
How to motivate 
employees
Survey insights and action items  
from 2,459 employees  
across industries.
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So, you’re struggling with employee motivation?  
Well, you are certainly not alone.

69% 
 51%

of workers don’t feel engaged, energized 
or enthusiastic about work  and  are 
looking for new jobs.

Finding ways to motivate, retain and engage your employees in 
an ever-changing landscape is challenging. Especially when 
your own expectations are higher than ever before and your 
employees want more than just a pay check. They expect 
purpose, recognition, flexibility, and leadership that genuinely 
supports them.


That’s why we created this guide.


So, we surveyed almost 3000 employees to find out:


 Motivates them most at work

 Demotivates them most at work

 Will retain them, long-ter

 Good management means to the

 Tools and resources that will motivate them to 
reach beyond their goals at work

We will go over action items and strategies that you can 
implement today based on the survey results. Giving you the 
insights you need to ensure team success—all while you 
navigate burnout, employee disengagement, cut budgets 
and everything else our current market is throwing your way.

Introduction

https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2023-10-24-rhr-gartner-hr-research-finds-only-31-percent-of-employees-report-they-are-engaged
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/653711/great-detachment-why-employees-feel-stuck.aspx
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company size

60%
Less than 200 

Employees

More than 200 
Employees

40%

Methodology
To create this report, we surveyed just under 
2500 employees who were ZayZoon customers 
between September and October 2023. 


To be clear, ZayZoon “customers” are 
employees who currently use 

 The 
surveyed employees do not work at or have 
any other affiliation with ZayZoon. 


They are employees just like yours, a diverse 
group who work in various industries across 
the US.


ZayZoon’s 
financial empowerment platform.

Employer insights

Research Scope
(2459 Employees Surveyed)

60%
Between 6 months - 3 years

Time at current Employer

Under 24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+ 9.8%

19.8%

29%

27%

14.4%

Employee Insights (Age)

Industries

Administration 
and support

Healthcare

Hospitality

Food services

https://www.zayzoon.com/employers
https://www.zayzoon.com/employers


Health & Dental Benefits 2.9%

Remote work options 4.4%

Collaborative 

work environment

4.5%

Positive feedback 

and recognition

5.3%

Purpose and belief in work

your company is doing

7.7%

On-demand pay 

(or earned wage access)

8%

Growth and development

opportunities

9.6%

Other 10.6%

Flexibility and scheduling 10.9%

Work-life balance 20.5%

Salary & wage 25.7%

Good manager 32.9%

What motivates you 
the most at work?

Top motivators breakdown & action items

*”Good” managers is a broad and subjective term, we know.

You'll get a deep dive into what surveyed employees define as good management in Chapter 2. 

Surveyed employees also had to explain why they selected each option. Selected quotes in this 
section include sentiments that came up at least 5 times in survey results.

32.9%
Good 
Managers

$ 25.7%
Salary & 
Wage

20.5%
Work-life 
balance

10.9%
Flexibility

Today’s employees 
top motivators

Chapter 1

5
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Good managers
Good managers today set their employees up for success 
but most importantly, trust their employees.

Micromanagement was the most common sentiment throughout the survey for bad management and 
demotivation. Here’s what the surveyed employees had to say on why:

 “Recognize how hard we work and how that work gets done.”

 “Without a good solid manager the employees have no standard to work up from.

 “She (my manager) expects hard work yet doesn't micromanage.

 “Management can make or break the work environment.

 “My manager is fair and takes care of anything I need to help me perform at my best.

 “Effective leadership, clear communication, and supportive supervision continue to be fundamental 
elements that keep the workforce engaged and motivated.”

 Ensure that managers have easy access to ways to recognize their team members in ways that 
feel authentic, personalized and a part of your organizational culture (more on that in  
Chapter 4).

 Your employees hold the answers. Survey and regularly check in with them to get feedback on 
their managers and discover gaps

 Invest in leadership training and development programs that address those gaps. Regularly 
check in to determine growth and improvement in these areas.

