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Abstract: As financial incentive schemes have the tendency to increase risky behavior, we analyzed
their effect on rule-related behavior in a safety-critical task. We compared risky behavior (in terms of
the amount of rule violations) between three payment condition: continuous, up-front, and bonus
pay. Fifty-nine participants were trained as production personnel to conduct a start-up procedure
of a simulated wastewater treatment plant, representing a high reliability organization. During the
5-h experimental study, risky behavior could have been applied 48 times while building a simulated
production year. The results show that the conditions with an incentive scheme (up-front and bonus
pay) led to significantly more rule violations than the condition with continuous payment without an
incentive scheme. Our study highlights the general increased risk effect of incentive schemes and
provides a starting point for industries to assess their implicit and explicit incentive schemes.

Keywords: rule violations; behavior-based safety management; evidence-based management

1. Introduction: Some Evidence on Incentives and Risky Behavior

In 2010, the oil rig Deepwater Horizon exploded, and the board members of the
operating company, Transocean, received multi-million-dollar bonus payments for the
safest year in the company’s history. However, 9 of the 11 fatalities were their own
employees [1]. When, in 2015, the judicial consequences of the manipulation of emission
data of the world’s largest automobile company caused an annual loss of 4 billion euros.
The board members received a total of 5.7 million euros in bonus payments [2]. However,
bonus contracts have been criticized since before board members sank billions and oil rigs.
The biggest damage caused by incentive schemes is probably the financial crisis starting
in 2007, with an estimated 22 trillion US dollars in the US alone [3]. There is also some
empirical evidence from the financial sector of the influence of incentives on risk-taking
behavior, which we will touch upon in the following section. As early as 1975, Stiglitz
discussed the importance of rewards and their relationship with risk-taking behavior [4].
According to current studies, the question is not whether profit-oriented performance-based
incentive schemes influence risk choice behavior, but to what extent [5].

Since risky work behavior is one of the main causes of occupational accidents [6], the
purpose of this paper is to transfer the research approach of incentive consequences to
the influence of safety-related rule violations in risky work contexts. In the following, we
compile the empirical effects of incentives on risk-related behavior. We then differentiate
between the different forms of incentive systems. In light of these findings, we turn our
study to the question of the extent to which performance-based reward systems affect
people’s willingness to violate safety-related rules.

1.1. Effect of Incentives on Risk Taking

The increase of risk-related behavior by incentive schemes can become out of hand
and lead to excessive risk, as the financial crisis at the beginning of the century made
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clear [5]. Bonus contracts have the very specific function of guiding behavior toward
desired organizational goals and controlling the risk propensity of individuals, in this
case board members and managers [7]. Regardless of actual risks, there is a difference
between the risk propensity of managers and shareholders. Shareholders can divide
their investments among different companies, while managers are tied to one company.
Managers are assumed to be less inclined to take risks than shareholders. As a result, the
latter have an interest in increasing the former’s risk behavior for the purpose of maximizing
profits. The tool for this is incentive schemes [8]. A comparison of incentive schemes in
different countries shows that the design of these incentives depends, among other things,
on how well employees in wage employment are protected in the event of unemployment
(here, by management failure). The more “convenient” national unemployment insurance
systems are, the more incentive schemes push managers toward taking more risks [9].
The design of risk-promoting incentives seems to be an advantage for shareholders in the
first place. The effect on employees in terms of the role model function of management is
less considered in these incentive schemes. The risks of board members are of a financial
nature, whereas the risks of employees in everyday work relate to their health and lives [7].

Employees use the behavior of managers and supervisors to guide their own attitudes
regarding risk-related behavior [10]. Increased risk-taking by employees is preceded by
their perception that the organization (as represented by managers) is lenient when dealing
with bad decisions. However, in the context of safety-critical activities, this could negatively
influence the safety-related behavior of employees. The alleged productivity advantage [10]
then actually has observable catastrophic consequences. The notion of the invisible hand
regulating the market and, consequently, incentive schemes does not apply to occupational
safety. This is why government-regulated occupational safety measures are necessary [11].

In our study, we consider the effects of financial performance-based incentive schemes
on risky decision-making operationalized in terms of safety-related work behavior. The pur-
pose of this study is to investigate the risk-increasing effect of financial performance-based
incentives on safety-related behavior. As a research question, we transfer the managerial
perspective of incentive schemes to a risk-increasing effect on safety-related activities.
In the following, we discuss forms of incentive scheme design in order to base our re-
search question on increased risk-taking through incentive schemes among workers in
safety-related domains.

