
Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and
Organizational Behavior

Compensation, Benefits, and
Total Rewards: A Bird’s-Eye
(Re)View
Ingrid Smithey Fulmer and Junting Li
School of Management and Labor Relations, Rutgers University, Piscataway, New Jersey, USA;
email: ifulmer@smlr.rutgers.edu, jl2051@scarletmail.rutgers.edu

Annu. Rev. Organ. Psychol. Organ. Behav. 2022.
9:147–69

First published as a Review in Advance on
November 2, 2021

The Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and
Organizational Behavior is online at
orgpsych.annualreviews.org

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-012420-
055903

Copyright © 2022 by Annual Reviews.
All rights reserved

Keywords

compensation, total rewards, health benefits, work-life benefits, retirement
benefits

Abstract

Research on compensation and employee benefits has enjoyed a long and
rich history. Energized by a new generation of scholars, changes in the
broader workplace context, and developments in adjacent areas of inquiry,
many classic theoretical tensions and research questions have begun to
evolve in novel directions, and exciting new areas of research are developing.
In addition, there have been numerous calls for more academic research on
both compensation and benefits and for greater alignment of that research
with the needs and interests of practice, including the tendency of many
practitioners (and employees) to view pay and benefits holistically as a pack-
age. In this review we highlight selected recent research on key components
of core total rewards—compensation plus retirement, health, and work-life
benefits. Extrapolating from our review, we identify evolving themes and
trends and advance several recommendations for future research and sug-
gestions for practice.
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INTRODUCTION

Of all the formal human resource (HR) management practices implemented in organizations,
compensation and employee benefits are among the most vital to organizational success. At a
fundamental level, the exchange of desired employee effort for remuneration from an employer
is one of the defining elements of the employment relationship. Compensation systems, which
elaborate on the details, components, and bases of this exchange, shape not only an organization’s
relationship with individual employees but also overall workforce composition by providing sig-
nals that facilitate employees’ attraction and choices to continue at particular organizations and
directing their efforts while on the job (Gerhart & Rynes 2003). Similarly, discretionary employee
benefits offered by many employers, which can include nearly anything given to employees that
is not considered cash compensation (Barringer & Milkovich 1998), can be tailored to suit orga-
nizations’ business strategies and employee attraction/retention strategies (Rynes & Barber 1990,
Werner & Balkin 2021). And because employees and prospective employees often take a holistic
view of the overall combination of compensation and benefits and vary in their preferences for
different combinations (e.g., Eriksson & Kristensen 2014), organizations may consciously tailor
their overall compensation plus benefits packages to attract, retain, and motivate particular types
of employees.

For example, a typical compensation and benefits package for an entry-level employee in a
professional job at amid- or large-sized organization in theUnited States could include salary, paid
time off (vacation and holidays), possibly incentives or commission (depending on the job type),
and employer-provided or employer-subsidized benefits such as health and dental insurance and
some kind of retirement plan option [e.g., a defined contribution 401(k)].Many organizations also
provide other benefits such as the opportunity to request flexible work schedules or locations (e.g.,
telecommuting) and other types ofmiscellaneous benefits that can rangewidely from child or elder
care subsidies to wellness benefits, transportation or parking benefits, tuition reimbursement and
student loan repayment assistance, to name a few (e.g., Society for Human ResourceManagement
2019). Organizations may tailor their overall pay and benefits mix and/or the specific types of
benefits they offer to reflect particular recruitment and retention objectives such as satisfying
generational differences in preferences among different worker groups (e.g., Martin & Ottemann
2016), accommodating different types of dual-earner workers in their organizations (e.g., Martin
2020), or other goals. For example, many Generation Z workers (born in the mid-1990s or later)
have more student loan debt than previous generations, so organizations seeking to appeal to this
group may choose to offer financial planning assistance, student loan repayment assistance, and
other benefits that help younger workers manage their expenses such as commuting assistance and
remote work options (Sammer 2018).

Pay and benefits packages are also, of course, tailored to specific jobs and industries. For ex-
ample, a hospital seeking to recruit a physician might offer a salary that reflects current market
demand for his or her specialty, plus a production incentive bonus linked to the volume and qual-
ity of procedures performed and other metrics, plus benefits. For physicians, benefits packages
often include health insurance,malpractice insurance, and a retirement plan [e.g., 401(k)] and may
also include student loan forgiveness, paid time off, and, possibly, scheduling flexibility (Merritt-
Hawkins 2020, Mosley & Miller 2019).

Compensation and benefits are expensive, however, comprising a significant proportion of
overall costs in many organizations. And although sometimes referred to as fringe benefits, in
terms of their financial impact, employer-provided benefits are anything but trivial. Benefits costs
among civilian workers in the United States account for approximately 31% of total employer
costs for overall employee compensation, with benefits representing an even larger percentage in
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some sectors such as state and local government where benefits account for approximately 38%
of costs on average (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021). Conversely, the failure to set pay and ben-
efits at appropriate levels can inhibit an organization’s ability to hire desired talent and increase
turnover, which is also quite costly [e.g., lost productivity, search and recruitment costs, time to
get new employees up to speed (Cascio et al. 2019)]. As organizations become increasingly savvy
in using data analytic and artificial intelligence capabilities to combine information about salary,
benefits and other HR practices with information about employee workplace attitudes and be-
haviors (Oswald et al. 2020), managers are understandably keen on leveraging total rewards in the
most efficient and effective way to ensure that their organizations remain competitive and thriving.
Accordingly, in HR practitioner journals there has been a strong emphasis on compensation and
benefits relative to other topics. In contrast, the relative proportion of scholarly research on these
topics has been much lower, leading to repeated calls over the years for more academic research
to better align with the needs and interests of professionals (Deadrick & Gibson 2007, Markoulli
et al. 2017).

Another notable difference between research and practice is that academic research in manage-
ment and applied psychology has tended to focus on either compensation or employee benefits,
but not the two together.Compensation practitioners and employees, however, often tend to take a
more holistic approach (e.g., using terms like total rewards, compensation and benefits package, or
reward mix) (Baeten 2014), acknowledging that employees vary in their preferences for different
combinations of pay and benefits (e.g., Eriksson & Kristensen 2014), as well as for different com-
binations of benefits. For example, one of the top professional associations for HR professionals
specializing in compensation and benefits,WorldatWork, is organized around a very broad model
of total rewards including compensation, benefits, well-being (which includes workplace flexibil-
ity), recognition, and development/career opportunities (https://www.worldatwork.org/total-
rewards/; see also Day 2019). This disconnect between scholarly research and practice has fueled
appeals for academic research on total rewards that goes beyond the study of wages or benefits
separately (e.g., Baeten 2014, Gibbs 2016).