 Ensure managers are asking employees for feedback, and applying it. If you don’t have one 
already, create a formalized Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for implementing employee 
feedback that is factored into manager’s performance reviews and compensation changes

 When considering which employee will be your next manager: Remember high performers don’t 
always = great managers. Your next great manager may not always be your highest performer.

Action items 
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 Regularly conduct market salary research to ensure your employee’s compensation packages are 
at least fair and at best competitive.

 Implement performance-related bonuses or profit-sharing to make sure your employees 
understand the direct line between their own individual performance and organizational goals.

 Review tools and programs in Chapter 4 that make employee money go further, without a salary 
or wage increase.

Action items 

Adequate salary and wage also reduces stress. And, allows employees to focus on their work rather than 
financial concerns. Reduced financial stress can have a big impact on your team’s output as currently:

 84% of employees spend time thinking or worrying about finances at work .

(Visa, 2023)

Here’s what the surveyed employees had to say on why salary and wage are so 
motivating for them:

 “Because I have to pay bills and take care of my kids. If I don't work, they won't eat or have a home. 
Money is my motivator.

 “It's hard out here at the moment. Money is tight everywhere, having a lil higher wage helps fight  
those bills off some.

 “Our economy has constant inflation and a salary that keeps up with inflation is a  
minimum requirement.”

 “Money talks, it's that simple.”

Salary & wage
Compensation directly impacts an employee's sense of 
value and worth at work—this then directly impacts their 
motivation and productivity at work.

https://usa.visa.com/dam/VCOM/blogs/visa-earned-wage-access-infographic-text.pdf
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Work-life balance
When employees feel that their well-being is cared for, valued 
and respected at work they are more likely to reciprocate that 
respect by going above and beyond in their work.

Work-life balance is also a direct path to increased productivity on your team as it decreases employee 
stress. Here’s why:

 “(When I have work-life balance) I don't go home stressed from my work day, and I'm not constantly 
tired or overworked. Not too overwhelmed with work anymore.

 “I have a family, a wife and two kids, I need to be there for them just as much as work, if not, it gets 
out of hand on both ends.”

 “It’s important and essential for me to have a nice balance of business and pleasure so that things 
don’t get out of hand for me and I can focus at work.

 “Being able to provide for myself and family, while not having to sacrifice quality time with loved ones 
in the process is key.

 We get to work together as a team to make sure everything is covered and we're all good. Balance is 
good for everyone.”

 Consider introducing policies that support work-life balance, such as flexible work (see #4), 
remote work options, or compressed workweeks

 Let your employees know you value their feedback, and will actually apply it. Build a SOP to 
regularly check in with employees across teams (at least monthly) to gauge employee  
well-being (in addition to regular employee engagement surveys)

 Consistently adjust policies and manager training based on collected insights and feedback

 Ensure team members know they can take time during their work day to complete personal 
commitments like medical appointments, childcare and mental health care. 

Action items 
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Action items 
 Encourage a results-oriented work environment rather than a strictly time-bound one

 Implement flexible working policies that focus on outcomes and project completion

 Celebrate employees for productivity, impact and excellence in their work, rather than time 
spent at work or work tasks. 

When employees have some level of flexibility in their work 
they often become more productive. Especially as they can 
work during their peak performance hours or in 
environments best suited to their work style.

Flexibility

 “When my employer is willing to work with me, I’ll do more to work with them.”

 “I have a medical condition, this helps me get to my appointments and work well.

 “We all have emergencies, needs and families.

 “I can have the days off I need and then show up better.

 “Managers who give their employees the time off they need do better than those who don’t.”
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Employee empowerment is the path 
to motivate today’s employees
So, what do the top four motivators have in common? 
Employee empowerment.

What is employee empowerment? 
Focuses on autonomy and giving employees more control over how they complete their day-to-day 
responsibilities. This leads to a key factor in your employee’s success: ownership. 



If you're struggling with an employee, consider what resources, tools or space will empower them to 
reach their goals. Instead of commanding them to get it done.

What about “Other?” 
You’ll notice that one of the options for motivators was “Other.” If selected, employees had to explain 
what other motivators they had. Here is what came up: 

Family

Proximity to office

Great co-workers

Length of employment 

Paying off debt

Great clients

Passion about work

Ease of work
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Chapter 2

Motivational

leadership 101
Managers hold the keys to motivating your employees

We’ve all heard the phrase "people don't leave jobs, they leave managers." This definitely rings true for 
today’s employees.

