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Introduction
Productivity is commonly defined as the measurement of how efficiently 

production inputs, such as labour, capital and materials, are being used in 

an economy to produce a given level of output. Productivity has long been 

considered “a key source of economic growth and competitiveness” and vital to 

achieving profitability and long-term sustainability in business. Lost productivity 

has a significant impact on businesses - in South Africa studies show that when 

it comes to labour productivity, lost productive work time is 128 million days 

- costing R38 billion or around 2% of the country’s GDP. Productivity statistics 

for 2021, show a significant decline in growth of labour productivity across the 

primary, secondary and tertiary sectors. Against the backdrop of South Africa’s 

significant levels of poverty, rising unemployment and increasing living costs, 

the need to increase labour productivity has never been greater. 

Many factors influence labour productivity, such as the use of technology within 

an organisation; the skills, ability, wellbeing and motivation of a workforce; 

systems and ways of working; and leadership, to mention a few. Addressing 

the problem of low labour productivity will require a multi-dimensional solution. 

This paper aims to contribute to the development of this solution; it will focus on 

an important human capital factor that directly impacts labour productivity - 

employee wellbeing. Productivity has long been 
considered “a key source of 
economic growth and com-
petitiveness” 
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Floatpays’ research into the ‘State of Employee Wellbeing in South Africa’ is an 
annual study that aims to provide relevant insights into:

The current state of employee 
wellbeing1

2

The factors driving the current 
state of employee wellbeing

The factors of wellbeing that are 
important for employees

The impact of employee wellbeing 
initiatives on people and business

Research Background

The research is intended to provide insights 

that will help businesses ultimately improve 

labour productivity through the optimisation 

of employee wellbeing programmes.  The 

inaugural study that informs this white 

paper deep dives into the financial wellness 

dimension of employee wellbeing.

This study combined qualitative and 

quantitative methodologies. One-on-one in 

depth interviews were carried out amongst 

a small cohort of employees and senior HR 

leaders. Findings from this first level approach 

(qualitative) informed the design of the online 

quantitative survey that was conducted as 

the second level approach (quantitative). 

The quantitative survey was completed by 

a national sample of four hundred and one 

low-semi skilled workers. 
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“Eight hours labour, 
eight hours recreation, 
eight hours rest.”
Robert Marcus Owen

The Evolution Of 
Employee Wellbeing
Over 200 years ago at the dawn of the Industrial 

Revolution - and the workplace health issues 

and injuries that came with it - Welsh social 

reformer Robert Marcus Owen proposed an 

8-hour workday to help protect the wellbeing of 

workers. In 1914 the Ford Motor Company was the 

first company to implement Owen’s proposal on 

a large scale. This is one of the earliest examples 

of an employee wellbeing initiative. Increasing 

labour productivity was the intent of early 

employee wellbeing interventions - for Ford, it 

was important for mitigating the business risk 

associated with employee downtime as a result 

of health issues and injuries arising from work. 

In South Africa employee wellness programmes 

(EWPs) emerged in the 1980s. The Chamber of 

Mines of South Africa initiated the first EWPs in the 

country. EWPs were rolled out at two of the main 

mining areas in the country in 1986, in the form of 

counselling centres. These EWPs were prompted 

by losses in labour productivity due to respiratory 

problems and lung disease amongst workers, 

which stemmed from challenging working 

conditions. 

Historically employee wellbeing has been 

narrowly focused on ensuring workers are 

physically fit to do their work. Whilst improving 

labour productivity remains the ultimate purpose 

of EWPs in the modern workplace, interventions 

have evolved from being primarily focused on 

physical health “to focus on building a culture 

of §financial, social, career, community, and 

purpose”. 
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The State Of 
Employee Wellbeing
Floatpays’ research gauged employee wellbeing by looking at employees’ 

experiences of  their working environment; unpacking employee perceptions 

of how their employers support their wellbeing and the gap between employer 

support and employee needs; and understanding employee financial stress. 

Research findings paint a picture of the general state of employee wellbeing 

in South African being average at best. Workers are not necessarily unwell 

but they are not thriving either. A mediocre experience of the working 

environment and fairly significant levels of financial stress drive the current 

state of employee wellbeing. When asked to rate their environment on a scale 

of 1 (worst) - 10 (best), 66% of the sample rated it between 1 (poor) and 8 

(mediocre). 74% of people surveyed rated their level of financial stress as 

medium to high.

It is interesting to note that, in terms of age groups, rating of the working 

environment increases with age– only 4% of 18 – 24 year olds rated the 

environment 5 or lower, while this figure rose to 20% in the 25 – 34 age group, 

22% in the 35 – 44 age group, and 26% in the 45 – 55 age group. This may be 

attributed to the ‹optimism of youth› as they begin their working life. Young 

people - owing to their life stage - have fewer expectations of their workplace 

(because of no or little past experience) and are less likely to have as many 

financial commitments or have not taken on as much debt as their older 

counterparts. 
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The State Of 
Employee Wellbeing
Whilst the experience of the working environment is mediocre for 

employees on average and should be addressed more generally, 

employers should take special note of the experience and different 

needs of older employees. Older employees who have been with an 

organisation for a long time and/or who have extensive experience in 

their field of work are often the ‹knowledge repository› in an organisation 

and it is from these employees that younger staff ‹learn the ropes›. 