To stimulatemore research on each of these topics, as well as research that considers compensa-
tion and benefits together, in this article we offer a high-level targeted review of research on com-
pensation, benefits, and combinations of compensation and benefits from the past approximately
15 years, highlighting emerging themes and complementarities on which future researchers in-
terested in taking a total rewards perspective might build. Given the enormous breadth of our
subject, we are purposely selective and representative in our approach, rather than exhaustive.We
focus on the denoted timeframe given that, to our knowledge, there has been neither a similarly
broad review of the compensation literature in management or applied psychology since 2007
(Dulebohn & Werling 2007) nor a similarly general review of employee benefits research since
2009 (Dulebohn et al. 2009). Building on review articles and meta-analyses for highly researched
topics and citing illustrative primary studies for more nascent topics, we aim to provide a resource
that invigorates further inquiry.

We focus on what we term core total rewards and its components, which we define for the
purposes of this review as including compensation and employer-provided retirement benefits,
health benefits, and work-life benefits. Compensation research typically is broadly construed to
include organizations’ pay practices and structures, including factors influencing pay-setting as
well as proximal and distal reactions and consequences at the individual and organizational lev-
els. In terms of benefits, we concentrate on retirement, health, and work-life benefits, as these
are among the most commonly offered by organizations (Dulebohn et al. 2009) and, according
to research by Glassdoor Economic Research, are among the best predictors of overall satisfac-
tion with benefits (Chamberlain & Tian 2016). Given major international differences in political
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and regulatory structures, we focus on the US context, where the provision of most benefits is
typically not required by statute or coordinated by government; rather, the decision to offer ben-
efits is voluntary and their costs are generally borne by employers, although to a growing extent,
employees share in these costs. Benefits research similarly encompasses organizational practices,
their antecedents, and individual and organizational outcomes.

We begin with a selective and bird’s-eye (i.e., high-level) overview of core total rewards
components—compensation and benefits including retirement benefits, health benefits, andwork-
life benefits—with an eye toward articulating how recent research has evolved to resolve old the-
oretical tensions and to highlight new ones. Although there is not much research that combines
both compensation and benefits, we highlight some examples that do exist. We highlight cross-
cutting themes and areas of potential complementarity that emerge from our review, leveraging
them to suggest several directions for future research and implications for practice.

A BIRD’S-EYE REVIEW OF RESEARCH ON COMPENSATION,
BENEFITS, AND TOTAL REWARDS

Compensation

In their review of compensation research, Dulebohn &Werling (2007) observed that up until the
1980s scholarship had had a mainly internal labor market focus, with significant attention to in-
ternal equity within organizations, and was characterized by attention to employee attitudes and
perceptions such as pay satisfaction and fairness perceptions. Their review concluded that, despite
shifts in compensation practice beginning in the 1980s toward the use of more externally focused
practices, such asmarket pricing,with a few exceptions (e.g.,Gerhart&Milkovich 1990), academic
compensation research had generally not followed suit. They recommended that future research
take a more balanced perspective by devoting more attention to external, individual, and organi-
zational factors that have also been proposed to influence pay-setting (e.g., Gerhart & Newman
2020).

Internal equity/pay structure.Compensation research since then has still been highly attuned
to internal equity and intra-firm pay structures, although there has been much less attention to
internal labor markets, job evaluation, and formal compensation structures [e.g., pay grades and
ranges (Gerhart & Newman 2020)] and much more focus on what may be thought of as the
residual distributional pay structure, that is, the snapshot of actual pay rates that represent the
cumulative effects of and differences among employees resulting from previous pay decisions.
Research on pay differences, including pay dispersion (i.e., the distribution of pay rates/levels
among employees within a workgroup or an organization), is not new (e.g., Bloom & Michel
2002, Cowherd & Levine 1992, Pfeffer & Langton 1993) but has increased in volume in recent
years.Multiple review articles summarizing research from a variety of theoretical perspectives and
levels of analysis (e.g.,Downes &Choi 2014,Gupta et al. 2012, Shaw 2014) have found conflicting
evidence for the effects of pay dispersion,with pay differences found to have “positive and negative,
linear and curvilinear, direct and moderated” (Conroy et al. 2014, p. 2) effects.

The theoretical conversation and empirical research on pay dispersion have shifted toward clar-
ifying and, in some cases, integrating the core theoretical tensions of older research,where scholars
tended to argue either that greater pay dispersion leads to more negative workplace outcomes due
to enhanced inequity perceptions or that greater dispersion leads tomore positive outcomes due to
heightened tournamentmotivation among organizationalmembers (for a review of this debate, see
Shaw 2014).Newer research has sought to reconcile the theoretical debate by identifying the con-
tingencies in the relationship between pay dispersion and performance (including organizational
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performance, team performance, and individual performance) that might lead to positive versus
less positive or negative outcomes. Some notable boundary conditions of this relationship include
the level of work interdependence and identifiability of individual inputs (Beaumont & Harris
2003, Shaw et al. 2002, Shaw & Zhou 2021), the basis of pay dispersion [explained/legitimate rea-
sons, such as individual incentives, the use of pay-for-performance (PFP), and individual talent
or performance, versus unexplained or nonlegitimate bases, such as political reasons (Kepes et al.
2009, Shaw et al. 2002, Shaw & Gupta 2007)], and the overall pay level/competitiveness of an
organization (Brown et al. 2003, Yang & Klaas 2011). These results suggest that the effects of pay
dispersion or pay spread on the level of employee effort and turnover and on team/organizational
productivity are moderated by the characteristics of other pay decisions and the characteristics
of workers and work contexts. For example, higher pay dispersion is associated with greater mo-
tivation and performance when due to use of performance-based pay (Conroy & Gupta 2019)
and is linked to reduced turnover among better performers (Shaw & Gupta 2007). At the team
level, the findings are more mixed. Some studies testing overall pay dispersion and team perfor-
mance have demonstrated a negative or nonsignificant relationship (e.g., Bloom 1999, Katayama
& Nuch 2011, Mondello & Maxcy 2009). More recent team-level studies, however, differenti-
ate between explained and unexplained pay dispersion. They find that explained pay dispersion
(that is, dispersion that is attributable to individuals’ performance differences in the past or use
of performance-based pay) is positively related or curvilinearly related to team performance out-
comes, whereas unexplained pay dispersion is not significantly related to team performance (e.g.,
Simmons & Berri 2011, Trevor et al. 2012), suggesting that the legitimacy of reasons for the pay
dispersion is a crucial team-level factor to consider. At the organizational level, research that in-
vestigates vertical (between-job) and horizontal (within-the-same-job) pay dispersion has found
that vertical pay dispersion may positively link to organizational performance outcomes, whereas
horizontal pay dispersion has less positive effects (e.g., Ding et al. 2009, Yanadori & Cui 2013).
Moreover, the direction and strength of these relationships varies according to the different mea-
sures of organizational performance (Shaw 2014). In summary, this line of scholarship represents
a major step forward in reconciling mixed findings and competing theoretical points of view re-
garding the relationship between pay dispersion and performance at different levels of theory and
analysis.

