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Abstract: The importance of sustainable human resource practices is increasing yearly. During
COVID-19, many benefits and compensation strategies became increasingly important for employees.
Working environments are described as one of the main factors that affects people’s lives while
they are at work. This empirical study explores the impact of sustainable total reward strategies
on sustainable talented employee performance, satisfaction, and motivation in the education field,
using a quantitative research method. Data were collected from an annual survey developed by
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The participants of this
survey were residents of 47 different countries and economies, and a total of 153,682 teachers
participated. The annual survey’s main goal is to generate reliable, valid, and comparable population
estimates based on sample data. Data were analyzed using Pearson’s correlation and SPSS version
24. The findings of this research show a positive correlation between total sustainable rewards
and sustainable employee performance (B = 0.079, p < 0.01), satisfaction (B = 0.370, p < 0.01), and
motivation (B = 0.427, p < 0.01). These results might have social and economic implications, especially
in the educational sector.

Keywords: total reward; sustainable; performance; satisfaction; motivation

1. Introduction

According to Kuhlman and Farrington, the concept of employee sustainability is
defined as maintaining employee well-being for a long period of time [1]. Organiza-
tions currently face many challenges and threats from internal and external environments.
Recruiting and selecting the right employee is a significant challenge faced by HR pro-
fessionals in organizations. There is a great need to build sustainable organizations that
protect the environment [2]. There are many factors that impact the decisions and opera-
tions of organizations. Human resource management (HRM) functions, such as recruitment,
selection, training, and rewards, have been affected by these environmental forces. The
COVID-19 pandemic is an example of a direct external factor that affected organizations
during its outbreak [3]. Many organizations increased their focus on financial and non-
financial incentives during the pandemic to effectively manage their employees’ lives,
well-being, and engagement [4]. Organizations should formulate their reward strategies
within the context of political, social, legal, economic, and employment relations and the
labor market environment within which they are operating. This requires more adaptation
and new, innovative HRM strategies that enhance employee performance, satisfaction, and
motivation [5]. These environmental forces have generally affected all HRM functions
and specifically affected reward system components, including financial and non-financial
incentives. The concept of a total reward system includes many components, such as
total pay, attractive variable pay, benefits, recognition, and celebration. These components
have a direct impact on sustainable talent performance [6]. Human resource management
(HRM) has used the concept of a total reward system as an effective talent management
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tool for years. Organizations should use financial and non-financial incentives to attract,
motivate, and retain their employees [7]. In addition, organizations should offer a suitable
reward policy that meets the real needs of employees [8]. HRM formulates effective reward
strategies to attract, motivate, and retain talented employees since talented employees have
a direct impact on sustainable organizational performance.

Organizations might attract and retain competent and talented employees who pos-
itively contribute to organizations’ missions by developing and implementing effective
HRM strategies and, more specifically, effective total reward strategies. This might con-
tribute to productive, motivated, engaged, and satisfied employees.

This study explores the impact of total reward strategies—including financial and
non-financial incentives—in education. It aims to determine how sustainable total reward
strategies affect employee performance, satisfaction, and motivation. The findings might
impact the development of employees’ social lives at work. In addition, these findings
might economically and environmentally impact organizations. This research uses inter-
national evidence from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) database, which is considered one of the most reliable data providers in the world.

This empirical study aims to highlight how effective and sustainable total reward
strategies—including financial and non-financial incentives—affect employee performance,
satisfaction, and motivation at work. Employees faced many challenges during the COVID-
19 pandemic, especially those who work in the education field. This study is important
because it provides international evidence about keeping talented and satisfied employees
in the educational sector in a post-pandemic context.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Total Reward Strategies and Sustainable Employee Performance

Organizations face environmental factors that differ from one industry to another and
from one country to another. These environmental factors might affect the sustainability
of HRM operations. A perfect reward system usually adapts to any changes created by
the internal or external reward environment. HRM must alter and change its reward and
incentives system to adapt to environmental changes [9]. Therefore, the role of reward
professionals is to regularly scan and analyze environmental forces, adjust to current market
rates, and meet environmental challenges related to the reward system.