Men rate their working environment more positively than the average 

compared to women who rate it lower than the average and far lower 

than men. The unequal, poor workplace experience of women is well 

documented and this finding is indicative of the issue.
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Employees’ 
Met vs. Unmet Needs
The top five things that employees believe their company is currently doing to support 
their wellbeing, include:

51%
Providing a fair 
salary

Creating good 
working conditions

Providing learning/
development 
opportunities

Providing a year-
end bonus/13th 
cheque

Fostering a 
happy working 
environment 
(skewed towards younger employees)

46% 42% 41% 40%

Employees’ unmet needs as it relates to their wellbeing include:

Mental health support 

There is a fair degree of alignment between what employers are 
currently doing to support their employees well being and the 
support that employees are actually looking for. Employees ob-
tain their wellbeing at the intersection of adequate income and 
pyscho-social support. It is clear from the research that whilst 
money is considered to be the main method of improving em-
ployee wellbeing, it does not exist outside of a fair, freeing, and 
fulfilling context. 

Fair treatment for all, including gender equality 
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The Work Environment 
And Employee Wellbeing
Taking into account that employee wellbeing 

needs to be considered in context, it is 

understandable that the work environment plays 

a major role in shaping a sense of happiness, 

togetherness, safety, and inspiration. 

When it comes to employees’ perceptions of the 

work environment, sentiments are mixed - both 

in its current state and what would be preferred. 

What was striking in these findings is that the level 

of unhappiness with the work environment went 

up as the age of participants increased. In other 

words, older employees seem to be unhappier 

with their work environments. With only 34% of 

employees rating their working environment as 

good (a rating of 9/10 out of 10), there is room 

for improvement; particularly in extending this 

sentiment to older employees. This runs the 

risk of pushing individuals to resign (finding 

work elsewhere) or being resigned (becoming 

indifferent or disengaged in their work). While 

younger employees might be the ones who tend 

to bring in new ideas and ways of thinking, it is 

traditionally older employees who hold a wealth 

of knowledge, know-how, and expertise from 

years of experience. Companies cannot afford 

to lose this accumulation of wisdom and skills 

simply because they failed to fulfil the psycho-

social needs of all their stakeholders. 

When asked about the positive attributes that 

apply to their work environment,  employees 

ranked the following as most relevant: first, 

the company encourages togetherness of its 

members as a team (69% of the sample indicated 

that they strongly agree that this factor applies to 

their work environment). This is especially true for 

younger employees (18-24 years old) and higher 

earners (more than R15 000 monthly household 

income). High performing teams are ‘high 

belonging teams’  so it’s important that employers 

foster a sense of belonging amongst everyone in 

their business. DEI (Diversity, Equity & Inclusion) 

initiatives aimed at building high belonging 

teams should also account for generational 

differences and organisational ‘hierarchy’ (i.e. 

workers at all levels within a business).
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The Work Environment 
And Employee Wellbeing
Second, employees are provided with training and the development needed 

to do their work (69% of the sample strongly agreed that this factor applies 

to their work environment). The older cohort of employees aged 35 years and 

above rated this factor below the average (64%-65% vs. 69%) and significantly 

lower than younger employees (64%-65% vs. 79% for younger people). This is 

indicative of training and development opportunities not meeting the needs 

of more experienced employees. Not only should training and development 

programmes factor in the differences in needs of employees at different levels 

of experience/tenure but must also consider generational differences when it 

comes to training and development delivery - for example, older employees 

may not be as comfortable with e- learning as their younger colleagues.   

Third, the environment inspires employees to do their best (66% of the sample 

strongly agreed that this factor applies to their work environment). As with the 

previous two attributes, this sentiment rings most true for younger employees 

(18-24 years old). However, it is most prevalent for a much higher earning 

group (more than R30 000 monthly household income), which may be 

attributed to pay being a key driver of employee motivation and satisfaction 

and these employees are higher earners.  Millennials and Gen Z are the 

“purpose generation” - inspired and driven by purpose over profit. Employers 

who are serious about attracting, retaining and engaging this generation of the 

workforce would do well to consider employee wellbeing initiatives that consider 

the ‘triple bottom line’; a commitment to emphasising a company’s purpose 

through profit (positive financial performance and growth), planet (preventing 

further environmental damage or making a considered contribution to 

restoring the environment), and people (human-centred design in all aspects 

of a business). 
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Financial Stress And 
Employee Wellbeing
Financial stress is the opposite of financial 

wellbeing. It has a significant negative 

impact on employees reaching their 

desired state of wellbeing at work. 