That said, and perhaps reflective of the current broader societal attention to inequality, we
also note new theory development and empirical research on the many nuanced aspects of social
comparisons that arise within pay systems (e.g., Chi et al. 2019, Larkin et al. 2012, Nickerson
& Zenger 2008). For example, scholars in this stream of research argue that although incentives
that differentiate among employees’ and/or among managers’ performance (creating differences
in their pay) can increase motivation and performance, these positive effects may be offset by
negative psychological effects of social comparisons (e.g., envy), particularly in situations when
such comparisons are easier to make (Obloj & Zenger 2017). As an administrative practice that
makes social comparisons easier, pay transparency has been studied and found to influence some
individuals’ experience of envy and their subsequent willingness to help those who aremore highly
paid under a PFP system, but this effect is contingent on individual differences in individualism
and prosocial motivation (Bamberger & Belogolovsky 2017). More specifically, the indirect effect
of greater pay transparency on reducing the help given to higher-paid peers,mediated via increased
envy, was only significant among less prosocially motivated employees and was strongest among
those who were both low in prosocial motivation and low in individualism. Other research in this
vein has found that employees react more negatively and are more likely to leave an organization
when underpaid compared to demographically similar coworkers (same-sex and race) than when
they are underpaid relative to dissimilar coworkers (Cobb et al. 2021).
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External market considerations.Turning next to research on external factors influencing pay,
such as the effects of labor market competition or of employee pay comparisons with external
peers, our general observation is that this work has continued to be relatively scarce when it comes
to non-executive employees. The studies that have looked at external factors have generally fo-
cused on top executives’ pay, given that executives’ peers/comparators are typically all external and
because those executives’ and peers’ pay, strategic actions, and firm performance are often public
information, available to other executives as well as to researchers. Fulmer (2009), for example,
found that even after accounting for sociopolitical and agency-based explanations for CEO pay,
external labor market factors significantly predicted how firms set executive compensation levels
and their pay at risk, particularly for high-performing executives most prone to being poached
away by other firms. Ezzamel &Watson (1998) found that CEO underpayment relative to indus-
try average predicted subsequent raises, suggesting that firms are aware of and take action to avoid
executive exit. An emerging line of research has begun investigating what happens when firms do
not pay executives at market-comparable levels, examining strategic choices of executives paid less
than average or less than would be predicted given their industry, firm size, etc. Studies suggest
that underpaid executives are more likely to engage in actions that they would expect to have a
positive effect on their pay, including layoffs (Bentley et al. 2019), acquisitions (Seo et al. 2015),
and manipulation of research and development spending (Fong 2010). They are also more likely
to exit their firms for other organizations (Fong et al. 2010, Ridge et al. 2017). These results are
consistent with general predictions of labor economics and also consistent with what would be
expected for other types of employees.

As noted, however, few recent studies have examined external influences on pay of non-
executive employees. In a rare exception that studied managers below the CEO level, Gartenberg
& Wulf (2020) found that increased product market competition increases pay differences be-
tween organizations but not the pay gap within them; however, this effect is contingent on the
ease of social comparisons. In firms where employees are expected to have fewer opportunities for
social comparisons, the intra-firm pay gap is much more similar to the between-firm gap. Probing
further, Gartenberg &Wulf determined that in organizations where social comparisons are likely
and that face increased external pressure to increase dispersion, firms manage to maintain the pay
gap status quo by overpaying lower paid workers via non-performance-based pay and offering
strong incentives only to selected managers, rather than broadly.

Individual and collective determinants, novel outcomes, and a fresh look at an old ques-
tion. Shifting gears, we next consider individual factors affecting or affected by compensation,
an area that has enjoyed several important new theoretical advances and a healthy level of
research attention. Research on individual PFP—pay practices designed to tie incentive pay
to individuals’ performance—is a case in point. Key meta-analyses linking PFP and individual
performance were published in the mid-/late-1990s (Cameron & Pierce 1994, Jenkins et al.
1998), and the conclusions of more recent reviews and meta-analyses have continued to be the
same—that PFP can be a highly effective motivator of individual performance, contingent on
appropriate implementation and fit of PFP to workplace setting, task type, and performance
outcome measured (qualitative, quantitative, behaviors or results) (e.g., Garbers & Konradt 2014,
Gerhart et al. 2009, Shaw&Gupta 2015). That said, scholars also warn that when poorly designed
and/or implemented inappropriately, PFP can lead to undesirable results. Indeed, they argue that
much of the research that finds negative effects of PFP illustrates this point, as they are often
studying inappropriately designed or implemented systems (Gerhart et al. 2009, Shaw & Gupta
2015). For example, Shaw & Gupta (2015) highlighted an example of field research where an
incentive scheme was implemented, leading to improved performance.When the incentives were
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then removed without explanation, productivity dropped; the original authors concluded that
intrinsic motivation had been undermined by the incentive. But as Shaw & Gupta pointed out,
the issue was more likely with poor implementation (i.e., the apparently arbitrary removal without
explanation led to feelings of injustice or anger) than to demotivating effects of the incentive itself.

A related line of research that has experienced something of a theoretical renaissance is the
study of whether PFP undermines intrinsic work motivation (e.g., Deci & Ryan 1985; Gerhart &
Fang 2014, 2015; Rynes et al. 2005) or other intrinsically driven work behaviors, such as creativity
(Amabile 1983, 1996). Although early studies, many involving children, hinted that this might be
the case, there has never been much solid, consistent evidence for this undermining effect in re-
search involving adults, especially in field/workplace settings ( Jenkins et al 1998, Shaw & Gupta
2015). Indeed, scholars have found the opposite to be true, with meta-analytic evidence support-
ing significant positive impacts of PFP on intrinsic motivation and creativity (Byron & Khazanchi
2012, Cerasoli et al. 2014). An important step forward in the thinking regarding whether PFP will
result in positive motivational effects has been facilitated by increased attention to individuals’ var-
ied perceptions of extrinsic rewards (i.e., PFP), often drawing on self-determination theory (e.g.,
Balkin et al. 2015, Fang & Gerhart 2012, Gerhart & Fang 2014, Parker et al. 2019). Individuals
may form either positive (i.e., motivated to achieve challenging goals) or negative (i.e., controlled
to complete compulsory goals) views of extrinsic rewards, which in combination result in a net
positive or negative effect on motivation. For example, Parker et al. (2019) demonstrated that in-
dividuals experience autonomous motivation, feeling less stressed and more prosocial, when they
frame PFP as a challenge. Conversely, they are more likely to experience controlled motivation
and to feel stressed and less prosocial when they appraise PFP as a hindrance. However, even if
PFP is initially viewed as controlling, organizations can reverse individuals’ perceptions of PFP by
modifying other characteristics of compensation policies. Balkin et al. (2015) found that individ-
uals’ perceptions of being controlled by PFP can be mitigated when specific design elements are
included (i.e., the proportion of PFP to total pay is low, or when rewards are linked to generalized
performance outcomes) such that employees’ sense of autonomy can be preserved.

