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Incentivation and motivation of participants in 
workplace health promotion programs is crucial 

Incentivation and motivation of participants 
in health promotion programs are critical 
factors in the fight against the most 
common health risk factors
But: only 34% of employees participate in 
worksite health promotion programs 
Drop out rates of up to 49% in these 
programs
Hence, it is important to offer well balanced 
health programs with an adequate level of 
incentives to improve the health status of 
the older growing society  

Background

The objective is the analysis of incentive and motivation mechanisms offered to 
people in workplace health promotion programs 
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The studies were identified through a structured 
search  

Structured search in May/June 2011 in selected online bibliographic databases: 
PubMed, JSTOR, WorldCat, Web of Science
Inclusion of articles from 1995 to 2011 
Use of different MeSH-terms or keywords during the search 
Screening of results according to the following criteria: 
- Article is about a health promotion study
- Article contains quantitative information about the combination or the study focus of incentives 

and motivation mechanisms of health promotion programs
- Article contains information about study design 
- Article is published and peer reviewed
- Article is written in English language 

Methods – selection process

The search resulted in 16.845 articles, whereby this number could be reduced to 42 
due to a review of titles (194) as well as of abstracts/full-text reviews
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Results from the included articles (1/3) 

Descriptive statistics
Increasing number of publications 
within the last four years with a peak 
around the year 2007 
- Based on the necessity to increase 

productivity as well as new IT innovations
Clustering of articles according to the 
research types literature review, (meta-) 
comment, experiment and survey shows 
a clear tendency towards experiment 
- Underlines the necessity for reliable data and 

the search for efficient mechanisms to 
increase current health intervention programs

The majority of articles contains a large 
number of participants
- The median of the participants is 375; with an 

n0.25 quartile of 181 and an n0.75 quartile of 
1047

Methods – data collection 
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Results from the included articles (2/3)

Qualitative implications
Identification of three major trends within the major 

findings
- Influence of social support/pressure

- Social pressure can act as a motivational factor
- But: only short-term implications for behavioral 

changes because most of the experimental 
designs featured a before/after treatment 

- The most common setup for the experiments was 
either a before/after treatment or a randomized 
controlled trial (RCT) 

- Difference between public vs. private locations
- Significant behavioral gap between public and 

private environments  
- Experiments show that subjects are more likely to 

participate in a public environment than in a 
private environment 

- Hence, there is an increased necessity for 
sustainable incentives in private environments 

Methods – data collection 
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Results from the included articles (3/3)

Qualitative implications
Identification of three major trends within the major 

findings
- Adoption of appropriate incentive mechanisms 

- Participants are often facing lock-in effects and 
behavioral changes require an appropriate 
incentive 

- Necessity to provide sufficient up-front incentives 
and to analyze which factors determine the 
subjective perception of “value” for these 
incentives

Methods – data collection 
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From the results of the research several implications 
can be drawn  

Peer pressure as well as peer support offer opportunities for improved health behavior 
There is a necessity of health related programs in public environments or at least a 
form of external support 
A high level of transparency (e.g. by sharing the data with trusted relatives) leverages 
the positive peer effects and provides a strong motivation for the participants to adjust 
their behavior 
The initial lock-in effect needs to be overcome by sufficient incentives; however, the 
definition of “sufficient” in this context remains unclear
Positive feedback from the subjects could be used as word-of-mouth or alumni 
networking building potential in order to provide insights and reduce the initial lock-in 
effects for new patients 

Discussion  

There is a shift towards IT-supported programs, however, there is a necessity to 
analyze a specification of IT supported incentives
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In the conduction of the systematic review several 
limitations were encountered

Selection of online data bases
Heterogeneity of information provided in the articles
Due to the English language criterion, there is a focus on the North American work 
sector 
Many programs lack the necessary scientific clearness and comparability

Limitations   
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The literature review shows a dissemination of methods 
that improved the programs over the past five years

The incentives used in the experiments take profit from the introduction of the IT 
solutions, as they allow for a more individualized approach of workplace health 
interventions 
However, classical incentives like money and merchandize prices will maintain their 
role as motivation drivers

Conclusion   

Future research should focus on insides about necessary combinations of incentives 
to achieve a high participation rate as well as an estimation about the utility of IT 
solutions in these programs
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