1.2. Incentive Schemes and Risk-Taking Behavior

Generally speaking, incentives provide the prospect of (positive and valued) conse-
quences that will occur under certain conditions [12]. Thus, incentives have the function
of creating wanted or avoiding unwanted situations. In the present context of risky work
conditions, where risk-related behavior is perceived as vital, the relationship between
incentive schemes and risk-related behavior is discussed. In order to understand this
relationship, the prerequisite conditions for risky behavior are summarized. Regarding the
prerequisites: (1) the long-term effects of potentially harmful behaviors are not taken into
account, (2) information on risks is incomplete or incorrect, and (3) only the positive or
negative effects on individuals are considered, but not long-term effects on the individual
and others who are indirectly affected [13]. The last aspect of the weighting of information
represents the behaviorally relevant starting point of incentive schemes.

The effectiveness of financial incentive schemes includes the following aspects:

(1) Financial resources are redistributed to reduce financial disincentives;
(2) Subsidies can trigger/replace external disincentives;
(3) They can be used to circumvent the effects of bounded rationality, will-power, or

self-interest [13].

In the latter, we find the effectiveness of financial incentive schemes with regard to
risk-related behavior. In order to support safety-related behavior, it is appropriate to apply
incentive schemes with certain performance parameters.
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In summary, incentive research so far generally shows a risk-enhancing effect of
performance-related incentive schemes. Nevertheless, incentive schemes that reward
safety behavior actually also positively affect work safety. However, there has been no
comprehensive investigation of the effects of various incentive schemes on risky behavior
in a safety-critical work context with and without conflicting goals. With our study we
investigate the effects of explicit financial incentives in the context of up-front and bonus
payments compared to non-incentivized continuous pay in a safety-critical work task.

1.3. General Setup of the Study and Hypotheses

In the present study, we transfer the findings from different business sectors to the
context of safety-related work behavior in a production setting. Due to ethical reasons and
to maximize internal validity, we designed a simulation of a special purpose setting [14] to
investigate the effects of different incentive programs in a controlled and randomized way.

In the simulated production setting, we implemented the aspects of bonus payments,
continuous pay, and up-front pay as independent variables. Risk-taking behavior was
operationalized as neglecting to adhere to safety-critical rules in order to protect people
and the environment as the dependent variable.

Several studies have already addressed the question of general or specific effects of
incentive schemes on performance. Nevertheless, their effect on safety behavior is still a
peripheral issue, especially when it comes to the conflict between safety and productivity.
Studies already indicate that a conflict between safety and productivity goals undermines
safety behavior in favor of task performance [15]. Meanwhile, some studies indicate that
incentive schemes that focus on safety-related behavior instead of safety performance
(e.g., reported incident rates) have a positive impact on workplace safety [16]. The theoreti-
cal assumptions and empirical evidence of the studies cited led to the following hypotheses,
which were tested in the controlled experimental study in a simulated production context,
which is introduced below.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): In a simulated production setting, participants working under the condition
of bonus payments show more risky behavior in terms of not adhering to mandatory safety-related
rules than participants receiving continuous pay.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): In a simulated production setting, participants working under the condition
of up-front pay show more risky behavior in terms of not adhering to mandatory safety-related rules
that participants receiving continuous pay.

Based on the findings of prospect theory [17], punishments have a stronger effect on
behavior than rewards; these are referred to as gain and loss perceptions. Here, merely
presenting the same facts in either loss-related or gain-related communication is sufficient
to influence risk-taking behavior [18]. The influence of loss- and gain-framed compensa-
tion models has been much studied, but with mixed results. Performance enhancement
under loss-framed conditions has been shown [19–23]. Equally, however, the opposite
results regarding the preference of loss-framed compensation models [24–26] and the
performance-enhancing effect of gain-framed compensation models [27]. Stock options
(as an explicit incentive) have been shown to support higher risk-taking behavior. In this
sense, stock options can be understood as a bonus payment promised if certain parameters
are achieved [8]. Loss aversion is undermined by stock options, since they exclusively
involve participation in profits, but losses are not shared [8].