Another direction for recent individual PFP research has been to go beyond the study of tra-
ditional workplace outcomes like performance and employee work attitudes to look at more distal
and negative effects. For example, in a study of more than 300,000 employees, Dahl & Pierce
(2020) found that PFP adoption seems to be linked to employee mental health outcomes, based
on evidence of increases in anti-depressant and anti-anxiety medication usage, as well as increased
turnover among certain employees. In a separate study of UK establishments, the use of PFP was
associated with better financial performance that was partially offset by indirect negative effects
due to elevated levels of injury; results also suggested that the effect of PFP on quality was negative
due to increased risk of injury (Devaro & Heywood 2017). In a unique study of spillover effects
of PFP use from one group to another, the use of PFP for managers increased turnover of non-
managerial employees, unless organizations also had in place other HR practices that encouraged
managers to treat employees well and reduce strain on the employment relationship (Pohler &
Schmidt 2016). Organizations’ use of PFP has also been theorized to predict increased bullying
due to greater work intensification and competition (e.g., Samnani & Singh 2014). However, re-
cent related empirical research found that employees experiencing more performance-oriented
HR systems that include performance-contingent pay (i.e., high-performance work systems) ac-
tually reported less exposure to bullying (Salin & Notelaers 2020), a finding that seems to be
explained by the mediating effect of workers’ perceptions of organizational justice and reduced
role conflict in more performance-oriented high-performance work systems.

PFP that is tied to collective, rather than individual, outcomes has also been studied for both
executive and non-executive employees. A recent meta-analysis of this research found a significant
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effect of collective PFP on collective outcomes (overall effect size of ρ = 0.11). The authors also
noted a heavy emphasis on incentive effects in this research, with less attention to the effects of
collective PFP on employee attraction or retention (Nyberg et al. 2018).

Individualization in compensation research. Yet another nascent trend in compensation re-
search might be labeled individualization, and we include in that category two types of research.
The first is research that goes beyond studying average employee reactions to a given pay prac-
tice or system, instead focusing on the differing effects on individual employees within the same
pay system that arise due to the interaction of pay system with personal characteristics like per-
sonality, gender, standing in a group, etc. To be sure, prior compensation research has sometimes
tested for individual difference contingencies in pay effects, but typically as a secondary or side
issue. New theoretical advances in the understanding of person-based differences in pay reactions
(i.e., compensation-activation theory) has facilitated a major review and reinterpretation of prior
research (Fulmer & Shaw 2018). This line of theoretical development further contributes to the
conversation on how particular pay systems/practices systematically attract or drive off particular
types of people, and to thinking about how customization of pay practices to fit individuals could
foster (or preclude) a workforce that is diverse on a wide array of person-based characteristics.

This later point is reflected in a few studies on what could be considered a second focus of
individualization research: individualized pay arrangements. HR systems that strategically differ-
entiate among employee types/groups have been observed and theorized about for some time
(e.g., Lepak & Snell 1999), as has the use of individualized work arrangements or idiosyncratic
deals (i-deals) that differentiate among employees, usually at their own request (Rousseau et al.
2006). As such, it comes as no surprise that we have begun to see greater research attention to
individualized compensation arrangements. Recent research on the prevalence of idiosyncratic
work arrangements documents the existence of financial i-deals (Rosen et al. 2013). In addition,
field research has begun considering individualized arrangements, in this case, exceptions made
for certain employees to prevent them from being overly demotivated due to the downside of PFP
(Maltarich et al. 2017). Related research also considers the reactions of other employees to such
individual exceptions (Abdulsalam et al. 2021).

Administrative consideration: pay communication. Finally, we observe a noticeable increase
in research examining how compensation systems are administered and especially the renewed
attention to organizations’ policies about pay communication and transparency (Arnold & Fulmer
2019, Colella et al. 2007, Fulmer & Arnold 2020, Fulmer & Chen 2014). Pay communication, of
course, is important for informing employees about their pay system so that they have accurate
knowledge of their pay and understand what to do to increase their pay. However, much of the
current research has been at least as motivated by societal conversations about pay inequality,
with transparency in pay communication (or lack thereof ) being seen as a factor that can reduce or
exacerbate inequality.This line of research dovetails with research on employees’ pay comparisons,
given that one tool that organizations can wield to control social comparisons about pay is to
control the information that it shares or that it allows employees to share with one another.

In general, this research has been organized around two (Marasi & Bennett 2016) or three
(Arnold & Fulmer 2019) complementary categorizations of pay transparency practices. The
two-category approach focuses on whose communication is being restricted—organization or
employee—whereas the three-category approach also takes into account specific information that
is being restricted—(a) the sharing of actual pay or salary information by the organization (i.e.,
pay outcome transparency), (b) the sharing of information by the organization about how pay is
determined (i.e., pay process transparency), and (c) the level of restriction (formal or informal) on
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whether employees are allowed to communicate with one another about pay. Although there is
research aimed at assessing the prevalence of each of these different types of pay communication
practices enacted by organizations (e.g., Arnold et al. 2018), other research at the organizational
level, such as the determinants of or organizational outcomes of different policies, is relatively
sparse. An exception is research by Castilla (2015), which found that an organization’s pay
transparency policy adoption reduced its prior race- and gender-based pay gaps; one point to
note about this study, however, was that it focused on a transparency intervention for man-
agers, not for employees more generally. Much more of the research in recent years has been
focused on employee reactions to different types and levels of transparency (e.g., Bamberger &
Belogolovsky 2010, 2017; Card et al. 2012; Day 2012; SimanTov-Nachlieli & Bamberger 2021)
and on employee preferences for different levels of transparency (e.g., Scott et al. 2015; Smit &
Montag-Smit 2018, 2019).