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted an organization’s environment and its ability
to attract, retain, motivate, and reward people [10]. Globally, most organizations were
forced to revisit their reward policies, systems, and strategies. COVID-19 might also have
affected organizations’ plans to compensate their employees. Many organizations started
to freeze or cut their employees’ payments, especially financial components such as regular
allowances.

Rewarding employees is considered a vital aspect of HR practices. An effective reward
strategy is formulated to align with an organization’s mission and strategy [11–14]. This
might help organizations compete and attain their corporate goals.

Organizations should ensure alignment between their reward strategy and their
corporate strategy. This might improve employee productivity, motivation, performance,
and organizational effectiveness [15–17]. In addition, an organization might consider
its employees as the employer of their choice. This might help improve their morale,
engagement, and motivational level.

The reward might include all tangible and intangible resources provided by organiza-
tions for employee contributions [18,19]. These contributions usually translate into high
performance and should be directly related to the reward level [20,21].

Organizations adopt a fair rewards policy to attain their goals, promote higher perfor-
mance, support work culture, define appropriate behavior, and align reward practices with
people’s needs [22]. Therefore, organizations review their reward strategies from time to
time to ensure that they reflect the current market’s situation and remain competitive.
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The concept of total reward is a hybrid system of rewards that aims to combine both
the financial and non-financial elements of employees’ benefits [23]. Employees should
value both themselves and their work.

As a general rule, employers use the total reward to create a balance between the
intrinsic and extrinsic rewards designed to motivate employees effectively. In addition, em-
ployers believe that approaches to rewards may not have the same effect on all employees’
motivational levels. Therefore, the total reward might help employers to use all possible
ways to satisfy different people’s needs at work and create an engaging workplace [6,24].

The total reward concept is more comprehensive than the traditional compensation
and benefits concept. Reward professionals should consider all changes in the internal
and external environment when designing the total reward system. The total reward
components might include base pay, variable pay, stock plans, and recognition programs,
as well as supporting processes of these programs. In 2000, The Total Reward Association
developed its model to include different, such as compensation, well-being, benefits,
development, and recognition. Many studies attempted to determine how aspects of total
reward are valued by employees. Therefore, the concept of total reward has been developed
to include all components valued by employees at different times.

Employers design their total reward to improve the level of employee engagement
at work [25]. These components are used by many organizations as guidelines to design
their total reward system [26]. However, the idea of the total reward itself aligns with the
outcomes of different motivational theories and tries to contain different elements valued
by different employees.

The total reward must always encompass all elements that employees value in their
employment relationship. These might include competitive compensation, benefits, devel-
opment, and work environment [27].

Reward professionals should monitor the perception of employees through regular
surveys to understand their rewarding preferences. In addition, reward professionals
should use the results of data collected from employees’ surveys to modify the total reward
system and keep it up to date with the current needs of all employees.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Total Reward Strategies Improve Talented Employees’ Performance.

2.2. Financial Reward Strategies and Talented Employees’ Satisfaction

An effective reward system should contain both financial and non-financial forms of
rewards. These components should be integrated to achieve the overall effectiveness of the
reward system.

The financial rewards strategy includes all rewards that have a financial value and
affect employees’ total remuneration. It includes base pay, contingent pay, skills pay,
and financial recognition schemes [28]. Researchers have studied the impact of financial
rewards on employees’ motivation, engagement, and performance [29–32]. It might impact
the organization’s output and translate into high performance [33].

The value of financial incentives in the eyes of employees is influenced by many
factors, such as job evaluation, job position, business environment, etc.

Organizations should develop financial incentives to improve their attractiveness
as well as employability rate. Although financial reward is important for employees,
organizations should consider market rates and employees’ total costs. Previous researchers
have addressed myths related to the impact of the financial reward, such as labor rates
and labor costs having an equal impact; therefore, managers should control labor rates to
decrease labor costs as well as employee costs [34].