Up-front payments carry the risk that they will have to be repaid if the targets are
not achieved. They represent loss-framing in that compensation already received must be
repaid in whole or in part if performance measures are not met. Promised bonuses can be
understood as gain-framing. Accordingly, a higher affinity for risk-taking and consequently
more rule violations can be expected with up-front payments than the other compensation
terms [28]. There is a higher likelihood of risky behaviors under loss-framing. Higher loss
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aversion could further amplify this effect [28]. The findings on the loss and gain framing
effect led us to suspect that the incentive schemes themselves differed. In terms of loss
framing, the up-front payment scheme leads to a higher willingness to take risks and thus
more rule violations than the bonus payment scheme. Thus, our third hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): In a simulated production setting, participants working under the condition of
bonus pay show more risky behavior in terms of not adhering to mandatory safety-related rules that
participants receiving up-front pay (i.e., more rule violations with bonus pay than with up-front pay).

In summary, risky behavior is assumed under the condition of bonus pay > continuous
pay, up-front pay > continuous pay, and up-front pay > bonus pay.

2. Materials and Methods

The present study includes a single-factor design in which the factor incentive is
divided into 3 levels: continuous compensation, up-front payment, and bonus payment.
In total, 59 subjects (22 female) aged M = 21.27 years (SD = 3.27) participated in the study.
G*Power version 3.1 was used to calculate the optimal sample size to avoid beta error,
and we assumed a medium effect size. The calculation recommends a sample size of
251 subjects.

However, weighing the available resources of subjects and subject funds and time, only
20 subjects per condition (n = 60 altogether) could be studied. In previous studies [24,29–31],
even this sample size showed moderate to strong effects. Only engineering students were
approached as participants and accepted for the study. With the subject-related proximity
of the sample to the target group of plant operators, we strengthen the external validity
of the results. Students were recruited directly with flyers in lectures and on campus.
In order not to reveal the experimental object of the incentive-related risk behavior, the
participants were recruited under a cover story. Allegedly, the effectiveness of a newly
developed training for production personnel was to be evaluated. The target population of
the study was exclusively students in engineering and related subjects. All participants
were informed of their rights via informed consent. The study was certified by the internal
ethics committee as ethically unobjectionable (application number 189, date of decision
18.02.2015). The study was conducted in computer labs at the Ruhr-University Bochum
with a group size of 2 to 4 persons. All participants were assigned a prepared place with
computer and installed software. At this place, the 5-h study was conducted in one run.

2.1. Applied Simulation and Experimental Environment

To investigate the impact of incentive programs on risky behavior in terms of safety-
related rule violation, we used the wastewater treatment plant simulation (WaTrSim, [32,33]).
It simulates the view and function of a control panel of a treatment plant (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. WaTrSim interface, highlighting pay composition.

2.1.1. Simulation Task and Sequence

In the experimental setting, we trained the participants as production personnel at
this panel, with the task of starting up the plant. The start-up procedures are safety-critical
processes in real-world practice. The simulated plant consists of four sections: delivery,
homogenization, separation, and product storage. Downstream, there is also a gas washing
system. In addition to the plant sections, further information is given on the interface,
which is explained below.

In the study, a production year with 48 weeks was simulated. The start-up of the
plant must be conducted anew at the beginning of each simulated week. In the course of
the study, participants were trained in two procedures. The second, safer procedure is an
extension of the first, which means that it is not a fundamentally new procedure but builds
on the first one. Having a safe and productive procedure enables operationalization of the
trade-off between productivity and safety, in that the earnings are less with the prescribed
procedure than the previously learned procedure. This trade-off, however, is negated by
the compensation mechanisms, which are explicitly described and explained below.

Before the production phase, participants started up the plant 10 times for training
purposes. The following simulated production year was divided into four quarters of
12 simulated weeks each. Each week lasted a total of 2 min in the production phase and
3 min in the training phase. In addition to the 10 training runs, the participants ran the
plant 58 times.

2.1.2. Simulation Remuneration and Their Display

For each simulated production week, depending on their performance, participants
received up to 1€ compensation, representing in equal parts the productivity and execution
of the safe procedure (Figure 1). In order to obtain the maximum pay for productivity,
participants needed to achieve a production outcome that satisfied the execution of the
mandatory procedure. Safety points are earned by performing the prescribed substeps of
the procedure in the correct order with the correct values. This operationalization enables
the achievement of maximum pay without a goal conflict between productivity and safety.
This achievement can add up to a maximum of 50€ in total and represents the participant’s
compensation. In order to keep track of the progress of one’s earnings, this information is
provided in the interface (Figure 1).

