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Grower performance: The relationships among supervisor 
financial incentives, task-specific employee training, and 
employee attitudes

This study was sponsored by the Minnesota Pork Pro-
ducers Association, Pfizer Corporation, the University 
of Minnesota’s College of Veterinary Medicine and the 
Carlson School of Management. The quasi-experimental 
environment consisted of three production systems located 
throughout southern Minnesota. The sources of empirical 
data included a three phase longitudinal research survey 
administered to 120 employees and archival individual 
barn level closeout performance information on 88 sites. 
Initial treatment conditions and data collection began in 
June of 2008 and concluded in August of 2010. This re-
search will serve as a point of departure for future research 
with respect to the relationship between pig husbandry 
and employee attributes / behaviors.

Researchers are increasingly interested in the performance 
and attitudinal effects of financial incentives in the work-
place. On the one hand, there is fairly convincing evidence 
that the use of financial incentives improves the quantity 
of work output among employees. In a comprehensive 
quantitative review of the literature Jenkins, Mitra, Gupta, 
and Shaw (1998) found that in well-designed studies using 
actual incentives, there was a moderately strong positive 
relationship between incentives and performance quantity 
(see also Jenkins, 1986). The financial incentive literature 
provides a range of incentive level from 6% (threshold for 
making a difference) to 12% (diminishing returns higher 
than 12%). The 6-12% range has been observed in differ-
ent industries and across different job levels, and being 
able to experiment at the 6% threshold in a previously 
untested environment informs on the generalizability of 
previous studies. Using a broader definition of rewards, 
Cameron and Pierce’s (1994) meta-analytic study found 
that rewards produced generally positive behavioral ef-
fects and had no negative effect on intrinsic motivation, 
as is often argued.

On the other hand, despite these generally positive results, 
there are several unanswered questions about their effects. 
First, there is virtually no evidence that financial incen-
tives relate positively to the quality of employees’ perfor-
mance. Indeed, in their meta-analytic review, Jenkins et al. 
(1998) reported that the relationship was not significantly 
different than zero. Second, the literature shows clearly 
that financial incentives such as merit pay, exhibit only 

a small (albeit positive) relationship with work attitudes 
such as job satisfaction, pay satisfaction, and commit-
ment. In a recent meta-analysis of the antecedents of pay 
satisfaction, Williams, McDaniel, and Nguyen (2006) 
found that pay raises correlated only weakly (P = .08) with 
pay satisfaction. Third, there is very little evidence in the 
literature that financial incentives can lower overall quit 
and discharge rates (e.g., Shaw & Gupta, in press).

In this study, we aim to make progress in understanding 
the effects of financial incentives on performance quality, 
job attitudes, and withdrawal. We intend to demonstrate 
conceptually and empirically that the relationship between 
financial incentives and these outcomes (performance 
quality, job attitudes, and withdrawal) can be strengthened 
by using task-specific forms of training. There are two 
primary reasons to expect this exacerbation effect. First, 
the relationship between financial incentives and measures 
of performance quality may be contingent on factors that 
relate to individual motivation levels. One such factor is 
the presence of appropriate and task-specific employee 
training. From the perspective of individual motivation 
theories (e.g., Lawler, 1971), the provision of training may 
increase perceptions of self-efficacy, heighten perceptions 
of instrumentality, and clarify the line of sight between 
employee behaviors and quality-related performance 
outcomes. After conducting a meta-analysis of training 
program effectiveness, Arthur, Bennett, Edens, and Bell 
(2003) concluded that optimal effectiveness would be 
found when there was alignment of training with task type 
(“…cognitive, interpersonal, or psychomotor…”; p. 236), 
but also with other aspects of the human resource man-
agement system. Weak observed relationships between 
financial incentives and performance quality may have 
resulted from between-individual variation in self-efficacy 
and instrumentality. These issues may be clarified by an 
examination of financial incentives by training interac-
tions in the workplace. Second, the weak relationship 
between financial incentives and workplace attitudes 
and withdrawal may also be explained by a failure to 
consider the effects of task-specific training. As noted, 
perceptions of control over outcomes (instrumentality) are 
key facets of motivation levels, but research also shows 
that they relate to positive affect, job and life satisfaction 
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(e.g., Ayres & Malouff, 2007). By enhancing perceptions 
of control over work-related outcomes, training may 
enhance effectiveness of financial incentive programs by 
increasing positive affect and improving job attitudes. In 
essence, the combination of financial incentive and train-
ing should improve self-efficacy and sharpen line-of-sight 
and thereby increase motivation and performance qual-
ity. This combination should also result in higher overall 
levels of positive affect which in turn should increase job 
satisfaction and commitment and reduce turnover (see 
Schaubroeck, Shaw, Duffy, & Mitra, in press).

Knowledge on the relationships among financial incen-
tives, formal training, and employee attitudes will enable 
producers to put into place the most effective human re-
source management practices for the attraction, selection, 
and retention of employees. Understanding the effects of 
financial incentives and training on productivity-related 
outcomes and work attitudes is critical for developing 
ways to attract, select, and retain employees in tight labor 
markets. In addition, this line of research will also provide 
a point of departure for other investigations of organiza-
tional interventions that may help alleviate problems with 
respect to high quit rates in labor-shortage situations. 
The Minnesota Pork Board (MPB) 2008 solicitation for 
research proposals highlights employee shortages as a 
research priority. The MPB solicitation states three areas 
of interest: (1) development and evaluation of tools to 
measure employee attitudes, (2) evaluation of incentives 
for employees, and (3) evaluation of employee attitudes 
and its relationship to pig performance. Each of these is-
sues is addressed directly in this study. We will present the 
conceptual framework, the quasi-experimental boundar-
ies, and the empirical results from this study.
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