 Good managers was the #1 selection for “what motivates you the 
most at work?” 

 Bad managers was the #1 selection for “what demotivates you the 
most at work?”


But what does a “good manager” even mean? Definitely different things 
to different employees. So, we asked respondents: 

“What does good  
management mean to you?”

Here’s what they had to say

Feeling appreciated and recognized for hard work was another consistent theme for good 
management.  


Employees want to be noticed and rewarded for their contributions. They think good management 
means focusing on growth, recognition for performance and skill development.

 “Recognition for work done and challenges each of us face and have to overcome.

 "A good manager shows appreciation towards their team, gives constructive criticism in a positive 
way, and takes accountability.

 "Acknowledging employees' accomplishments and addressing problems in a timely and fair 
manner.

 "Growth mindset. Willing to teach, take criticism and new ideas or perspectives.

 “Good management means helping us grow.

 “Being approachable, understanding, caring, and acknowledging our strengths”.

employee recognition & development
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Delegating leaders, not micromanagers

Surveyed employees think good managers guide them rather than order them. 



Further they are willing to “get their hands dirty” and actively participate in the day-to-day 
tasks that need to get done.

 "A good manager not only sets high standards but also exemplifies them.

 "Being honest, fair, open-minded, and understanding while also maintaining firm boundaries, 
structure, enforcing rules and making sure what needs to be done is done.

 "A good manager is someone who is able to lead but also work beside you.

 "Someone that leads by example and doesn't ask their employees to do anything that they 
aren't willing to do themselves."

As discussed in Chapter 1, employees are motivated by work-life balance as they  
want to be seen holistically, as human beings with lives and commitments beyond work.


Similarly, employees want their managers to be human-centered and show empathy, care and 
understanding

 “To me, good management listens, always willing to help, and takes care of what needs to be 
taken care of!

 "Good management means being fair, understanding, and not playing petty."
 "Good management is when a manager actually listens to what their employees say.
 "Understanding what employees actually go through on a day-to-day basis."

Genuine care, empathy & support

Clear & honest communication

Many respondents emphasized the importance of open and honest communication. They appreciate 
a manager who communicates effectively, works with them, and talks to them without being 
condescending

 “Without clear communication, I get anxious at work.”

 "Good management is someone who is open, honest, dependable, and fair.

 "Communication is key. Good management is when the management and employees are on the 
same page."

 "A leader who isn't afraid of having hard discussions, giving feedback and improving.

 “Willing to teach, take criticism and new ideas or perspectives."



Look familiar? Considering the top motivators discussed in Chapter 1 were good management, adequate 
salary & wage, work-life balance and flexibility, these results add up.


Each of these factors speak to the working environment your employees are operating in.

Chapter 3

Top employee demotivaters

No on-demand pay options 1.1%

Mandatory in-person 
meetings

2%

Lack of purpose and belief in 
what your company is doing

2.4%

Inadequate health and 
dental benefits

2.7%

Lack of development 
opportunities

3.1%

Inflexible work schedule 3.3%

Poor work-life balance 7.4%

No recognition for 

hard work

8.6%

Other 16.2%

Low or inadequate wages 22.5%

Toxic work environment 25.1%

Bad management 30.3%

What demotivates 
you the most  

at work?

Working environment is the greatest 
demotivator for your employees

The top four motivators selected by employees were:

Bad 
Management

Toxic work 
environment

Low or 
inadequate wage

No recognition 
for hard work

13
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Here is what survey respondents had to say 
when describing why and how toxic work 
environments are so demotivating for them: 
 “When coworkers are very dramatic & toxic…it’s too much.

 “Toxicity decreases any person's mental well-being and demotivates your willingness to show up to work.

 “Work drama, work drama and more work drama.

 “I will never work hard in this kind of environment.

 “When management is always quick to blame an employee when they don't really understand because 
they don't do what we do."

 "Teamwork makes the dream work… nobody benefits from a toxic work environment.”


