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From paid time off to dog walkers, 
the perks offered in a total rewards 

program can be key to attracting 
and keeping the right employees. 
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Jobs and skills are changing at an increasingly rapid 
pace, creating a new dynamic in the workforce. With 
unemployment rates at historic lows and immigra-
tion policies that will allow for fewer foreign work-

ers, employers need to be creative in how they attract and 
retain the talent they desire. 

The current state and future of work requires organiza-
tions to be nimble. Gone are the days of hierarchical, top-
down corporate policies that lack insight into what employ-
ees desire. Employees now want a voice and are seeking 
more control over their work lives and allowances for their 
personal lives. They also want consideration for their overall 
well-being and more autonomy to fulfill their purpose in and 
out of the workplace. If they are not heard, they may go to 
the competitor down the street, not for an additional buck or 
two an hour, but because the competitor offers them better 
perks for being a part of the team. 

Benefits and other work perks are so important that nearly 
80% of all U.S. employees, and 90% of Millennial employees, 
prefer new or additional benefits over a pay increase.1 But it’s 
not enough to blindly offer more benefits and perks; employ-
ers must use data received from employees to intentionally 
design a program that meets their needs. 

Total Rewards Defined
Total rewards is defined differently by many people. 

Compensation and benefits like retirement, health insur-
ance and employee assistance programs (EAPs) typically 
come to mind when most folks think of total rewards. Tech-
nically speaking, however, total rewards packages include 
everything employees receive from their employer. From 
paid time off (PTO) to dog walkers, health insurance to 
meditation rooms, career training to financial well-being 
programs, benefits offered in a total rewards program are 
the differentiator between employees and contract workers. 
They also can be the key difference maker in the ability to 
retain top talent.

While many of the benefits and perks in a total rewards 
package result in costs to the employer, that does not neces-
sarily make them compensation in the eyes of the employee. 
For example, physical workspace is a big part of total re-
wards. However, you may be hard-pressed to find employ-
ees who believe their stand-up desk is part of their compen-
sation package. On the flip side, employees who are given 
stand-up desks may feel the employer has a vested interest 

in their well-being and therefore feel more valued as an em-
ployee, ultimately leading to higher productivity.

Let’s look at another scenario. Concierge services like on-
site dry cleaning pickup are a big perk that employers are 
implementing. This service is part of a total rewards package. 
However, in many cases, the employer does not pay anything 
since the costs are charged directly to the employee. It’s an 
added service that adds convenience to employees’ lives, giv-
ing them one less thing they have to worry about doing when 
they get off work. It adds value.

Designing a Total Rewards Program
When it comes to total rewards, there is both good news 

and bad news, which just so happens to be the same news: 
There isn’t an off-the-shelf total rewards program. Creating 
a unique program may be more work, but it allows employ-
ers the ability to differentiate their rewards programs from 
the competition while leveraging the values their companies 
cherish most.

Many organizations try to model their programs to re-
flect what others are doing. While one organization may 
indeed offer the same benefits and perks as another down 
the street, the cost, utilization and perceived value of those 
benefits may vary drastically. This is because every employer 
and every workforce is different. They may have similarities 
in geography, industry and size; however, internal cultures 
vary greatly between employers even if they are similarly 
situated. It is critical to know the particular wants and needs 
of a workforce prior to designing a total rewards program. 

To design an optimal total rewards strategy for your orga-
nization, you need to understand six key factors.

1. Organization Values
Understanding your organization’s values allows you to 

design an employee value proposition (EVP) that aligns with 
those values and serves as a basis on which to design a total 
rewards strategy. 

Creating or reevaluating an EVP should be the first con-
crete step to optimizing your total rewards program. The 
EVP should be unique to your organization, avoiding obvi-
ous cliché terms like customer first and ethical. Instead, focus 
on crafting the EVP in a way that lets your current workforce, 
as well as your future recruits, know why they should work 
for you. Show how you are different from all of the other em-
ployers vying for their talent. 

total rewards programs
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In addition, the EVP should be rel-
evant to your entire workforce. Wheth-
er you operate in one or two locations, 
have a large number of remote workers 
or are a multinational employer, the 
value you bring to employees should be 
defined equally regardless of your geo-
graphical footprint.

Are you a “people first” organiza-
tion? If so, shout it from the rooftops, 
but be certain to back it up in mean-
ingful ways that support individual em-
ployee well-being and career growth. 

Tip: Many companies claim to be 
“people first” but lack the leadership, 
culture and rewards programs that sup-
port that declaration. Having median 
benefits and rewards across the board 
may not convey the “people first” mes-
sage to employees, so it is imperative 
to have the proper programs in place 
prior to making those claims; other-
wise, you risk tarnishing your employer 
reputation. 

2. Organizational Goals
Aligning your total rewards pro-

gram to your company’s immedi-
ate, midterm and long-term strategic 
goals is critical to achieving desired 
outcomes. To properly align the to-
tal rewards program with your orga-
nizational goals, you need a specific 
understanding of the workforce in 
terms of structure, behavior, capa-
bilities and performance. In addition, 
you need to understand how those 
categories are expected to change in 
the future. This requires taking a hard 
look at your current workforce, gaug-
ing whether it’s equipped to reach the 
organizational goals, and determining 
the skills and knowledge needed going 
forward. Does the talent you are able 
to bring in have the skills, experience 

and aptitude to help move the compa-
ny forward at the desired pace? If not, 
how do you get there? 

