Constant 0.226*** 0.261*** 4.188*** 4.560***
(0.007) (0.026) (0.101) (0.440)

n 150 138 150 138

notes: OLS regression with performance as the dependent variable. Robust standard errors 
clustered on the session level in parentheses. As not all subjects answered all questions in the 
questionnaire, the number of observations declines slightly when controls are included.

*** Significant at the 1 percent level.
 ** Significant at the 5 percent level.
  * Significant at the 10 percent level.

AQ2
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positive effect at the 1- and the 5-percent level but only for the upper quartile of 
the distribution. In addition, it has a significant effect at the 10-percent level for the 
median but only in terms of number of points. The lower quartile of the distribution 
increases as well, but the effect is never statistically significant. This suggests that 
the award does indeed have a particularly strong effect on individuals who are better 
than average, since these are more likely to actually win the award.

Importantly, the increase in performance comes at no cost to quality. We veri-
fied ex post the information each student entered into the database. Looking at the 
share of items that were entered correctly for any given community, we find that on 
average 88 percent and 87 percent of the items were entered correctly in the control 
and in the award treatment respectively. Both quality levels are remarkably high 

Figure 1. Kernel Density Estimates of Performance in the Two Treatments  
(upper Panel: communities per Minute, Lower Panel: Points per Minute)
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and are not statistically different from each other (Mann-Whitney test, p = 0.31, 
two-sided). The same holds for other possible quality measures, for example, the 
absolute number of mistakes or the absolute number of communities entered cor-
rectly. Hence, the increase in quantity does not come at the expense of quality. On 
the other hand the announcement of the award does not lead to an increase in quality 
either. However, there was, of course, little room for an increase, as quality levels 
are already pretty high in the control treatment. Further, it could be that students 
prioritize their work differently in the award and control treatments. In particular, 
students might be more eager to search for the names of the community president 
and administrator—information that is very important for the organization. This 
might also explain the higher average number of points in the award sessions as 
these fields earned relatively more points. We do not find this to be the case. There 
is no statistically significant difference across treatments with respect to the relative 
number of subjects completing these fields. Therefore, the observed productivity 
increase in the award treatment is a real quantity effect without any bearing on work 
priority or work quality.

In the award treatment, the managing director of the organization introduced and 
handed over the award. While a strong commitment from the management is typical 
for most awards in the corporate domain, a potential concern might be that the pure 
presence of the managing director at the beginning of the session might have created 
a Hawthorne effect that is driving our results.12 To rule this out, we conducted an 
additional award treatment, in which the managing director was not present at the 
beginning of the session and the award was introduced by the person that also ran 
the control treatment. If the award effect was a mere Hawthorne effect, we should 
see a difference between the award treatment where the managing director was pres-
ent and the treatment where she was absent. This is not the case. When the award 
is introduced by someone other than the managing director, average productivity 
equals 0.246 and 4.662 based on the number of communities and the number of 

12 The term “Hawthorne effect” refers to a famous series of experiments at the Hawthorne plant of Western 
Electric in the mid 1920s (Elton Mayo 1933; Fritz J. Roethlisberger and William J. Dickson 1939). It symbolizes 
the idea that increased attention by management alone can increase worker productivity. See, however, Steven D. 
Levitt and List (2011) for a recent critical assessment.

Table 3—Quantiles of Performance in Both Treatments

Communities per minute Points per minute

Control Award Diff (percent) Control Award Diff (percent)
Average 0.226 0.253 9.0 4.188 4.567 11.9
SD 0.059 0.090 52.5 1.093 1.381 26.3
75th 0.256 0.302 17.8*** 4.851 5.470 11.3**
Median 0.222 0.237 6.6 4.090 4.570 10.5
25th 0.188 0.200 6.4 3.347 3.623 7.6*

note: The table reports the quantiles of the performance distribution, estimated based on a 
quantile regression of performance on the treatment dummy plus a constant. 

*** Significant at the 1 percent level.
 ** Significant at the 5 percent level.
  * Significant at the 10 percent level.
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points respectively. Comparing this to the data in Table 1, we see that productivity 
in terms of number of communities is slightly lower (0.246 versus 0.253) but pro-
ductivity in terms of points is slightly higher (4.662 versus 4.567) if the manager 
was absent compared to if she was present in the award treatment. None of these 
differences is statistically significant (Mann-Whitney test, p = 0.70 and p = 0.86 
respectively). Thus, we can conclude that the positive impact of the award on pro-
ductivity is not driven by a Hawthorne effect based on the mere presence of the 
managing director of the organization.