Generally, employers use the total reward as a means to create a balance between the
intrinsic and extrinsic rewards designed to effectively motivate employees. In addition,
employers believe that reward approaches may not have the same effect on all employees’
motivational levels. Therefore, the total reward might help employers to use all possible
ways to satisfy different people’s needs at work.
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The total reward concept is broad than the idea of traditional compensation and
benefits. Reward professionals should consider all changes in the internal and external
environment when designing the total reward system. The concept includes different
elements, such as development opportunities, and flexible working arrangements, in
addition to the wider pay and benefits package [35–37]. As stated by the WorldatWork
model, to effectively reward people, a total reward system should include the five main
reward elements: remuneration, benefits, work–life balance, performance and recognition,
and development and career opportunities.

The main components of the financial system under the umbrella of a total reward
system might include payments, remunerations, and other benefits. Organizations aim to
formulate their payment system to be fair and consistent. It should reflect and tie to the
performance system. The pay-for-performance system is seen as merit pay that focuses on
the direct relationship between job performance and the value of rewards [38]. Previous
researchers found a positive correlation between the pay-for-performance system and
employee satisfaction [39].

Traditionally, organizations pay salaries, bonuses, and other benefits to motivate their
employees. All these types of financial incentives are classified under financial reward.
These practices are supported by different motivational theories that encourage the idea
of positive reinforcement for employee behavior. For example, the expectancy theory
states that people will be motivated when they expect worthwhile rewards for their efforts.
People will behave and react positively if they expect positive outcomes and benefits that
are greater than their efforts [40].

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Financial Reward Strategies Improve Talented Employees’ Satisfaction.

2.3. Non-Financial Reward Strategies and Talented Employees’ Motivation

In the modern world, organizations face the direct implications of the COVID-19
pandemic. During this situation, reward professionals need to consider different and
inclusive elements of reward when formulating reward strategies, including people’s
well-being, health and safety procedures, and mental health programs.

Organizations use many practices as non-financial incentives, such as team events,
flexi-arrangements, subsidized meals, training programs, and additional holidays. These
practices have a limited time to affect an employer’s current performance objectives [41].

Organizations use the total reward system as a strategic tool to attract and retain
motivated, engaged, and high-performing employees.

This might be easily achieved if an organization creates and sustains an effective
reward system that combines financial and non-financial incentives. The total reward asso-
ciation developed its model in 2000 to include different components, such as compensation,
well-being, benefits, development, and recognition.

Recognition schemes, career development, and other non-financial incentives consider
key motivators for employees. Some studies on total reward systems attempted to explore
those factors that are most important for attracting and retaining R&D workers. Some
of these studies found that work itself ranked as the most important factor, followed by
long-term career opportunities and unique work culture, followed by cash compensation,
although the latter was less of a concern for employees [42].

Non-financial rewards appear to be very important, especially during the period of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Organizations around the globe that decide to focus on this type
of incentive might include mental health and well-being programs. These programs are
more cost-effective than financial incentives.

Organizations might use non-financial incentives to manage and control employees’
behavior and performance. However, some may criticize the impact of non-financial
rewards due to employees’ lack of awareness of their importance. In addition, employees
might value the same non-financial reward differently according to different factors, such
as experience, position, and current needs.
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Hypothesis 3 (H3). Non-Financial Reward Strategies Correlates with the Talented Employees’
Motivation.

2.4. Talent Management

COVID-19 has created an added risk for talent management operations. Many busi-
nesses are finding it difficult to attract, retain, and motivate their talented employees during
the pandemic. Thus, talent management is considered a crucial issue in today’s business
environment.

The concept of talent management has been defined in different ways since it first
appeared during the 1990s. This concept and other concepts, such as talent strategy,
succession management, and human resource planning, are interchangeably used by
researchers [43]. Researchers define talent management as the ability of the organization
to ensure that the right employee is in the right job at the right time [44]. The concept
of talent management is described as a collection of the main human resource practices,
operations, functions, and activities, such as recruitment, selection, training, professional
development, and performance management. Organizations try to attract, retain and
develop the talent pool to meet the competition of market needs. Talented employees
should be treated differently. HR departments need to formulate effective strategies that
encourage employees to positively participate and make a difference in the organization’s
market.