Retirement, Health, and Work-Life Benefits

In their review of the academic literature on employee benefits, Dulebohn et al. (2009) observed
that “when reviewing the human resource management (HRM) literature, there is a surprising
general absence of attention given to employee benefits” (p. 86). Since then, the volume of aca-
demic research on work-life benefits and on some health-related benefits has grown, but research
on retirement benefits has continued to be thin. Also notable is that the emphasis of research
over the past approximately 15 years has been on employee reactions to and outcomes of ben-
efits programs, with much less theory development and empirical research at the organizational
level. Although many practitioners and academic scholars take for granted that employee benefits
choices can have significant sorting and retention effects on workers, in turn affecting firm perfor-
mance and competitive advantage, very little rigorous research has actually examined the role of
strategic considerations in the design of employee benefits systems (Murray & Dulebohn 2021).
On an encouraging note, there have been concerted efforts to encourage more strategic benefits
research, including a recent special issue in The Journal of Total Rewards (Fickess 2021), a bridge
journal with both an academic and practitioner audience interested in compensation and benefits.
In what follows, we highlight several of the major currents in research over the past approximately
15 years on retirement, health, and work-life benefits.

Retirement benefits. Earlier research on retirement benefits often focused on employees’ satis-
faction with benefits and employee decision-making about benefits, such as worker preferences
for types of retirement plans, whether they are saving adequately for retirement, and individuals’
investment choices within plans that offer employee discretion (e.g., Dulebohn 2002; Dulebohn
et al. 2000, 2009; Mitchell & Moore 1998). Although sparse, some recent retirement benefits
research has taken more of a strategic lens, examining organizational outcomes. For example,
Werner et al. (2016) found that firms in the long-haul trucking industry that offered supplemen-
tal retirement plans had lower property and liability insurance premium costs, a proxy for safer
driving records. Although they were not able to test the specific mechanisms directly, their ex-
pectation was that these retirement plans served a sorting function, with firms offering such plans
more likely to attract higher-quality and/or less risk-prone employees, who would in turn also
presumably be safer drivers.

Health- and well-being-related benefits.When it comes to health-related benefits, one inter-
esting direction taken in recent research involves examining employees’ reactions to the admin-
istration of healthcare benefits. In a novel study of employee interactions with health insurance
administrators, Pfeffer et al. (2020) found that time spent on the phone with health insurance
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representatives was associated with lower satisfaction and engagement and with more negative
outcomes like stress, absenteeism, and burnout. On the basis of their results, they calculated that
“the total direct cost of workers’ time spent with insurance administration was $21.6 billion . . .the
cost of lost workdays was about $26.4 billion and the effects of lower job satisfaction we estimated
to be more than $95.6 billion” (Pfeffer et al. 2020, p. 333).

Another major theme of research has been attention to workplace mindfulness interventions
aimed at reducing stress and improving other mental health outcomes. Notably, much of this
research has not necessarily been published in journals that usually publish research on compen-
sation or other employer-provided benefits, but rather in journals in related areas such as health
or clinical psychology. For example, in the mid-2000s, a pair of meta-analyses in the Journal of
Health Psychology examined organizational interventions designed to prevent or alleviate stress and
to manage overall wellness. Richardson & Rothstein (2008) conducted a meta-analysis of experi-
mental intervention studies with stress outcomes,1 updating a prior meta-analysis that had found
generally positive effects across a wider range of study types (van derKlink et al. 2001).Theirmeta-
analysis found that stress-management interventions focused on cognitive behavioral skills train-
ing (e.g., noticing and changing one’s appraisal of stressful workplace situations and responses)
were more effective overall than other secondary stress interventions such as relaxation (including
meditation), multimodal interventions combining several components, or alternative interven-
tions including exercise programs, journaling, and biofeedback training; their results further sug-
gested more positive effects for single interventions than multimodal interventions. Richardson
& Rothstein found no effect on stress outcomes for organizational interventions such as support
groups and increasing workers’ decision-making authority, consistent with van der Klink et al.’s
meta-analysis. Parks & Steelman (2008) focused on two types of organizationally sponsored well-
ness programs—fitness-only programs and comprehensive programs that combined fitness with
another element like nutrition or stress reduction—and two work-related employee outcomes—
absenteeism and job satisfaction. The empirical results indicated positive effects on absenteeism
reduction and on job satisfaction for participation in a wellness program, but the type of program
was not a moderator.

More recently, considerable research attention has been paid to unpacking what prior research
bundled together as relaxation interventions, with systematic reviews and meta-analyses summa-
rizing accumulating research on interventions related to meditation and mindfulness. Some have
zeroed in on specific occupations. For example, Lomas et al. (2018) systematically reviewed mind-
fulness studies (e.g., mindfulness-based stress reduction, mindful communication, occupational
mindfulness training) conducted among healthcare professionals. Among the subset of interven-
tion studies they reviewed, most found generally positive effects on outcomes of stress, anxiety,
and depression and other well-being measures, as well as measures more closely related to job
performance such as compassion/empathy, self-efficacy, team functioning, etc., but more equivo-
cal results were found for burnout. The authors also noted, however, that research quality varied
among the studies examined and called for more rigorous research. Bartlett et al. (2019) con-
ducted a meta-analytic review of 23 randomized controlled trials of workplace mindfulness-based
programs, including moderator analysis by intervention characteristics. Situating this research
within common health psychology frameworks of neurobiological stress reduction, job demands-
resources theory, and coping, they found a consistent positive effect on overall stress reduction, de-
pression, anxiety, and well-being, with little significant effect on burnout or on narrower job stress

1Most studies in the Richardson & Rothstein meta-analysis examined psychological stress outcomes, with
fewer including measures of physiological stress or organizational outcomes like productivity or absenteeism.

156 Fulmer • Li



measures. Moderator analysis did not reveal significant effects of intervention mode or content
or of workplace sample characteristics. They also noted that studies reporting follow-up results
(post-intervention) typically showed lasting results for weeks or months after the intervention.

In a twist on this research, scholars have also examined meditation and mindfulness interven-
tions targeted at managers or leaders.Donaldson-Feilder et al. (2019), in a small systematic review
of 19 studies, found promising effects for leader outcomes such as increased mindfulness, stress
reduction, anxiety reduction, and some leadership measures, although they were unable to as-
certain the degree to which leaders’ mindfulness was the mechanism that mediated the effects
of interventions on other outcomes. They also noted that there were no studies that examined
spillover effects on leaders’ subordinates despite theoretical literature suggesting there might be
such effects.

Although several of these meta-analyses commented on the variable quality of research studies
of mindfulness and meditation, there have been excellent recent examples of well-designed re-
search on other types of health-related programs. One example is research by Gubler et al. (2018)
that investigated the effects of a corporate wellness program on objective outcomes including
worker health and productivity. As the authors noted, many prior studies like this had focused on
cost savings rather than on top-line improvements leading to increased revenue. Theoretically
grounding their research in arguments that such wellness programs increase both satisfaction and
reciprocity as well as fitness and capability for work, they documented productivity improvements
linked to the health improvements achieved via this program—improvements that were partic-
ularly strong for workers in poorer health to begin with. They also estimated a large return on
investment for the organization, even though all employees did not participate in the program,
and some left the company before productivity gains could be realized.

