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Orientation: Generation Z (Gen Z), born between the mid-1990s and early 2000s, has become
an essential part of the workforce. However, attracting and retaining this generation is
challenging because of their distinct work expectations. To remain competitive, organisations
must understand Gen Z’s reward preferences.

Research purpose: This study aims to explore the total reward preferences of Gen Z, identifying
the factors that most effectively attract and retain this generation in the workplace.

Motivation for the study: As Gen Z enters the workforce, their unique expectations for
extrinsic and intrinsic rewards present new challenges and opportunities for employers.
Understanding these preferences is crucial for developing reward systems that attract and
retain talent, ensuring long-term organisational success.

Research design, approach and method: A qualitative, interpretivist approach using
phenomenological methodology was adopted. Semi-structured interviews provided insights
into reward preferences and retention factors, with data analysed inductively to identify
themes.

Main findings: The study found that Gen Z values extrinsic rewards such as compensation,
benefits and recognition. However, intrinsic motivators such as personal growth, a sense of
purpose and the desire to impact also significantly influence their job satisfaction and
organisational commitment.

Practical/managerial implications: Organisations aiming to attract and retain Gen Z employees
should implement reward strategies that balance extrinsic and intrinsic motivators, aligning
with their values to enhance engagement, satisfaction and retention.

Contribution/value-add: This research offers key insights into Gen Z’s reward preferences
and provides practical guidance for tailoring reward systems to meet their expectations,
promoting a more engaged and productive workforce.

Keywords: rewards; total rewards; extrinsic; intrinsic reward; Generation Z; talent retention;
total reward strategy.

Introduction

The study of generational differences has garnered significant interest in management research,
particularly concerning their impact on workplace factors such as rewards, motivation and
performance. Generation Z (Gen Z), born between 1990 and 2000, is now entering the workforce
(Mastrolia & Willits 2013), displaying distinct values, attitudes and career choices compared to
previous generations, such as Millennials (born between 1981 and 1996). Generation Z prioritises
different aspects of work, signalling a shift in workplace dynamics (Lyons, Ng & Schweitzer 2014;
McGinnis & Ng 2016). As organisations increasingly employ Gen Z, understanding their
reward preferences is crucial for effective talent management and retention. In 2020, Gen Z
comprised approximately 35% of the global workforce, with Millennials accounting for 24%
(ManpowerGroup 2016). These generations comprise more than half of the global labour pool,
underscoring the need for strategies that appeal to their values to maintain a competitive edge.

Recent studies indicate that motivating Millennial and Gen Z employees is a top priority for many
organisations (Binczycki, Lukasinski & Dorocki 2023; Gochangco & Ocenar 2024). Research
consistently shows a strong correlation between rewards and employee motivation (Elrayah &
Semlali 2023; Wahyuhadi, Hidayah & Aini 2023). However, human resource (HR) departments
often struggle to identify, which rewards resonate with these younger workers (Bazatova &
Nilsson 2024; Hollenbeck 2024). Whether monetary or non-monetary, rewards are crucial
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incentives that influence employees’ job satisfaction,
engagement and retention (Hollenbeck 2024). As a result,
total reward systems, which integrate both compensation
and recognition policies, have gained traction in addressing
generational differences in the workplace (Davids 2018).

Human resource strategies are pivotal in attracting and
retaining skilled talent. Effective reward systems are linked
to higher employee morale and overall organisational success
(Bussin et al. 2019). With labour costs often exceeding 50% of
corporate expenses, it is critical for organisations to
strategically manage their human capital by aligning reward
structures with employee preferences. A ‘one-size-fits-all’
reward approach is ineffective in today’s diverse work
environment (Bussin et al. 2019). Employees value incentives
that reflect their personal and professional needs, including
flexible work arrangements and programmes that enhance
their quality of life (Hashmi, Al Ghaithi & Sartawi 2023;
Paudel et al. 2024). Moreover, Morrell and Abston (2018) and
Mikler (2022) projected that Gen Z would make up 50% of the
workforce by 2020 and reach 75% by 2025, further
emphasising the urgency for companies to adapt their reward
strategies to this demographic.

Generation Z employees expect immediate feedback,
recognition and involvement in decision-making processes
at work (Racolta-Paina & Irini 2021). Organisations
incorporating these preferences into their reward
programmes will likely see improved engagement and
retention (Acheampong 2021; Pasko et al. 2021). Offering
flexible benefits such as additional vacation days or lifestyle
perks aligns well with Gen Zs desire for career balance.
Moreover, organisations with a nuanced understanding of
generational preferences can create targeted reward strategies
that yield long-term success (Davids 2018). The challenge lies
in attracting and retaining Gen Z talent while also keeping
them motivated; failing to do so risks the loss of valuable
employees and undermines HR efforts (Acheampong 2021).