Employees are experiencing high levels 

of financial stress and struggling to make 

ends meet. 74% of respondents rated their 

financial stress level as medium-high. The 

consequences of past decisions (such 

as taking on debt that needs to be paid 

off), present challenges (like receiving 

reduced earnings or kaeeping up with 

living expenses), and future expectations 

(such as budgeting for emergencies and 

figuring out how to make it through to the 

next payday) drive  financial stress. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, the main cause of financial 

stress for South African employees is, quite 

simply, ordinary everyday expenses such 

as food, household expenses, rent and 

transport/fuel. ‘Black tax’ - or the financial 

responsibility for one’s immediate and 

extended family - also came up as a key 

factor driving financial stress. 

It is interesting to note that although research respondents did not call out debt as a major factor contributing to 

their financial stress, statistics show that South Africans are spending about 60 percent of their take-home pay 

to service debt. 

Top 5 Causes of Financial Stress

The source of a loan matters; those borrowing from people they know are less likely to be expected to pay interest 

on the loan, while those making use of official financial services (whether bank, lender, or ‘loan shark’) have to 

service high interest rates that tend to trap people in debt. The demand for debt counselling in the fourth quarter 

of 2021 rose by 18% compared to the same period the previous year and this upward trend intensified in the 

first month of 2022, with the need for debt counselling increasing by more than 32% compared to January 2021. 

Considering the degree to which wages/salaries are being used to  service debt, it is understandable why money 

for everyday expenses comes up short and thus present as a source of financial stress. 

58%
Transport / 
fuel

Household 
expenses

Food Rent Black Tax

54% 47% 46% 35%

47%
21%
42%

51%
16%
18%

Young employees in need of financial support 
tend to ask friends, family or colleagues for help

Payday lender

Eldest of research participants (45-55 years 
old) make use of credit cards

Older employees (35-44 years old) would 
borrow money from a bank

Borrow from their employer

Payday lenders
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Financial Stress And 
Employee Wellbeing
This paper has already touched on the gender nuances 

as it relates to the working environment and employee 

wellbeing, and it is evident again in the data around 

financial stress. These nuances are important to consider 

as it points to a need for gender-sensitive/gender-

informed employee wellbeing initiatives. With 37,9% of 

the households in South Africa headed by females, it 

is unsurprising that Floatpays’ research shows that for 

women, the factors driving financial stress are skewed 

towards typical caretaking responsibilities such as 

household expenses (57% compared to 49% for men) 

and food (52% compared to 42% for men).  

This paper has already touched on the gender nuances as it relates to the working environment 

and employee wellbeing, and it is evident again in the data around financial stress. These 

nuances are important to consider as it points to a need for gender-sensitive/gender-informed 

employee wellbeing initiatives. With 37,9% of the households in South Africa headed by females, 

it is unsurprising that Floatpays’ research shows that for women, the factors driving financial 

stress are skewed towards typical caretaking responsibilities such as household expenses 

(57% compared to 49% for men) and food (52% compared to 42% for men).  

Household expenses
Male: Female:

49% 57%

Food:
Male: Female:

52% 42%
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Financial Stress And 
Employee Wellbeing
Supporting employees in the areas they need will 

inevitably improve employee-employer relationships. 

The overwhelming majority of respondents stated 

that having their employer’s support in building their 

financial well being would change their attitude to 

work (85%); shift their views on management and 

leadership (83%); improve their productivity at work 

(85%); and contribute positively to their physical 

and mental health (85%). Respondents claimed that 

interventions like on-demand earned wage access 

would markedly improve their overall relationship with 

their employer. Research shows that when employees 

are paid more frequently – biweekly as opposed to 

monthly, for example – they can cover expenses faster 

and get ahead in paying off loans. They reported 

feeling less stressed and anxious, and the employer 

benefited from increased productivity, fewer mistakes, 

and higher work quality. 

There is a clear path to employee financial wellbeing. 

It requires providing employees with financial 

knowledge that can be applied in better money 

management, helping them reduce their reliance 

on debt and enabling them to save. The qualitative 

phase of Floatpays’ research provided an indication of 

why, when it comes to employee financial wellbeing, 

employers are reluctant to get involved. Common 

themes included:

• The administrative burden and operational 

overload that providing this type of support creates 

for payroll teams

• Challenges to recover monies loaned out, which 

can result in a significant cost implication for the 

business 

Supporting employees as well as not supporting 

employees when it comes to their financial wellbeing 

both have cost implications for employers. When 

thinking about which direction to take, employers 

should assess the cost vs. benefit of both routes. 

Addressing financial wellness in employee wellbeing 

programmes does not need to be burdensome for 

employers - financial technology can enable them 

to easily and seamlessly help their workforce build 

financial wellness. 
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Conclusion
South African organisations need to change the productivity trajectory 

they are on if they are to ensure the resilience of their businesses. The cost 

of lost productivity is great, and the need to increase labour productivity 

has never been more urgent. Investing in employee wellbeing is critical 

to addressing this challenge. It is up to employers, the HR fraternity, and 

employees to take the next step towards the continued evolution of 

employee wellbeing; meeting unmet employee needs; enhancing the 

work environment; and lessening the impact and burden of financial 

stress on employees and businesses.  FinTech, HRTech and platforms 

like Floatpays that exist at the intersection of both, are enablers of this 

evolution but the greatest enabler of all is the will of business leaders to 

truly support their employees’ holistic wellbeing. 
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