The interface has a display of the weekly wage (Figure 1, upper right, “Wochenlohn”).
This informs the participants about the status of their earnings during the current start-up
procedure. In addition, displayed is the quarterly total, which shows the total to date in
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the current quarter (Figure 1, lower right, “Quartalssumme”). The annual forecast display
provides information on how much the final pay could be if they reached an average pay
(set at 80 cents) in the remaining weeks in addition to what they have earned so far.

2.2. Independent Variable: Incentive Payment Option

In principle, participants must earn their remuneration for participation in the experi-
ment by operating the plant. In the second to fourth quarter, the earnings are calculated
from two parts: Amount of goods produced; safe operation of the plant. The more goods,
the more money and the more correctly the safe procedure is used, the more money.
The payment of bonuses is based on an optimal value for quantity of goods and safety.
Of these two values, 90% must be achieved in each case. By meeting this criterion, par-
ticipants qualify for a bonus payment. If the 90% criterion is met, the bonus payment is
received, and the participant can keep the up-front payment. Table 1 shows an exemplary
model of three prototypes of participants’ behavior and merit. That is, the rules are either
always followed, sometimes followed, or always violated, resulting in the respective merit.

Example: If a participant always executes the standard procedure (Table 1, row “all
violations”), which is prohibited at the beginning of the second quarter, he/she could
achieve the highest possible production output and payment within the 36 times after
start-up the plant. But he/she would not reach the required safety level (90% threshold)
to qualify for the bonus payment. At the same time, because of the continuous violations
of the rules during the nine audits, the earnings of the audited week would be deducted
(Table 1, column “audit fine”). The different types of standard (risky) and extended (safer)
procedures as well as the conducted audits and their consequences are described in the
section below. However, as the 90% criterion prescribes a high rate of safety performance,
the incentives cannot be gained by violating the rules all the time.

Table 1. Insights into modeling rule-related behaviors and their effects on pay, including consideration
of incentive and non-incentive reward schemes.

Theoretically
Possible Operating

Variants

Q2–Q4 (After Intervention)

ConditionsMaximum Merit
Total Merit +

4.8€ − 12€ from Q1
Productivity Pay + Safety Pay −

Audit Fine

All compliance 36 × 0.50€ + 36 × 0.50€ − 0 × 1.00€ 7.20€ − 36.00€

Continuous pay:
Paid based on what is reached by

applying procedures in each simulated
week, which is total merit.

Up-front pay:
50€ paid in advance before production

starts. If 90% criterion is missed,
difference from actual total merit is

reclaimed afterward.
Bonus pay:

If 90% criterion is met, total merit is
rounded up to 50€, otherwise only total

merit is paid.

Mediocre compliance 36 × 0.50€ + 36 × 0.40€ − 4 × 1.00€ 7.20€ − 28.40€

All violation 36 × 0.50€ + 36 × 0.40€ − 9 × 1.00€ 7.20€ − 23.40€

The Three Factor Levels of Independent Variable

Continuous pay: This serves as the basic model. The remuneration for study participa-
tion results from what the participants earned during each production phase on a weekly
basis. This can reach 19.20€ to 48.00€ for all four simulated quarters.

Upfront pay: At the beginning of the study, participants received 50€ in advance, the
maximum possible earnings. They were told that at the end of the study they would have
to pay back the difference in actual earnings. Assuming the continuous base pay model
where, for example, a participant earned a total of 42€ during the production phase, in the
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50€ advance payment condition, they would have to pay back 8€ at the end if they missed
the 90% criterion.

Bonus pay: In this condition, participants are told that they will receive a bonus if they
achieve a total of 90% safety and productivity. The bonus is then an additional payment for
rounding up to a full 50€. Following the example above, meeting 90% of the safety and
productivity targets would pay a bonus of 8€ to reach 50€.

2.3. Dependent Variable: Risk-Taking Behavior

To create a situation that would allow risky behavior, we introduced a mandatory
safety-related rule in the start-up procedure in the course of action of the production setting.

At the end of the first simulated quarter (Q1), that is, after the plant was already
started up 12 times with a previously used procedure, participants were informed that an
explosion occurred in another plant of the fictitious “Water Tech” company. As a result,
the plant start-up procedure was altered. The training procedure in quarter 1, consisting
of 10 substeps. Based on the events in the story of the intervention, 3 more substeps were
added to the procedure to make the workflow safer. This intervention was followed by
the training of the extended (and now safe) procedure ( 7© in Figure 2). This was followed
by four trial runs in which the learned extension of the procedure was applied in practice
and its knowledge was also recorded in a theoretical test. Successful performance in these
tests was used as an inclusion criterion and a prerequisite for inclusion in the data analysis.
In this way, we ensure that the rule violation operationalized as the dependent variable is
not based on lack of knowledge, but on a conscious action.