If you are implementing the action items discussed in Chapter 1 and 2, you are well on your way to ensuring 
your working environment stays away from the land of toxic.


Since we have already reviewed why and how management, wage and recognition are so motivating 
for today’s employee in Chapters 1 and 2 we’ll dive into the #2 demotivator: toxic work environments. 



 explains that toxic environments can be characterized as: 















Forbes

Massive turnover

Lack of transparency

Employees pointing fingers at each other

Passive-aggressive behavior

Unmotivated workers

Low team morale

Division among departments 

“If I had to distill it down to a 
core theme, that theme would 
be fear... toxic workplaces 
drain all the energy and 
excitement out of employees 
and replace it with fear.” 



Mindy Shoss, PhD, a professor and 
industrial-organizational 
psychologist at the University of 
Central Florida, summarized toxic 
work environments to the 
American Association of 
Psychology

Mindy Shoss PHD

What is a toxic work 
environment?

https://www.forbes.com/sites/allbusiness/2022/11/21/8-warning-signs-that-your-workplace-is-becoming-toxic/?sh=7f2c3a1c46be
https://www.apa.org/topics/healthy-workplaces/toxic-workplace
https://www.apa.org/topics/healthy-workplaces/toxic-workplace
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Financial Stress 

Mental Health

Exhaustion

Co-workers working style

Favoritism from managers 

Lack of direction

Stressful work

“Nothing, I love my job”

What about “Other?”
You’ll notice that one of the options for demotivators was “Other.” If selected, employees had to explain what 
other demotivators they had. Here is what came up: 

Interestingly, remote work didn’t make the top of the list for employee motivation or demotivation.  
If we think back to a few years ago, this would have most likely been different. 


We think this indicates that employees have adapted to the evolving nature of work, including remote and 
hybrid arrangements. 


Further, many of the employees surveyed work in industries that often don’t have fully remote options. Such 
as food services, hospitality and healthcare.


However, flexibility is still a top motivator for this group of employees. So, continue to offer flexibility when 
and where possible to accommodate the diverse needs of your team.  Remember that flexibility at work 
doesn’t just mean where employees get their work done. It also includes how they reach their goals.

Remote work absent from top 
motivators and demotivators

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.gartner.com/en/articles/the-secret-to-productive-employees-a-radical-shift-in-work-flexibility&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1699557196243340&usg=AOvVaw3Ht6opyn1b5hlTQgjAlJ0D
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Chapter 4

Motivating employees 
with financial wellness 
and recognition
It’s clear that wage, salary and recognition are top motivating factors 
for today’s employees. 


Businesses are catching up the fact that they can motivate their 
employees and spark high performance by financially empowering and 
recognizing their employees. 


Here are some ways you can build an employee financial wellness 
program that includes rewards and recognition.


What is employee financial wellness?
63 percent of HR professionals state financial stress negatively impacts work 
performance. 


Financial wellness programs give employees access to tools like financial 
educational resources, budgeting tools, debt management resources, rewards for 
hard work and retirement planning. These resources can reduce employee stress 
and turnover while improving team performance—63 percent of workplaces report a 
rise in productivity after adopting EWA.


They also financially empower employees to become more financially literate, 
reduce financial stress, and achieve their financial goals.

$ Earned wage access: A financial wellness & 
empowerment tool
A popular employee financial wellness tool for employers is earned wage access. 
Which empowers employees to access their earned wages ahead of payday.


We asked employees, who currently use ZayZoon’s Earned Wage Access, a few 
questions to see the impact of using this tool on their performance, tenure and 
motivation at work.


https://www.zayzoon.com/the-state-of-employee-financial-wellness
https://www.zayzoon.com/the-state-of-employee-financial-wellness
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“On a scale of 1 to 5, how much does the availability of ZayZoon’s 
Earned wage access motivate you to perform well at work?”

78%

Customer 
Satisfaction Score

1
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

2 3 4 5

“Has access to ZayZoon’s Earned Wage Access improved your 
overall financial well-being and reduced financial stress?”

Somewhat worsened

Significantly worsened

3.6%

2.2%

No changes 19.8%

Somewhat improved 31.9%

Significantly improved 42.5%

“Would you be motivated to perform better at a job that offers 
earned wage access (EWA) compared to one that doesn't?”