Talented employees with the right skills and capabilities are distinguished from other
employees by their capital, which enables them to make a difference inside organizations
and add value to their customers [45–47]. HR managers should understand the real
working needs of their talent pool. To enable talented employees to make a difference, an
organization should demonstrate great involvement behavior.

Talent management is the critical and strategic function of HRM in all organizations.
Talented employees will help organizations to have a competitive advantage and sustain
their business operations. A distinctive competence can easily be developed through a
talent management strategy. A strategic HR is one that develops a partnership with their
employees. They need to build positive expectations in the working environment. This
will help people to be creative, participative, and competitive.

Talented employees are expected to generate value in the educational sector. Thus, the
HR department in the educational sector should formulate and implement effective talent
management policies that align with an organization’s corporate strategy.

During this scenario, reward professionals need to consider different and inclusive
elements of reward when formulating reward strategies, which might include people’s
well-being, health and safety procedures, and mental health programs. This can be reflected
in the following research model (Figure 1):
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3. Research Methodology
3.1. Research Design

This paper uses a quantitative research method to highlight how reward strategies,
including financial and non-financial incentives, affect talent management. It uses reli-
able international data collected through the Teaching and Learning International Survey
(TALIS). A representative sample of teachers and schools in 47 countries were asked annu-
ally about their attitudes towards their working conditions, including the total rewards.
TALIS aims to provide valid, timely, and comparable information on education resources
and facilities to help countries’ leaders review and define policies to improve and develop
teaching professions. This will translate to a high level of job satisfaction for working
employees.

3.2. Population and Sample

The main population of the data is the lower secondary teachers and leaders of schools
in 200 schools per country/economy who were randomly selected (20 teachers and one
school leader per school). The total participants include 47,551 (30.9%) male teachers and
106,123 (69.1%) female teachers. About 153,682 lower secondary teachers responded to this
survey.

3.3. Measures

The TALIS uses different statements to construct variables related to talented employee
satisfaction and motivation. The survey adopts LIKERT” 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree;
3 = agree; 4 = strongly agree). To assess employee satisfaction, the survey contained relevant
statements such as: “Feeling I am satisfied with my performance in this school; Feeling I
enjoy working at this school; Feeling I would recommend my school as a good place to work;
Feeling I think that the teaching profession is valued in society”. In addition, the reward
satisfaction was assessed by different statements, including “Incentives received Non-
monetary support for activities outside working hours; Incentives received Reimbursement
or payment of costs; Incentives received Materials needed for the activities; Incentives
received monetary supplements for activities outside working hours; Incentives received
Non-monetary rewards; Incentives received Non-monetary professional benefits; Incentives
received increased salary”.

3.4. Data Analysis

This study used the SPSS software version 24 to analyze the collected data as provided
by TALIS in SPSS file format. This file includes data related to each variable of this
study. The Pearson correlation was used to analyze the relationships between the main
variables. The data include the financial incentives received by employees during their
regular working hours. In addition, all data on non-financial benefits, reimbursement, or
any cost of living indirect payments were analyzed to assess employees’ satisfaction with
these non-financial benefits.

4. Results

Table 1 shows the positive correlation between the total rewards strategies and talented
employees’ performance (B = 0.079, p < 0.01). Thus, employees perceived that an effective
reward strategy that reflects both financial and non-financial benefits improved their
performance [21,48]. This happens through sustainable motivation, which translates into
a high level of job satisfaction. The role of the organization’s management is to adopt
all available tools to attract, retain, and motivate their talented employees. This finding
corroborates the results of previous studies on total reward and its relationship with
employees’ performance. This supports the idea of adopting combinations of variable pay,
recognition, celebration, and benefits as essential strategic tools to provide a total reward
package [6,49–51].
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Table 1. Correlation between total rewards strategies and talented employees’ performance.