Figure 2. Phases and duration of experimental procedure, measurements taken, trained procedures
and measurement of dependent variable of rule violation.
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By then, the extended (safer) procedure was declared mandatory, even if it took a bit
longer to start up the plant, reducing the possible production outcome. From the beginning
of the second quarter, earnings were calculated partly by effective production, but also
by safe production. In Q1, earnings were defined solely by production output. With the
new procedure, safety and productivity could be reconciled, even if it was a bit longer than
the previous procedure. Compliance with the new rule was also assessed by announced
audits. The simulation software logs which procedure the participants execute. If they do
not follow the rule and continue to use the riskier procedure from the first quarter, it is
counted as a rule violation. At the same time, in the three other quarters (36 stages), the
system automatically conducts 9 audits. If there is a rule violation in the audited week,
a penalty is applied by reducing the wage of the affected week to 0.00€.

The dependent variable, risk-taking, is therefore operationalized by the number of
times the mandatory rule is not adhered to and the risk of causing an explosion. The score
is the absolute number of times when participants do not adhere to the mandatory safety-
related rule in Q2–Q4 (score 0–36).

2.4. Control Variables: Demographic-, Cognitive-, and Person-Related Variables

To analyze the question regarding the influence of financial incentive schemes on
safety-related rule-following behavior, a content-related selection of them is presented here
(Table 2).

In addition to the demographic data of age, gender, and study duration, cognition-
related variables such as general mental ability and success learning the procedures were
also collected as person-related variables. The “Knowledge of Safe and Unsafe Procedures”
test consists of a formal description of the procedures with 5 blanks in the unsafe procedure
and 7 blanks in the safe procedure to be filled in. The difference in the number of blanks
results from a difference in the length of the procedures. We have tried to achieve a
consistent ratio of blanks to content.

In addition, the person-related variables of self-interest and cautiousness were col-
lected, as these showed correlations with rule-related behavior in previous studies. Since
the incentive schemes have characteristics of gain and loss framing, the chronic regulatory
focus accounts for the chronic disposition to lose or gain sensitive behavior.

Table 2. Questionnaires used to assess cognitive-, person-, and personality-related aspects as control
variables.

Variable Description Measure
Example Item (Translated;

German Used for
Questionnaire)

General mental ability (0–50) General mental ability
speed test

Wonderlic test [34], 50 items,
12 min limit

What is the next number in
this series?

1–0.5–0.25–0.125–?
Knowledge of unsafe

procedure (0–5)
Procedure description with

fill-in-the-blanks
Knowledge test, 5 blanks to
fill in, 1 pt. each correct fill [Fill in blanks]

Knowledge of safe
procedure (0–7)

Procedure description
withfill-in-the-blanks

Knowledge test, 7 blanks to
fill in, 1 pt. each correct fill [Fill in blanks]

Self-interest (1–5) Expression of self-interest 8 items with 5 point
Likert-scale [35]

“Pursuing my interests is
more important to me than

being fair.”

Cautiousness (1–5) High value indicates low
cautiousness

7 item subscale with 5 point
Likert scale [36]

“Sometimes it excites me to do
risky things just to feel

the thrill.”

Work-safety tension (1–5) Sensing tension between
productivity and safety

Work-safety tension [37],
4 items

“Sometimes it is necessary to
deviate from safety

regulations because of
productivity.“
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2.5. Experimental Procedure

Participants were recruited on the university campus and informed that could earn up
to 50€ by participating in a production experiment. The emphasis in the communication
was on performance-based pay independent of the actually applied incentive scheme. In
fact, due to ethical reasons, all participants received 50€ at the end of the study, regardless
of study condition or performance.

2.5.1. Introduction and Pre-Intervention Phase

At the beginning of the experiment (¬ in Figure 2), which took approximately 5 h,
participants were welcomed, and an initial implicit language check was conducted in the
form of a personal self-introduction. One of the participation preconditions was a good
understanding of the German language, to comprehend the instructional materials for
operating the production site. If communication problems were already apparent at this
point, participation had to be ended prematurely.