Even though financial compensa-
tion is still the primary factor prospec-
tive employees consider when choos-
ing an employer, they also are looking 
at the additional benefits and perks 
employers offer prior to making a deci-
sion. Because the labor market is tight-
er than ever and most employers offer 
median compensation for new hires, it 
is important to provide robust benefits 
and work perks to differentiate yourself 
from the competition. A good starting 
point is to identify what top perform-
ers want and need and model your pro-
gram to reflect what they value. While 
you don’t necessarily need to be in the 
90th percentile for every element of 
your rewards program, making sure 
you differentiate your program by beef-
ing up a few select offerings that align 

with your stated company values and 
employee needs will have a lasting im-
pact.

Talent attraction is a big factor in 
your total rewards design; however, tal-
ent retention is far more significant. In 
fact, a well-designed and -executed to-
tal rewards program creates a culture of 
employee well-being and safety, allow-
ing for a more engaged workforce and 
lower unwanted turnover. An engaged 
workforce significantly outperforms an 
unengaged workforce, ultimately lead-
ing the way to improved business out-
comes, as shown in the figure above.

Tip: You need a clear understand-
ing of the type of talent your company 
needs to meet its strategic goals so that 
you can design the appropriate total re-
wards program for the workforce you 
are working to attract and retain and 
propel your organization to its desired 
goals. 
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FIGURE
The Impact of Employee Engagement on Business Outcomes*

*  When compared with business units in the bottom quartile of engagement, those in the top 
quartile realize improvements in these business outcomes.

Source: 2017 Gallup State of the American Workplace report.
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3.  How the Existing Workforce 
Values Your Current Total  
Rewards Program
As mentioned previously, it is impor-

tant for employees to have a voice. Ask-
ing what employees value, dislike and 
want more of in their total rewards is 
key to developing a program that speaks 
to a workforce. Mediums such as annual 
or biannual surveys, pulse surveys, focus 
groups and coalitions are all good ways 
to gauge workforce opinions. The more 
granular, the better. Understanding em-
ployee opinions based on age, race, gen-
der, location and job type, as well as cat-
egories like high performers and those 
who are a flight risk, provide valuable 
data points for designing an inclusive 
rewards program.

Providing employees with the right 
balance of desired programs has a di-
rect correlation to increased productiv-
ity within an organization. In fact, 84% 
of employees with high benefit satis-
faction report high job satisfaction.2 
To strike the right balance, you must 
understand what your employees truly 
want and need. How do your employ-
ees perceive their current rewards pro-
gram? Are there any outdated programs 
that are hampering the current rewards 
program? Could those programs be cut 
back or eliminated to free up funding 
to enhance current programs or add 
new ones that meet workforce desires?

While having an overall total re-
wards strategy is necessary, it is im-

portant to note that specific programs 
can be rolled out to certain employees. 
Salespeople, executives and star per-
formers often have different compo-
nents of a rewards program available to 
them than other segments of the work-
force. Segmentation based on location, 
employee demographics or individual 
objectives also are quite common.

Tip: Don’t expose employees to 
surveys, focus groups, coalitions, etc., 
unless there is a correlating plan of 
action. While employees don’t expect 
miracles, inaction will lead to reluc-
tance to provide feedback in the future.

4.  What Do Your Talent  
Competitors Offer?
Knowing what your competitors of-

fer allows you to design a program that 
rivals, and potentially outperforms, the 
employers competing for your talent. 
Offering a standard total rewards pack-
age does not allow for a competitive 
advantage. Instead, you can set your 
organization apart by creating a unique 
program that aligns with your specific 
organizational goals and values. 

In addition, benchmarking your 
programs to see how you compare 
based on your geography, industry and 
size will give you the insights necessary 
to create a program that is different and 
better and help you improve your cul-
ture and employer brand.

Tip: When comparing your pro-
grams with others, look at employers 

that are similarly situated, but also cast 
a wide net. The workforce is mobile, 
and many job skills transfer among 
industries. Make sure you see the big 
picture.

5.  Your Company’s Reputation  
as an Employer
All companies have a reputation, and 

that reputation becomes your brand. In 
the past, that reputation was based on 
word of mouth and the occasional news 
article or broadcast. Today, reputation 
is real-time and far-reaching because of 
social media and the transparency cre-
ated by websites like Glassdoor®. Your 
company reputation has a direct con-
nection to talent attraction and reten-
tion and ultimately financial outcomes. 
How does your reputation impact the 
type of talent you can recruit? How do 
you work to maintain or improve your 
employer brand?

A total rewards package is directly 
linked to an employee’s feeling of value 
and satisfaction. Designing a program 
where the financial allocation directly 
and positively impacts employees will 
have a genuine impact on your employ-
er brand.