Overall, the size of the effect of a symbolic award in our field experiment is sub-
stantial. Recent evidence from gift-exchange experiments in the field report output 
elasticities with respect to wage increases between 0.16 and 0.38 (Fehr, Lorenz 
Goette, and Christian Zehnder 2008). The observed increase in performance in our 
study of about 12 percent is thus equivalent to the effect of a hypothetical wage 
increase of 32 to 75 percent. This strong effect relative to monetary rewards is con-
sistent with the idea that symbolic rewards play a much more important role in 
actual labor relations than has been suggested by economic theory or by laboratory 
experiments. Dur (2009) argues that the observed disparity between the impact of 
monetary gifts in the lab and in the field is due to the fact that money is the dominant 
medium of exchange in the lab, while employers in the field can use other, sym-
bolic, rewards as well. As it turns out, these symbolic rewards may indeed be some-
times better for signaling kind intentions and for motivating employees to work hard 
(Sebastian Kube, Michel André Maréchal, and Clemens Puppe 2010).

V. Conclusion

The contribution of this paper is to show that status and social recognition alone 
can be strong motivators for agents to increase their effort in the presence of awards. 
Our findings corroborate recent arguments emphasizing the important role of sym-
bolic rewards in labor relations that sometimes even outperform purely monetary 
incentives (Ellingsen and Johannesson 2007). The main message of our paper is 
that social recognition matters and that principals are well advised to take this into 
account. The message is not, however, that monetary incentives, which often come 
together with awards, are unimportant. Quite the contrary, we believe that it is likely 
that social status and monetary aspects reinforce each other and that optimal incen-
tives are based on the combination of social as well as monetary elements (Auriol 
and Renault 2008; Auriol, Guido Friebel, and Frauke Lammers 2010).

In this field experiment, we collaborated with a non-governmental organization 
as the award-giving institution. Although we do not find a consequential effect of 
students’ pro-social motivation in our data, it is possible that this might limit the 
extent to which we can generalize our results to other domains. However, the fact 
that the award comes from a non-governmental organization (NGO) was not an 
accident, but indeed highlights a basic condition for awards being a good motiva-
tor. The social recognition from an award crucially depends on the reputation and 
the image of the institution offering the award as well as on the individual achieve-
ment yielding the award. In this sense, it may actually be true that awards are better 
instruments in some domains than in others, and that the power of symbolic awards 
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is affected by the reputation and the culture of the organization as well as by the 
objective individuals are expected to achieve. However, awards are clearly not lim-
ited to NGOs, as the large number of awards in the corporate sector reveal and as 
recent firm data on the effect of tournaments “without prizes” also documents (Josse 
Delfgaauw et al. 2009; Jordi Blanes i Vidal and Mareike Nossol 2010).

A further interesting question relates to the role of intrinsic motivation. 
Unfortunately, we do not have data about students’ intrinsic motivation in our field 
experiment, so we can only speculate about this issue at this point. On the one 
hand, it is possible that students were intrinsically motivated to perform well (even 
without the award) due to the charitable goals of the NGO. On the other hand, the 
task students had to perform was quite tedious and monotonous, so it is just as well 
plausible that students’ baseline intrinsic motivation was low. Hence, it is hard to 
say whether our results generalize more directly to situations that are characterized 
by high or by low intrinsic motivation. In any case, the conclusion from our study 
is not that purely symbolic awards increase performance always and in all circum-
stances. We hope that future research will be able to show under what conditions 
firms are well advised to use symbolic rewards to motivate workers and under what 
conditions symbolic rewards are likely to be ineffective and hence firms (should) 
also refrain from using them.

Finally, we believe that our results are important for theory. At the latest beginning 
with Andrew Postlewaite (1998), there has been a debate in economics as to whether 
it is appropriate to model status as an explicit argument in the utility function, or 
whether an individual’s pursuit of status and social recognition is more implicit and 
instrumental in achieving other explicit goals (and hence should also be modeled in 
that way). The finding that purely symbolic awards, which affect nothing but social 
standing and recognition of an individual, influence behavior can be seen as strong 
evidence in support of the direct approach (e.g., Moldovanu, Sela, and Shi 2007; 
Auriol and Renault 2008; Besley and Ghatak 2008), and limits the concern that by 
following this approach these models adjust utility functions in an arbitrary manner.

REFERENCES

Ariely, Dan, Anat Bracha, and Stephan Meier. 2009. “Doing Good or Doing Well? Image Motivation 
and Monetary Incentives in Behaving Prosocially.” American Economic review, 99(1): 544–55.

Auriol, Emmanuelle, Guido Friebel, and Frauke Lammers. 2010. “The Firm as a Locus of Social 
Comparisons: Implications for the Optimal Design of Promotion Systems.” Unpublished.