After the introduction ( in Figure 2), questionnaires on prior knowledge about
wastewater treatment processes were collected. In addition, a test on general cognitive
abilities. This was followed by an introduction to and training on WaTrSim (® in Figure 2)
which contains a description of the parts of the plant, as displayed in Figure 1 as delivery
(ger. “Anlieferung”), homogenization (ger. “Homogenisierung”), cleaning in the separation
coloumn (ger. “Reinigung”) and storage (ger. “Zwischenlager”). Participants were taught
how to operate the interface. First, individual system parts, such as valves, flow rates and
column control were operated and practiced. Then the individual operating steps were
put together to start up the plant successfully. Two stages of exploratory operation of the
plant followed with the support of the test supervisors and a manual. Then two stages
of an independent start-up with the manual. Another two stages without the manual, in
which the participants demonstrated that they could start up the plant independently (¯ in
Figure 2). Then the first quarter started for production (° in Figure 2).

2.5.2. Intervention and Acquisition of the Dependent Variable

After the simulated first 12 weeks, a break occurred during which participants were
asked to leave the experimental room under a pretext (± in Figure 2). During this time,
experimenters distributed a newspaper article that participants found at their seats when
they returned to the room. The article described an explosion that had occurred at a plant
owned by the fictitious Water Tech company, and as a result the rule to start up the plant had
been changed. This new regulation was presented and demonstrated by the experimenters
(² in Figure 2). For this, the participants had two further stages with the manual to practice
and two stages without the manual (³ in Figure 2).

After the training, the participants were introduced to the compensation model imple-
mented in their respective conditions. The upcoming compliance audits were announced
(´ in Figure 2). In the following three quarters (µ in Figure 2), the new procedure was to be
used in a total of 36 stages. Apart from breaks between quarters, there were no further inter-
ruptions. In each quarter three audits took place, that Three audits were carried out in each
quarter. These are implemented in the software and check which procedure the participants
have applied. Depending on compliance or violation of the rule, a message is displayed on
the screen after the audited week, informing about the result and its consequences.

2.5.3. Further Control Variables and Disclose Debriefing

Subsequently, participants completed further questionnaires (

1 
 

⑪   in Figure 2), while
the investigators pretended to prepare the payout. As described above, all participants
received 50€ regardless of the experimental conditions. In the debriefing (

 

2 

⑫ in Figure 2),
the subject of the experiment and the actual purpose of the study were disclosed and
there was time for discussion and questions. In addition to confirming receipt of payment,
participants also signed a confidentiality agreement. The purpose of this was to ensure that



Safety 2022, 8, 17 10 of 15

neither the actual subject of the experiment nor the lump-sum compensation, regardless of
production output, became known potential participants.

3. Results

Before the analysis, we checked whether the participants had acquired the skills to
start up the plant during the training. We determined this by means of knowledge tests
after the completion of training in the respective procedure. We wanted to make sure that
risky behavior was not based on a lack of knowledge but on a conscious choice. Among this
sample, all 59 subjects could be included in the final analysis (age: M = 21.27 (SD = 3.27);
22 female). Among the control variables, self-interest and work–safety tension showed
a significant correlation, with higher self-interest being associated with more perceived
work–safety tension (Table 3). Correlation results show that the risky behavior under
investigation was not affected by the measured control variables.

Table 3. Correlation table of control and dependent variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Risky behavior/violation (1) 2.78 4.96
General mental abilities (2) 26.98 6.29 −0.07
Knowledge of risky/unsafe procedure (3) 4.90 0.36 0.05 0.14
Knowledge of safe procedure (4) 6.85 0.41 −0.07 0.05 0.13
Self-interest (5) 2.20 0.81 0.10 −0.16 −0.02 0.02
Cautiousness (6) 3.27 0.68 0.06 −0.09 0.01 −0.07 −0.18
Work–safety tension (7) 2.47 0.84 0.08 −0.02 0.12 −0.03 0.45 * 0.07

Note: n = 59, * p < 0.01.

Hypothesis Testing

Statistical testing of the hypotheses was performed via ANOVA (analysis of variance).
Figure 3 shows the mean number of violations in the three conditions.

Figure 3. Mean number of risky behaviors/violations (0–36) in conditions of continuous, up-front,
and bonus pay, highlighting significant differences between conditions. Note: * p < 0.05.