No 10.4%

Indifferent 24.7%

Yes 64.9%

Here were the results
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Rewards and recognition for motivation
Recognition is one of today's employees' top motivating factors—as the results in the 
previous sections show.  research also shows employees who receive 
recognition are 20x more likely to be engaged. 


Rewards and recognition programs help you easily and efficiently recognize your 
employees for all of their hard work, keeping them happy and productive. 


ZayZoon’s Rewards & Recognition automates how you show appreciation for your 
team’s hard work. It works for all businesses and doesn’t require any new technology 
or logins. 

Gallup’s

1. Write a recognition

2. Select a gift card and amount

3. Choose a gift card from 100s  
of popular retailers

4. Hit send!

Employees will receive their recognition via 
push notification, via email, and in the 
ZayZoon App

5. Employees can use their rewards instantly

They can view and react to public recognitions on an 
engaging social media style feed 

Here’s how it works: 

When you combine ZayZoon’s Earned Wage Access (EWA) with  
financial rewards you keep your employees motivated and  
engaged at work. 


Employees respond better to authentic and individualized recognition. 
With an incredible collection of reward options available, you can select 
the right one to best fit with your employee. 


Reward amount

$10
Say thanks and claim my reward

Hello Sarah,

You’ve been recognized and 
rewarded by Daryl Tang. 

Thank you for going 
above and beyond for 

your team! 

“Would you choose to work at a job that offers earned wage access 
(EWA) compared to one that doesn't?”

No 9.7%

Indifferent 24.8%

Yes 65.5%

If EWA is on your wishlist, definitely read .  
We provide you with guidance on what to look for, questions to ask 
vendors, and an in-depth comparison of the space’s top vendors.

our buyer’s guide
The definitive guide to

selecting the right Earned

Wage Access provider

$

$

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20230927929696/en/Workhuman-Gallup-Research-Finds-Recognition-at-Work-Bolsters-Engagement-and-Shields-Employees-from-Burnout
https://www.zayzoon.com/ewa-evaluation-guide
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Chapter 5

A path forward
Now that you’ve made it this far, you should have a deeper understanding of 
how you can motivate your employees.

Identify the biggest financial stressors 
your employees are dealing with.


Finally, if you simply want to talk to a real 
human being to learn more about how to 
empower your employees, financial wellness 
programs and earned wage access, rewards 
and recognition or how ZayZoon can help 
improve your employee motivation feel free to 
get in touch. 

We’re always happy to talk.

If you are currently struggling with employee 
motivation, here are some reminders and 
takeaways to get you in tune with today’s 
employee long-term: 


Empower and trust your employees, 
don't micromanage them.


In times of stress and increasing expectations, 
it’s easy to reach for micromanagement and 
harsh leadership styles. Give them the tools 
and flexibility they need and recognize their 
growth along the way. 

Talk to your employees—listen to and 
apply their feedback, even when it’s hard.

The landscape of work is continuously 
evolving. Regular surveys may not be enough 
anymore. When your team knows they can put 
their hand up and be honest with you, you are 
positioned to be responsive to and ahead of 
changing employee needs.

$

https://www.zayzoon.com/book-demo?hsCtaTracking=31c5b3f4-ee34-4ee3-88d7-0e0fb773afcd%7C2686ce9a-1a5c-4776-863d-bb0a6704c102


ZayZoon works with North American SMBs to create the reconnected workplace, where 
workers have greater control, opportunity, recognition and confidence in their jobs. 
Integrating with all major payroll platforms and backed by over 300 partners, ZayZoon is 
designed for ease of use and rapid implementation, allowing employers to quickly offer 
immediate access to earned wages connected to their existing payroll systems. Beyond 
pay access, ZayZoon provides financial education, employee engagement tools like 
rewards and recognition, and valuable financial perks—including savings on 
prescriptions and insurance—all aimed at boosting employee satisfaction and enhancing 
the overall workplace experience.To learn more, visit ZayZoon at:


zayzoon.com

About ZayZoon

https://www.zayzoon.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/zayzoon/
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