Auriol, Emmanuelle, and Régis Renault. 2008. “Status and Incentives.” rAnd Journal of Economics, 
39(1): 305–26.

Ball, Sheryl, Catherine Eckel, Philip J. Grossman, and William Zame. 2001. “Status in Markets.” 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 116(1): 161–88.

Besley, Timothy, and Maitreesh Ghatak. 2008. “Status Incentives.” American Economic review, 
98(2): 206–11.

Blanes i Vidal, Jordi, and Mareike Nossol. 2010. “Tournaments Without Prizes: Evidence from Person-
nel Records.” Unpublished.

Charness, Gary, David Masclet, and Marie Claire Villeval. 2010. “Competitive Preferences and Status as 
an Incentive: Experimental Evidence.” Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA) Discussion Paper 5034.

Delfgaauw, Josse, Robert Dur, Joeri Sol, and Willem Verbeke. 2009. “Tournament Incentives in The 
Field: Gender Differences in The Workplace.” Tinbergen Institute Discussion Paper 09-069/1.

Dubey, Pradeep, and John Geanakoplos. 2010. “Grading Exams: 100, 99, 98, … or A, B, C?” games 
and Economic Behavior, 69(1): 72–94.

AQ3

04_MIC20100130_33.indd   13 4/28/11   2:46 PM



14 AMErIcAn EcOnOMIc JOurnAL: MIcrOEcOnOMIcS AuguST 2011

Dufwenberg, Martin, and Georg Kirchsteiger. 2004. “A Theory of Sequential Reciprocity.” games and 
Economic Behavior, 47(2): 268–98.

Dur, Robert. 2009. “Gift Exchange in the Workplace: Money or Attention?” Journal of the European 
Economic Association, 7(2–3): 550–60.

Ederer, Florian, and Andrea Patacconi. 2010. “Interpersonal Comparison, Status and Ambition in 
Organizations.” Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization, 75(2): 348–63.

Ellingsen, Tore, and Magnus Johannesson. 2007. “Paying Respect.” Journal of Economic Perspectives, 
21(4): 135–49.

Falk, Armin, and Urs Fischbacher. 2006. “A Theory of Reciprocity.” games and Economic Behavior, 
54(2): 293–315.

Fehr, Ernst, and Simon Gächter. 2000. “Fairness and Retaliation: The Economics of Reciprocity.” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, 14(3): 159–81.

Fehr, Ernst, Lorenz Goette, and Christian Zehnder. 2008. “A Behavioral Account of the Labor Mar-
ket: The Role of Fairness Concerns.” University of Zurich, Institute for Empirical Research in Eco-
nomics Working Paper 394.

Frey, Bruno S. 2005. “Knight Fever––Towards an Economics of Awards.” University of Zurich, Insti-
tute for Empirical Research in Economics Working Paper 239.

Frey, Bruno S. 2007. “Awards as Compensation.” European Management review, 4(1): 6–14.
Kube, Sebastian, Michel André Maréchal, and Clemens Puppe. 2010. “The Currency of Reciprocity––

Gift-Exchange in the Workplace.” University of Zurich, Institute for Empirical Research in Eco-
nomics Working Paper 377.

Levitt, Steven D., and John A. List. 2011. “Was There Really a Hawthorne Effect at the Hawthorne 
Plant? An Analysis of the Original Illumination Experiments.” American Economic Journal: 
Applied Economics, 3(1): 224–38.

List, John A., and Imran Rasul. 2010. “Field Experiments in Labor Economics.” National Bureau of 
Economic Research Working Paper 16062.

Markham, Steven E., K. Dow Scott, and Gail H. McKee. 2002. “Recognizing Good Attendance: A 
Longitudinal, Quasi-Experimental Field Study.” Personnel Psychology, 55(3): 639–60.

Mayo, Elton. 1933. The Human Problems of an Industrial civilization. New York: Macmillan.
Moldovanu, Benny, Aner Sela, and Xianwen Shi. 2007. “Contests for Status.” Journal of Political 

Economy, 115(2): 338–63.
Postlewaite, Andrew. 1998. “The Social Basis of Interdependent Preferences.” European Economic 

review, 42(3–5): 779–800.
Roethlisberger, Fritz J., and William J. Dickson. 1939. Management and the Worker. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press.