Given the group size of the individual factors and the central limit theorem, we assume
that the analysis results are robust to deviations from the normal distribution. As further
preconditions, we examined whether the control variables correlated with the dependent
variable and should thus be included in the analysis as covariates. Since none of the
control variables are correlated with our dependent variable, analysis involving covariates
is not indicated.

For hypothesis 1 (more risky behavior with bonus pay than with continuous pay), we
found that bonus pay (M = 4.50, SD = 6.81) leads to significantly more risky behavior than
continuous pay (M = 0.67, SD = 0.80), with an average difference of 3.82 (SE = 1.53), p < 0.05,
and a large effect size with d = 0.81.
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For hypothesis 2 (more risky behavior with up-front payment than with continuous
payment), the analysis shows that up-front payment (M = 3.33, SD = 4.68) leads to signifi-
cantly more risky behavior than continuous payment (M = 0.67, SD = 0.80), with a mean
difference of 2.67 (SE = 1.12), p < 0.05, and a medium to large effect size with d = 0.56.

For hypothesis 3 (more risky behavior with bonus pay than with up-front pay), we
found that bonus pay (M = 4.50, SD = 6.81) and up-front pay (M = 3.33, SD = 4.68) have an
average difference of −1.17 (SE = 1.88) in terms of rule violations with p = 0.54 and a small
effect of d = 0.25.

Hypotheses 1 and 2 are therefore considered to be supported, whereas hypothesis 3
is rejected.

This means that in the condition of continuous compensation, there is significantly
less risky behavior in direct comparison with the bonus and up-front payment models. At
the same time, bonus and up-front payments do not differ significantly from each other.

4. Discussion

The present study, to the best of our knowledge, represents the first experimental in-
vestigation on the impact of different financial incentive schemes on safety-related behavior
in the simulated context of organizational rules. In particular, we aimed to highlight the
effects of incentive schemes without the confounding influence of goal conflict. The goal
conflict was specifically resolved in this study to avoid its risk-increasing effects. Therefore,
it is particularly exciting to observe that by adding incentive schemes, risk behavior was at
a similar level compared to studies with goal conflict without incentive schemes, found in
our prior research [31]. In this study, too, it is clear that incentive schemes have a strong
influence on risk behavior.

Hypotheses 1 and 2, which compare the incentive schemes of up-front and bonus
payments with continuous compensation, showed significant differences with strong and
medium to large effects in terms of increased risky behavior in terms of safety-related rule
violations. We attribute the risk-increasing effect of explicit monetary incentive schemes
to the emergence of an implicit internal goal conflict. Compared to the condition with
no incentive system, bonus or up-front payment led to maximizing behaviors related to
rule violations. In our study design, there was no goal conflict between productivity and
safety. Thus, incentive schemes seemed to create the impression among individuals that
they could maximize personal utility. This is where the differences between optimization
and maximization come into play. If optimization is about benefits in relation to costs,
this relativizing aspect is ignored in maximizing behavior. In this dynamic, the aspect of
risk-taking is found again, in the form of the acceptance of possible disadvantages, i.e., the
loss of the best possible cost/benefit ratio. Accordingly, a maximizing person hopes for
additional benefits beyond the optimal point of proportionality.

The fact that the third hypothesis, which directly compares the effect of incentive
schemes on rule-based behavior, does not reveal any significant differences could be ex-
plained by risk saturation. Since no goal conflict was included in the compensation modal-
ities themselves, no compensation-relevant performance increase was possible through
variations in behavior. Thus, in both conditions, subjects did not exceed a certain level of
reward for risky behavior, since the utility-enhancing effect was absent.

The finding that incentives enhanced risky behavior is in line with the results of Stiglitz
known for almost half a century [4]. Adding to this, we are able to show that no goal
conflict was needed to create a risk rewarding context. The mere presence of an incentive
scheme was enough to increase risk affinity, which confirms the ability of incentive schemes
to circumvent rationality [13]. Neuroscientific research has shown a significant influence
of reward anticipation on cognitive control, whereas this influence differs depending
on task complexity, focus of reward, and the switch from rewarding to non-rewarding
during the task [38–40]. Especially cognitive flexibility, which is associated with lower task
maintenance and distractibility, is enhanced by switching reward prospects [38]. In our
study, the 90% criterion was stable. Nevertheless, the achievability could change while
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performing the start-up procedures. This might support our finding that under incentive
conditions more risk-taking behavior is shown than under stable no-incentive conditions.
Our results do not show any effect of incentive timing with regard to up-front or bonus pay.
We assumed this effect was in line with prospect theory’s framing effect of loss and gain.