Work-life benefits.Turning to work-life benefits, there has been a steady stream of research on
various practices and policies over the past several years. As with other types of benefits research,
most studies have focused on employee reactions and behaviors in response to these benefits,
rather than on their prevalence in organizations or on strategic, organization-level considerations
(notable examples of exceptions pre-dating our review include studies by Konrad &Mangel 2000,
Osterman 1995, and Milliken et al. 1998). Several different constructs have been studied that fall
under the umbrella of work-life benefits, with the broad categorization of work-family supports
(WFS), defined as “discretionary and formal organizational policies, services, and benefits aimed
at reducing employees’ work-family conflict and/or supporting their family roles outside of the
workplace” (Masterson et al. 2021, p. 118), largely overlapping with the conceptual terrain of
work-life benefits. Conveniently, a very recent systematic review of WFS provides an excellent
overview of studies since 2008 that examined outcomes related to the availability or use of policies
labeled as work-family, work-life, and family-friendly. Although this review specifically focused
on better understanding the subset of research (114 studies) that has found positive effects of
WFS on individual and organizational outcomes, the authors do comment on other studies with
mixed or nonsignificant findings. Masterson et al. (2021) note that a range of similar theoretical
perspectives including conservation of resources, job demands-resources, social exchange, bound-
ary, self-interest, identity, and signaling theories have dominated the employee-level studies in
this literature, whereas firm-level studies have been typically grounded in contingency theory and
context-emergent turnover theory. Although they identified more than 60 different outcomes that
have been examined in this literature, they noted that the vast majority of studies have focused on
employee work-family outcomes (like work-family conflict) or on job attitudes. Their summary of
studies highlighted commonly examined individual difference moderators (gender, marital status,
parental status) as well as some key mediators of positive WFS-outcomes relationships, namely
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work-family conflict, exchange-related variables (e.g., positive organizational support, supervisor
support and affective commitment), and job autonomy. They also noted that, beyond the subset
of studies reporting positive relationships, a nontrivial number of studies have reported mixed or
nonsignificant effects of WFS. Across studies, there have also been mixed effects for gender as a
moderator of the WFS-outcomes relationship and mixed or equivocal results for organizational
outcomes such as productivity and profitability (e.g., Bloom et al. 2011, Lee & DeVoe 2012).

Other reviews and meta-analyses,many of which overlap with the more recent Masterson et al.
(2021) review, have focused on specific aspects of work-family benefits. Examples include Bal &
Jansen’s (2016) review of the literature on workplace flexibility from the perspective of how it
has been conceptualized across the lifespan, with particular attention to older workers. Gajendran
& Harrison (2007) meta-analyzed the research up to that time on telecommuting, and a meta-
analysis by Allen et al. (2013) examined different forms of flexibility (time versus location) and
differentiated between availability of flexibility practices and their actual use in summarizing prior
research on employee outcomes of flexible work arrangements.

Research on Total Rewards?

As noted in the introduction and demonstrated in the review thus far, compensation and benefits
have not often been studied together, either historically or more recently. Consequently, we know
little about antecedents of organizations’ decisions regarding their overall total rewards system or
practices, or about organizational consequences of total rewards systems.Our knowledge is largely
limited to a few studies that include multiple other job characteristics along with pay that can be
found in the applicant attraction literature, where scholars investigate what features of organiza-
tions are attractive to would-be individual employees (e.g., Cable & Judge 1994,Hollenbeck et al.
1987), as well as in studies of motivation and job attitudes in incumbent workers (e.g., Igalens
& Roussel 1999). Meta-analytic evidence suggests that benefits are a stronger individual predic-
tor (rcorrected = 0.31) of applicant attraction than compensation/pay/salary (rcorrected = 0.23), with
the combination (i.e., total compensation) correlated with attraction at rcorrected = 0.29 (Uggerslev
et al. 2012). Because most applicant attraction studies estimate separate relative effects of pay poli-
cies and benefits policies (or of satisfaction with these policies), and do not typically focus on the
question of whether employees view them as a total rewards bundle or whether they trade off
one (e.g., high pay) for the other (e.g., work flexibility), they are arguably not directly studying
employee reactions to total rewards.

That said, a few recent studies have begun to do so.Tetrick et al. (2010) examined both separate
and interactive effects of salary level, health insurance cost-sharing, retirement plan, and annual
leave on job choice. They found separate effects for all four on organizational attractiveness, but
did not find interactive effects among them. The lack of interactions suggests that employees’
views of salary as an attractor were not contingent on other benefits offered, consistent with
the view that they were not seen as substitutes. This contrasts with other research that finds
that prospective employees do differ in their preferences for different combinations of pay and
benefits (e.g., Eriksson & Kristensen 2014). More research is needed to better understand both
organizations’ decisions to offer total rewards and the perceptions and preferences of people
receiving them.

THEMES AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Our review points to several exciting opportunities for future research (see Table 1 for a sum-
mary). One emerging theme from our birds-eye review is the heightened attention to implemen-
tation and administration of both compensation and benefits and not simply to the organization’s
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Table 1 Suggestions for future research

Opportunities for future
research Suggested directions

Implementation and administration
of compensation and benefits

Greater direct theoretical and empirical attention to compensation, benefits, and total
rewards implementation considerations

Control for implementation variables in studies of the effects of compensation, benefits, and
total rewards practices and systems

Sorting and total rewards Consider sorting effects (i.e., recruitment and turnover of employees) of the strategic
implementation of organizational total rewards practices and systems

Consider evolution of total rewards systems to match the current or anticipated future
workforce

Variability and dispersion of pay
and benefits resulting from
multiple reward decisions

Increase attention to the differential availability in pay components other than base pay and
to differential availability of benefits to different employees (e.g., due to hire date, union
membership, job type)

Consider between-group differences in pay and benefits (e.g., gender- or race-based
pay/benefit/total rewards gaps)

Develop methods estimating the financial value of benefits to better quantify gaps in
benefits/total rewards

Individualized total rewards
practices

Examine the determinants of organizational offerings of customized pay and benefits (i.e.,
financial i-deals, individualized benefits)

Examine employees’ reactions to total rewards and to individualized total rewards offerings
and how those reactions are contingent on individual characteristics such as demographics
and personality

Contingent and gig work and total
rewards

Examine how contingent and gig workers self-assemble their total rewards, including
benefits that are normally employer-provided

Examine how people who transition from employment to self-employment as gig or
contingent workers experience changes in their health and preparation for retirement as a
result of shifting away from employer-provided- to self-provided-total rewards

intended practices or chosen plan design.Examples of newer work in this vein include the research
on employee reactions to health insurance benefits hassles as well as to pay communication and
transparency (e.g., Bamberger & Belogolovsky 2010, 2017; Card et al. 2012; Day 2012; Pfeffer
et al. 2020). Many scholars have previously cautioned that the failure to find expected effects of
particular types of pay systems or practices may be due to failures in the implementation and
communication of those practices, rather than in the practices themselves (Fulmer & Chen 2014,
Gerhart et al. 2009, Shaw & Gupta 2015). If we really believe this could be true, then we need
to not only pay greater attention to theory and empirical research on implementation of pay and
benefits, but we should probably also be including implementation variables like communication
more explicitly, at least as control variables, in empirical studies of compensation, benefits, and
total rewards.