04_MIC20100130_33.indd   14 4/28/11   2:46 PM



 AuTHOr QuErIES 15

PLEASE ANSWER ALL AUTHOR QUERIES (numbered with “AQ” in the 
margin of the page). Please disregard all Editor Queries (numbered with “EQ”  
in the margins). They are reminders for the editorial staff.
AQ# Question Response

1. Added parentheses arounnd each 
percentage. Is this OK? Please confirm.

2. Added “*Significant at the 10 percent 
level”. Is this OK?

3. Cannot confirm date. Can you 
please provide a URL or link to the 
unpublished paper?

04_MIC20100130_33.indd   15 4/28/11   2:46 PM



copyright transfer agreement
from: the american economic association fax: +1 412-431-3014
 The American Economic Journal: Microeconomics
 2403 sidney street, suite 260
 pittsburgh, pa  15203

to: author (please print name here)

  The American Economic Association (hereinafter Association) is pleased to have the opportunity to publish your manuscript in 
the American Economic Journal: Microeconomics. In order that the Association, as Publisher, may obtain copyright protection for the 
contents of the Journal, it is necessary for you to execute this formal transfer of your copyrights in this manuscript to the Association. 

  The Association acknowledges the receipt of your manuscript titled 

 ,
to appear in the August 2011 issue of AEJ: Microeconomics.

consent to publish
  In consideration of the publication by the Association of the above-named manuscript, the undersigned as Author(s) transfer(s) 
exclusively to the Association all rights, title and interest defined by the Copyright Law of the United States in and to the above-named 
manuscript in its entirety, including all subsidiary rights. The rights transferred herein shall remain the property of the Association for 
the full duration of these rights under the Copyright Law of the United States. If it should become necessary, the Author(s) agree(s) to 
assist the Association in registering and enforcing the Copyright in the name of the Association. The Association shall have the right 
to publish the above-named manuscript in print, sound or video recordings, magnetic media (i.e., computer disk, CD-ROM, etc. . . .) 
electronic media (including transmission via the Internet, or any other computerized communication network), or any other technology 
for publication of this work which may hereinafter be developed.
  The Association, in turn, grants to the Author(s) the right to republication in any work in any form, including digital re-
positories in universities and other institutions subject only to giving proper credit of copyright. The Associ ation further grants to 
the Author(s) the right to distribute the above-noted work in any classroom in which he or she is a teacher, subject only to the 
Author(s) giving proper credit in any such derivative work and on any copies distributed for classroom use. Proper notice may be
given as follows: [Copyright      , American Economic Association; reproduced with permission of the American Economic Journal: 
Microeconomics].

permission to reprint policy
  The Author(s) may specify the degree of access to which the Association grants others the right to reproduce the Author(s)’  material. 
Check one:

         Implicit consent: Grants anyone permission to reprint in all places in all forms provided that the appropriate copyright 
 information is included and the Association is notified that the work is being reprinted.
         Explicit consent: Requires direct consent of the Author(s) and the Association before any republication is allowed.
 The republisher must obtain from the Author(s) permission to reprint all or any major portion of the
 Author(s)’ manuscript. Author(s) may charge a fee for reprint or translation rights.
Rights to translate are retained by the Author(s) and dealt with on a case by case basis.

Warranty of authorship
  The Author(s) warrant(s) that the above-named manuscript is his or her own original work of authorship and has not been published 
previously. If any material included by the Author(s) in the above-noted manuscript (including tables, charts, or figures) is the work of 
another author or is otherwise under prior copyright protection by another proprietor, the Author(s) undertake(s) to obtain permission 
from that copyright proprietor for the inclusion of such material in this manuscript to be published by the Association. The Author(s) 
further agree(s) to save and hold the Association harmless in any suit for infringement arising from the Author(s)’ unauthorized use of 
copyrighted material. The Author(s) agree(s) to submit to the Editor of the Journal of the Association to whom the manuscript has been 
submitted, copies of all letters of permission to include copyrighted material of another author included in the subject manuscript by 
this Author or material written by Author(s) that is under prior copyright protection by another proprietor.
  The Author(s) further warrant(s) that this manuscript was not written as part of his or her official duties as an employee(s) of 
the United States government. Since copyright protection is not available for a work of the United States government, the Author(s) 
agree(s) to disclose fully to the Association the circumstances of federal employment which might invoke this bar to copyright protection 
of the manuscript by signing below to confirm the author warranties.
  The Author(s) further warrant(s) that this manuscript was not written as an employee so as to constitute a work-for-hire in which the 
ownership of the copyright is in that employer.
  Please sign and date this agreement. Return one copy to the Editor of the American Economic Journal: Microeconomics promptly 
and retain one copy. A manuscript for which there is no valid Copyright Transfer Agreement cannot be published.

Accepted and approved:  
Author(s)

Government Employees please sign here: Date:

For the American Economic Association and the American Economic Journal: Microeconomics:

04_MIC20100130_33.indd   16 4/28/11   2:46 PM