In addition, the person-related variables showed a correlation between self-interest
and work-safety tension. In previous studies, work-safety tension was consistently shown
to correlate with rule violations [24,31]. Thus, if a conflict between work and safety is
perceived, rule violations can always be expected to increase. At the same time, self-interest
was also shown to be a relevant aspect in connection with the typology of rule-related
behavior [41], as soon as different behavioral strategies in dealing with rules are taken into
account. This also explains why self-interest correlates with work-safety tension, but not
generally with rule violations, since this correlation is type-related. In contrast, work-safety
tension seems to have a general amplifying effect on rule violations.

4.1. Strengths and Limitations

When deciding between laboratory and field studies, the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the respective variants must be weighed, but only if a choice is available at all.
From an ethical perspective, the study context of increasing or decreasing safety-related
rule violations by manipulating conditions cannot be conducted in a real-world setting. To
maintain external validity, we selected only engineering students as potential workers in a
safety-critical work context. However, this population is limited with regard to accessible
number, so the sample size could not reach the optimal size, also due to time and financial
constraints. However, in line with our prior studies [24,31], the sample size was sufficient
to show medium to large effects.

With reference to the sample size and the achieved effect size, the power of the test
indicates a 69.6% probability of avoiding the beta error. Accordingly, the rejected third
hypothesis would at least have to consider the possibility that bonuses and up-front
payments do make a significant difference. However, this is contradicted by the theoretical
assumption that up-front payments represent loss framing and bonus payments represent
gain framing. According to the framing effect, contrary to the findings of our study,
significantly more rule violations should be observed with up-front payments than bonus
payments. Therefore, we also see a theory-based argument to maintain the rejection of the
third hypothesis.

4.2. Further Research

The complexity of the study series has allowed for the use of only a limited number
of scales on personality aspects and other person-related aspects. Here, the study offers
starting points for in-depth research of the influence of different personality and situational
conditions on the effects of incentive schemes in terms of moderation and mediation models.
Since the focus of the present study was on the fundamental effect mechanisms of incentive
schemes compared with each other, person-related aspects (e.g., relevance of financial
rewards and incentives) were within that focus and could not be dealt with in depth. In
particular, the role of self-interest comes to the fore. It has so far been shown to be related
to different behavioral strategies or, for example, Work-Safety Tension, but not isolated in
the relationship with rule violations. This indicates that self-interest can have an impact on
rule violations under certain conditions in certain contexts.

4.3. Practical Implications

As our findings show that incentive schemes increase risky behavior by their mere
presence, their implementation must be carefully examined. If possible, goal conflicts
between productivity and safety should be eliminated, without additional reward systems.
If this is not possible, other research results show that incentivizing non-risky behavior
can contribute to occupational safety. In the context of behavior-based safety management,
incentive schemes emerge in our study as effective mechanisms for influencing behavior.
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As indicated in the cited literature and our research findings in this and previous studies,
risk-related behavior can be influenced. Thus, practitioners have a known tool at their
disposal that “only” needs to be used for safety. Since our results show strong effects,
they provide an opportunity and reason to examine existing incentive systems for their
effects on safety-related behavior. Likewise, apart from the available findings, studies on
the perception of incentive systems at different hierarchical levels can be embedded in the
context of evidence-based management. Ultimately, implicit structures, such as reputation
and carrier concerns, also represent their own incentive systems.

4.4. Outlook and Conclusions

A work environment without goal conflict is theoretical. In the practice of industries
with safety-critical activities, goal conflict is inevitable due to the omnipresent competitive
pressure. Since we were able to show the basic effect of incentive schemes in our study, the
question is how the dynamics play out with existing goal conflict. As long as the purpose
of incentive schemes is to increase risk-taking, they will reinforce the risk-increasing effects
of the tension between safety and productivity in favor of productivity. However, this is
carried out at the expanse of safety. Further research will need to show whether safety-
oriented incentive schemes can tip the scales in favor of safety. One mechanism in this
regard could be a social security system such as unconditional basic income. As noted
in the Introduction, a social security system can have the effect of further reinforcing the
risk propensity of board members. At the same time, it can also give employees room to
negotiate and make decisions regarding the conflict between productivity and security.
Likewise, it could reduce the competitive pressure on the organization, which is basically
just passed on to the workers.
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