A second theme that points to opportunities for future inquiry, and one also noted by other
researchers recently (e.g., Nyberg et al 2018), is that organizational compensation and benefits
research has been dominated by studies that focus on how pay and benefits motivate individu-
als’ efforts in the workplace, that is, to incentive effects such as productivity and performance.
With a few notable exceptions (e.g., Trevor et al. 2012) there has been far less attention to sorting
effects like recruitment and turnover. Without this kind of research, we are unable to fully un-
derstand how total reward systems systematically attract and transform the talents of particular
types of employees into valuable human capital resources necessary for organizational perfor-
mance and competitive advantage over the long term (Ployhart & Moliterno 2011, Nyberg et al.
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2014). We strongly encourage more research on strategic considerations in organizations’ total
reward choices combined with greater attention to the sorting effects of these choices. Such re-
search could take two paths. First, as most of the limited research in this vein has done to date,
scholars could consider the effects of a given total rewards system on recruitment and retention
in the relatively short term. Second, a more novel and long-term approach might be to examine
how organizations with workforces they wish to retain (e.g., highly skilled, long-tenured workers)
evolve their total rewards systems to reflect the changing preferences and needs of both the ma-
turing older workers they want to retain and of the younger workers they need to eventually hire
and integrate in order to maintain a stable and high-quality workforce.

Third, we note a shift over time from simply studying compensation and benefits practices to
studying the consequent structure of individual pay rates and differences created by those prac-
tices, i.e., pay dispersion, which may or may not have been explicitly designed or intended. Al-
though organizations do formally set pay grades and ranges to differentiate among jobs at differ-
ent levels (Gerhart & Newman 2020), this formal structure usually pertains to base salary, which
is only part of what comprises total employee compensation, and rarely fully reflects differences in
total rewards, pay other than base pay, or benefits. Pay dispersion results from the accumulation of
pay decisions made by an organization about individual employees over time, including job-based
pay structure, performance-differentiated pay raises (e.g., merit pay), seniority and cost-of-living
raises, and individually negotiated pay or raises (e.g., retention raises).More specific types of group
differences, such as gender- and race-based pay gaps are similarly the result of an accumulation
of many decisions, from the initial negotiated salary to years of subsequent annual raises and pro-
motion adjustments that ultimately result in wage levels favoring one group over another.

If we extend this logic, it is not hard to see how differential availability of benefits among
members of a workgroup (e.g., due to differing start date, union membership, or job type affecting
eligibility) together with different availability and utilization of informal individually negotiated
deals—or i-deals—as they relate to benefits such as flexible work arrangements or financial i-deals
effectively creates benefits dispersion. If benefits availability/utilization and i-deals negotiation are
systematically related to employees’ gender or race [e.g., individuals in some subgroups may be
more likely to request certain benefits or i-deals and/or may be more effective in receiving them
when they request them (see, e.g., Bowles et al. 2019,Ho&Tekleab 2016)], this could contribute to
undesirable between-group differences as well (e.g., gender- or race-based benefit gaps).Together,
the combined effect of pay and benefits dispersion then theoretically creates dispersion in total
rewards as well as the potential for total rewards gaps favoring different groups. Although there
is a solid foundation of research documenting the gender wage gap, we do not know much at
all about gender- (or other demographic-group-based) benefits gaps or about the corresponding
total rewards gap. One obstacle in this research is that some benefits (e.g., flexible schedule) are
difficult to estimate a value for in financial terms to use in computations of dispersion or gaps. To
nudge scholars to think creatively about how they might tackle this important topic, we highlight
a unique study byHallock et al. (2014) where the authors generated an estimated value for benefits
and included it with pay to create what they called total compensation (we would likely call it total
rewards) to compare the gap for disabled and non-disabled workers.

Another complicating consideration is that utilization of some types of benefits (e.g., work-
family flexibility) is perceived by supervisors/managers as a lack of commitment to the organi-
zation that reduces the size of merit raises and/or slows the frequency of promotions and pro-
motional raises (Glass 2004, Hammer et al. 2005, Kossek et al. 2017, Leslie et al. 2012, Pailhé
& Solaz 2019, Weeden 2005). Systematic differences in choice or utilization of benefits could
indirectly contribute to gender pay gaps and to gender total rewards gaps among individuals in
certain groups (e.g., women, parents) relative to others (e.g., men, non-parents). Comparing pay
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gaps and total rewards gaps in the same research could shed light on important questions such as,
for example, whether women systematically receive less pay and less valuable benefits (resulting
in similar gender pay gaps and gender total rewards gaps), or receive less pay (or forego pay), but
receive (or choose) higher levels of benefits, such that we might expect to see a narrower gender
total rewards gap than gender pay gap.

A fourth theme subtly weaving its way through recent research is the shift away from one-
size-fits-all systems and from a focus solely on the group mean response to a single system or
practice, toward greater attention to the individual. Broadly construed, this encompasses both
(a) what organizations offer such as customized pay including individually negotiated contracts
and financial i-deals requested by employees (Rosen et al. 2013) and formal or informal customiz-
able or individualized benefits (Fulmer et al. 2021), as well as (b) how individual employees react
nonuniformly to or perceive differences in the value of a given organizational pay or benefits of-
fering, contingent on their personal characteristics (e.g., Fulmer & Shaw 2018). The former may
offer a solution to the latter; that is, customized or individualized total rewards offerings may
help organizations address heterogeneity in employee needs and preferences, thereby optimizing
incentive effects across a diverse workforce and modulating sorting. Total rewards customization
may also potentially reduce intergenerational conflict in the workplace.Dencker et al. (2007) have
argued that demographic shifts in theUS labor force coupled with rising costs of some benefits will
have important effects, diluting the attractiveness and motivational effectiveness of standard one-
size-fits-all employee benefits programs in increasingly age-heterogeneous organizations. This
view implies that over time, attention to both benefits levels/content and how benefits are imple-
mented will be increasingly important for organizations (Dulebohn et al. 2009) and will, of course,
in turn also influence total rewards. In addition to demographic variables such as age/generation
and gender (e.g., Eriksson &Kristensen 2014), we also encourage attention to other person-based
differences in preferences for and reactions to benefits and to overall total rewards, extending the
logic of compensation-activation theory (Fulmer & Shaw 2018) to the benefits and total rewards
context. For example, personality traits (e.g., openness to experience, risk aversion) may influence
the degree to which people prefer or are attracted to organizations that offer certain types of
health-wellness benefits (e.g., mindfulness/meditation benefits) or may influence applicants’ pref-
erences for particular configurations of total rewards packages. As we have noted, recent theoret-
ical developments and empirical research in compensation and in benefits are separately pointing
in the direction of individualization and customization. We expect that there will be especially
useful complementarity and utility in studying them together as customizable/individualized total
rewards.