Total Rewards Talented Employees’ Performance

Total Reward Strategies

Pearson Correlation 1 0.079 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000

N 153,682 153,682

Talented Employees’
Performance

Pearson Correlation 0.079 ** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000

N 153,682 153,682

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 2 shows a strong positive correlation between financial reward strategies and
talented employees’ satisfaction (r = 0.370, p < 0.01). The Pearson correlation coefficient
is strong and positive. Thus, employees perceived that suitable financial rewards might
improve their performance at work [52]. When there is a high level of satisfaction, orga-
nizations can generally improve the retention rate among all employees, especially those
who are talented [53].

This finding supports H2 and corroborates the results of many previous studies on
this relationship [6,54–57].

Table 2. Correlation between financial reward strategies and talented employees’ satisfaction.

Talented Employees’ Satisfaction Financial Rewards Strategies

Talented Employees’
Satisfaction

Pearson Correlation 1 0.370 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000

N 153,682 153,682

Financial Reward Strategies

Pearson Correlation 0.370 ** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000

N 153,682 153,682

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 3 shows statistically significant correlations (positive) between non-financial
rewards and talented employees’ motivation (r = 0.427, p < 0.01). Thus, these results support
H3, which also agrees with previous findings [21,58–61]. It appears that organizations
design their total reward system to include a portfolio of non-financial incentives to improve
the employees’ motivational levels. This can help organizations attract, retain, and engage
with their employees [58].

Table 3. Correlation between non-financial reward strategies and talented employees’ motivation.

Non-Financial Reward Strategies Talented Employees’ Motivation

Non-Financial Reward
Strategies

Pearson Correlation 1 0.427 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000

N 153,682 153,682

Talented Employees’
Motivation

Pearson Correlation 0.427 ** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000

N 153,682 153,682

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Tables 4 and 5 show population characteristics. Table 4 shows the distribution of
respondents. Approximately 69.1% are female, and 30.9% are male. This reflects a high level
of participation and diversity in terms of gender. Table 5 shows our study’s importance;
approximately 47 countries participated in the TALIS survey. The database of TALIS
provides researchers with deep opportunities to explore their ideas.

Table 4. Gender profile.

Gender—T

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid

Female 106,123 69.1 69.1 69.1

Male 47,551 30.9 30.9 100.0

Total 153,674 100.0 100.0

Total 153,682 100.0

Table 5. Countries Profile.

Frequency Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid

Alberta (Canada) 1077 0.7 0.7

Australia 3573 2.3 3.0

Austria 4255 2.8 5.8

Belgium 5257 3.4 9.2

Brazil 2447 1.6 10.8

Bulgaria 2862 1.9 12.7

Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires (Argentina) 2099 1.4 14.0

Chile 1963 1.3 15.3

Colombia 2398 1.6 16.9

Croatia 3358 2.2 19.1

Cyprus 1611 1.0 20.1

Czech Republic 3447 2.2 22.3

Denmark 2001 1.3 23.7

England (United Kingdom) 2376 1.5 25.2

Estonia 3004 2.0 27.2

Finland 2851 1.9 29.0

France 3006 2.0 31.0

Georgia 3101 2.0 33.0

Hungary 3245 2.1 35.1

Israel 2627 1.7 36.8

Italy 3612 2.4 39.2

Japan 3555 2.3 41.5

Kazakhstan 6566 4.3 45.7

Korea 2931 1.9 47.6

Latvia 2315 1.5 49.2

Lithuania 3759 2.4 51.6

Malta 1656 1.1 52.7
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Table 5. Cont.

Frequency Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Mexico 2926 1.9 54.6

Netherlands 1884 1.2 55.8

New Zealand 2257 1.5 57.3

Norway 4154 2.7 60.0

Portugal 3676 2.4 62.4

Romania 3658 2.4 64.7

Russian Federation 4011 2.6 67.4

Saudi Arabia 2744 1.8 69.1

Shanghai (China) 3976 2.6 71.7

Singapore 3280 2.1 73.9

Slovak Republic 3015 2.0 75.8

Slovenia 2094 1.4 77.2

South Africa 2046 1.3 78.5

Spain 7407 4.8 83.3

Sweden 2782 1.8 85.2

Chinese Taipei 3835 2.5 87.6

Turkey 3952 2.6 90.2

United Arab Emirates 8648 5.6 95.8

United States 2560 1.7 97.5

Viet Nam 3825 2.5 100.0

Total 153682 100.0

5. Discussion

This study aimed to explore the impact of total reward strategies—financial and non-
financial—on the talented employees’ sustainable performance, satisfaction, and motivation.
We mainly focused on talented employees in the educational sector, which considers one of
the sectors with the greatest impact on employees’ productivity.