Rewards and recognition programs 
that focus on experiences instead of 
cash create that sense of value and are 
among the most highly regarded total 
rewards initiatives by all levels of em-
ployees. These programs give employ-
ees lasting, positive memories and a 
sense of value that is tied back to your 
company. 

Imagine how you would feel if your 
employer sent you for a spa day with 
your significant other, to a Broadway 
show or, if you’re a real thrill seeker, 
to go skydiving solely because you do 
your job very, very well. These experi-

total rewards programs
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ences are memorable, and they tell a great story. When peo-
ple feel valued at a company, their praise leads to a positive 
reputation both inside and outside of the organization. Key 
performance indicators increase as employee satisfaction in-
creases. 

Tip: Make sure your company is actively engaged on web-
sites like Glassdoor® and LinkedIn®.

6.  Can You Design a Rewards Program  
to Meet Your Goals at a Sustainable Cost?
A cost-benefit analysis will allow you to determine the 

strategic priorities of a rewards program and develop a mul-
tiyear process to roll out new programs, modify existing pro-
grams and roll back underutilized, costly programs. You will 
also be able to determine the appropriate cost per employee 
that will allow for the implementation of programs that reso-
nate with your workforce.

Determining which programs you should roll out as part 
of primary, secondary and tertiary initiatives is sometimes 
difficult. Certain programs may be more appealing than 
others, and more costly. Developing a strategy that factors 
in employee desires and budget constraints is usually nec-
essary.

For example, student loan repayment plans (SLRPs) are 
an attractive benefit for some employees. However, these 
plans can be quite costly, depending on workforce composi-
tion and the monthly allocation for each enrolled employee. 
Given the cost, SLRPs may not be an option in the first year 
of a total rewards program. However, rolling back underval-
ued programs can free up money for better suited benefits, 
like SLRPs, in the future. Instead, you can consider imple-
menting programs that are not as costly in the first year. 
Typically, the same employees who find SLRPs attractive also 
would be interested in less expensive perks like flexible work 
time, paid volunteer hours, mentorship programs, and on-
site, employee-paid chair massages. 

From another viewpoint, some lower paid workforces 
may want increased employer retirement contributions or 
(more) paid vacation time. Again, those options may be too 
costly to implement in year one; but with cost controls put 
on other programs, it may be possible to make those wants 
a reality down the road. In the meantime, perks like on-site, 
employee-paid food trucks, employee discount programs, 
family fun days and tangible objects like good pens and T-
shirts can go a long way in showing you care.

A multiyear strategy will allow you, through continuous 
employee feedback, to determine the best investment and al-
location to maximize employee behaviors and attitudes going 
forward, even during volatile workforce and market times.

Tip: Some benefits may be taxable, which could have im-
plications for your company and/or your employees. It is im-
portant to consult a tax advisor prior to implementing new 
programs.

Bonus: Multinational Total Rewards
With 79% of global employers ranking employee experi-

ence as very important, it is crucial for multinational organi-
zations to develop a global EVP and benefits philosophy that 
ensure a positive employee experience and operational ex-
cellence.3 Implementing a multinational rewards program is 
complex, considering that every country has different compul-
sory requirements as well as employee expectations. However, 
you should give the same considerations to your global work-
force on a country-by-country basis that you give in the U.S.

Begin by gaining an understanding of how employees in 
each country perceive their current programs. Understand 
the competitive landscape in that country and region. How 
does that competition impact the quality of worker you can 
attract and retain? What other local and regional obstacles 
are relevant in the area where your facilities are located? 
Understand your reputation in those markets from an em-
ployer brand perspective, and determine how to improve 
that brand, if needed. 
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takeaways
•  A total rewards package includes compensation and traditional 

benefits such as retirement savings plans and health care, but it 
also can include perks like concierge services, career develop-
ment or stand-up desks.

•  Nearly 80% of all U.S. employees, and 90% of Millennial employ-
ees, prefer new or additional benefits over a pay increase.

•  Employers should make sure to understand the wants and needs 
of their workforce when designing a total rewards program.

•  A total rewards program should be aligned with the value of an 
organization as well as its immediate, midterm and long-term 
strategic goals.

•  Employers should consider what benefits competitors are offering 
and how their total rewards package affects their reputation as 
an employer.
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Once you understand those elements, take a step back 
and look at your global operations broadly. Determine what 
programs make sense financially and how much you should 
spend on a country-by-country basis. Then align your in-
country programs with the overarching company values and 
goals.

Tip: Leverage in-country human resources business part-
ners to promote excitement around surveys and lead in-
country initiatives for focus groups and coalitions. 

Summary
Employee satisfaction is directly linked with benefits and 

workplace program satisfaction, which influences culture 
and engagement. Developing a total rewards strategy that 
aligns with your organizational values and goals, while also 
matching your employees’ indicated wants and needs, is im-
perative to reducing turnover and attracting the talent you 
desire to help achieve company objectives.

Employees are the voice to your employer brand, and they 
fuel your business outcomes. If they are treated well, they will 
tout how great you are as an employer even after their tenure 
has ended. Those same advocates are often, depending on in-
dustry, customers and/or a referral base for your company 
for life.  
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