Additional suggestions for future research relate to contingent and gig workers, a group on
which we did not see much focus in our review of pay, benefits, or total rewards. Contingent
workers include those who have temporary jobs or jobs they do not expect to last (Kosanovich
2018), and although there are many definitions of gig work, one (narrow) definition of a typical
gig worker is an individual hired for a particular task to work on demand, with the work often me-
diated through a central digital platform/marketplace (e.g., an Uber driver or Instacart shopper).
In 2017, there were 5.9 million contingent workers and 1.6 million workers describing themselves
as electronically mediated workers (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2017, Kosanovich 2018). Given the
tendency of compensation and benefits researchers to focus on traditional workplace contexts and
to focus more on the employer as provider of total rewards, the lack of research on this topic
is perhaps unsurprising. As independent contractors/self-employed workers, gig workers are not
typically eligible for employer-provided benefits from their gig employment, nor are most contin-
gent workers, due to the temporary nature of their employment. In essence, unless they are also
employed elsewhere with employer-provided benefits or are married and eligible to be covered
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under a spouse’s benefits, these workers usually are responsible for assembling their own “total
rewards,” including health and retirement benefits and work-life balance.

One of the purported advantages of such work is the flexibility in work schedule, so in this
sense the work provides its own work-life flexibility. However, as some scholars have noted, “[g]ig
work is promoted as offering flexibility and autonomy . . . but it is performed without the safety
nets that are more common in formal employment. It can bring unpredictability in both work-
time and income, work intensification and financial hardship that all impact work–life balance”
(Warren 2021, p. 522).

Among the safety nets foregone by many of these workers are employer-provided health and
retirement benefits. An important research question we know relatively little about is how gig
workers and other contingent workers operating as independent contractors cobble together cov-
erage for health and wellness and plan for their retirement. Recent research using panel survey
data in the United States suggests that people who transition from being employed to being self-
employed (a category which includes many gig workers) are much less likely to have health insur-
ance and more likely to delay medical care in the next year than those who remained employed,
despite similar income levels between people who remained employed and those who became
self-employed (Berkowitz et al. 2021). It is unclear whether this situation persists over time as self-
employed people become established in those roles, so further research is definitely needed on this
question. Bureau of Labor Statistics research has found that although 75% of contingent workers
had health insurance from some source, they were half as likely as permanent workers to have it
from an employer; similarly, contingent workers were significantly less likely to have access to and
participate in an employer-sponsored retirement plan (Kosanovich 2018). For such workers, there
are alternatives such as being covered by an employed spouse’s/partner’s health insurance, or pur-
chasing their own health insurance through government-sponsored public insurancemarketplaces
or professional organizations, and self-employed individuals can set up individual retirement ac-
counts on their own. But many of these alternatives can be more expensive, less generous, and
more logistically challenging to implement for self-employed workers. At present, this situation
disadvantages contingent/self-employed/gig workers by reducing the overall total rewards they
are likely to be able to derive from work (and potentially affecting their health and ability to save
for retirement, which has implications later for broader society). The increase in the number of
contingent workers over the past few years has led some researchers to propose retirement plan
reforms that de-couple benefits more from traditional employment and expand their availability,
with some states already taking steps in this direction (Gale et al. 2020). We encourage greater
attention to non-employer-provided total rewards in future research as things develop in this area.

IMPLICATIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICE

A key insight of our review is that managers, like researchers, would also be wise to pay as much at-
tention to how total rewards are administered on a day-to-day basis as to how they are designed in
general. Two often-overlooked administrative mechanisms—the role of managers in implement-
ing total rewards and the communication policies related to total rewards—are critical for the
success of an otherwise well-thought-out system. Academic research and practitioner-oriented
scholarship have begun to focus on ways in which managers’ implementation of HR practices
(which would include aspects of total rewards over which they have discretion) deviates from or
adds to what is intended by the organization (e.g., Kehoe & Han 2020, Fulmer et al. 2021). This
may not be totally undesirable if it creates personalized benefits that meet employees’ needs in
ways that the formal HR system does not, such as when a manager allows an employee to have a
flexibility i-deal related to his/her daily work hours, for example. But, to the degree that managers’
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flexibility i-deal related to his/her daily work hours, for example. But, to the degree that managers’
informal practices in their workgroups deviate from the organization’s strategic intent for its for-
mal total rewards program, or when managers are biased in the degree to which they allow some
employees to have flexibility but not other similarly situated employees, these implementation
deviations can create problems by confusing employees about the organization’s strategic goals
and creating perceptions of unfairness. Having a strategically oriented implementation plan that
is aligned with the broader total rewards objectives, and spells out, for example, the types of i-deals
that can be granted and an approval or review process for them, could provide useful guidance for
managers as they respond to employee-requested exceptions or additions to standard HR policies.

Similarly, organizations’ communications about pay and about the processes by which pay is
determined affect not only employees’ knowledge level but also their perceptions that those pro-
cesses are fair, as well as their trust in the organization (Day 2012, Montag-Smit & Smit 2021),
findings that we expect would also extend to communication about benefits and total rewards.
And, in practice, communication about the processes by which key components of total rewards
(pay and benefits) are determined is more common than communication about detailed outcome
information such as pay levels (Arnold et al. 2018), although the latter is becoming more common.
In light of emerging research that suggests that not all employees desire specific information about
others’ pay levels (e.g., Scott et al 2015, Smit & Montag-Smit 2019), we urge managers to think
carefully about what the focus of pay communication should be in their own organizations. Also,
given that line managers are among the top sources from whom employees receive information,
ensuring thatmanagers are knowledgeable and able to explain the processes by which total rewards
are determined is a critical aspect of this communication process (Fulmer & Arnold 2020).

CONCLUSION

In tackling an article reviewing the vast compensation and benefits literature, we were under no
illusions that in the space allotted we would be able to be completely comprehensive. What we
have aimed for instead is a more modest ambition: to point out a few of the interesting landmarks
in the recent compensation, benefits, and total rewards landscape as we see them through our
unique bird’s-eye perspective. We hope that this review sparks fresh ideas and renewed attention
from scholars and helps to begin to address calls for more compensation and benefits [and dare we
say it, total rewards(!)] research that aligns better, both in volume and relevance, with the needs
and interests of HR professionals, managers, and organizations.
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