This study used international data to highlight how total reward strategies—including
financial and non-financial incentives—affect talent management, especially in the educa-
tional sector.

The results of this study show a positive correlation between total rewards and talented
employees’ performance. This finding supports the results of previous studies [54,62] and
reflects the importance of designing and implementing an effective total reward system
that aligns with the real needs of talented employees.

Management in the educational sector should create and sustain an effective reward
system that adheres to market changes and people’s preferences. Talented employees
should be encouraged to participate in the continuous development of the total reward
system.

The idea of a sustainable total reward concept should be developed to meet everyday
changes. Management should continuously review and develop current reward practices.
There is a need to develop sophisticated reward tools that satisfy the real needs of talented
employees at all times.

In addition, the results of this research show a strong positive correlation between
financial rewards and talented employees’ satisfaction, which was verified by previous
research [63,64]. The issue of employee satisfaction is considered a very important field of
research. The level of sustainable employee satisfaction can easily be improved by creating
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a total reward system that aligns with the organization’s mission, meets market needs, and
is appreciated by all employees.

6. Conclusions

Management in the educational sector should assess and monitor the satisfaction level
among all members and attempt to understand the most impactful factors on this level.
This leads to improving talented employees’ commitment and overall performance.

There is a great need to create and sustain an effective reward system that aligns with
an organization’s strategies, and the issue of talented employees is especially important.
There are many challenges that organizations are currently facing. Therefore, it is highly
recommended that sustainable HRM practices are adopted to enable organizations to
attract, retain, satisfy, motivate, and improve their overall performance.

Formulating a total reward strategy to include financial and non-financial incentives
is essential. In addition to providing financial incentives, such as base pay, allowances,
and other compensation schemes, it is also recommended to provide non-financial in-
centives, such as professional development, well-being initiatives, and flexible working
arrangements. HRM should assess the real needs of talented employees and attempt to
accommodate these needs. This practice might help to attract, retain, motivate, and improve
the performance of talented employees.

7. Theoretical Contributions

This study highlights the significant role of the sustainable total reward strategy, reflect-
ing the impact of financial and non-financial incentives on talented employees. We show
how sustainable total reward strategies are related to talented employees’ performance,
satisfaction, and motivation. The findings of this research are supported by well-known
theories, such as motivational theories, job satisfaction theory, and talent management
practices. Managers can improve the effectiveness of HRM practices by adopting evidence-
based management. Thus, the theoretical framework of this study is crucial for improving
managerial decisions.

8. Practical Implications

This study highlights the importance of a sustainable total reward strategy, especially
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of this study offer different practical impli-
cations, especially for the HRM decision-makers. HRM specialists and, more specifically,
compensation and benefits professionals can use the findings of this study as evidence
to thoroughly explore their organizations’ total reward strategies. Studying the effective
components of both financial and non-financial incentives is especially important. An effec-
tive total reward strategy that creates a balance between these components is expected to
improve an organization’s talented employees’ performance, satisfaction, and motivation,
leading to a high and sustainable overall organizational performance.

9. Limitations and Implications for Future Research

Future studies should focus on how other sustainable HRM practices, such as re-
cruitment, selection, training, and performance appraisal, might affect talented employees’
performance, especially during the current and future pandemics, such as the COVID-19
pandemic.

This study focuses on talented employees in the field of education. These findings
might show different results in other sectors, such as banking and healthcare, etc. Future
research can highlight the impact of sustainable reward strategies on talented employees’
sustainable performance, satisfaction, and motivation in other organizations facing different
environmental challenges. In addition, future researchers should study the impact of
sustainable HRM practices in general to assess both direct and mediating relationships
with other variables.
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