Attracting, retaining and motivating talent requires proper
reward structures (Amushila & Bussin 2021). Sorn et al.
(2023) state that addressing compensation-related issues
is crucial for improving employee retention. In addition,
retaining skilled and talented employees is crucial for an
organisation’s success, as it can lead to increased productivity,
improved performance and reduced turnover costs (Sorn
et al. 2023). Research shows that Gen Z’s reward preferences
differ from those of previous generations (Narayanan 2022;
Weber 2024). Pandita (2022) states that effective strategies for
managing Gen Z talent stem from a deeper understanding of
their values and motivations. To design an attractive
employer brand, it is important for organisations to gain an
in-depth understanding of what this generation expects
from, and appreciates about, employers (Lassleben &
Hoffman 2023).

Managing generational variations has become more
prominent in HR, particularly in designing and implementing
total reward strategies. While Millennials are distinct from
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earlier generations, Gen Z presents unique characteristics
that demand attention. Unlike previous generations, Gen Z is
less focussed on lifelong job security and more on rapid
growth opportunities and continuous feedback (Dunne 2022).
This generation expects ongoing technical development,
recognition and task completion over adherence to traditional
workplace structures. Madden (2024) attests that technology
platforms have led to the democratisation of information and
the deconstruction of rigid hierarchies, which raises important
considerations about the organisational structures that best
align with Gen Z’s preferences. Similarly, Kraght and
Brendum (2025) highlight that Gen Z rejects rigid workplace
norms and prioritises mentorship over hierarchy. They are
deeply engaged with social justice and environmental causes,
further shaping their work expectations and rewards
(Acheampong 2021).

Despite the growing interest in Gen Z, there remains a gap in
research on their specific reward preferences. Most studies
have examined general populations; therefore, more targeted
research is needed (Acheampong 2021; Narayanan 2022;
Nguyen et al. 2022). While prior studies (Nguyen et al. 2022)
have explored Gen Z’s preference for non-financial rewards
in emerging economies, limited research addresses how
these preferences are managed within South Africa’s unique
labour market, characterised by socio-economic disparities
and workplace diversity (Fobian & Maloa 2022; Mabaso &
Mathebula 2025; Musakuro & De Klerk 2021). Existing
studies (Ochis 2024) suggest that current reward offerings
may not align with Gen Z’s expectations for purpose-driven
work, digital engagement and career development
opportunities. Furthermore, research by Kgarimetsa and
Naidoo (2024) indicates a critical knowledge gap in effective
retention strategies for Gen Z talent. Mina et al. (2021)
emphasise that the arrival of Gen Z in the workforce
introduces new skills and innovation and evolving reward
preferences that may challenge traditional reward models.
These findings raise important questions about the adequacy
of current reward systems in attracting and retaining Gen Z
employees. This study aims to explore the total reward
preferences of Gen Z, identifying the factors that most
effectively attract and retain this generation in the workplace.
Therefore, this study aims to unearth the reward preferences
that retain Gen Z in organisations.

Literature review
Theoretical framework

Understanding the reward preferences of Gen Z in
organisations can be done through several theoretical
perspectives, including Generational Theory (Howe &
Strauss 1991), Expectancy Theory (Vroom 1964) and Social
Exchange Theory (SET; Blau 1958).

Generational theory

The Generational Theory posits that individuals born within
the same period share similar beliefs, attitudes and life
experiences, shaping their behaviours in various contexts,



http://www.actacommercii.co.za

including the workplace. These shared historical, social and
cultural experiences foster a generational identity that
influences feelings towards organisations and authority
(Selin et al. 2020). This theory provides insights into
Generation Z’s differing work attitudes and preferences
compared to earlier generations (Gabrielova & Buchko 2021).
The members of Gen Z were born between 1995 and 2015
and, at the time of the study, were 29 years of age. However,
it is essential to recognise the diversity and complexity
among individuals within a generation, as not all members
will exhibit the same preferences or values (Leslie et al. 2021).
Studies suggest that generational differences may be
overstated, with factors such as job roles, organisational
culture and personal traits substantially impacting employee
behaviour and preferences (Wong et al. 2008). Therefore,
while Generational Theory is relevant in exploring reward
preferences for retaining Gen Z, it should not be the sole
framework applied. Furthermore, understanding the
generational context is vital as employees across various
cultures and economies exhibit generational disparities in
work values, adherence to psychological contracts, career
mobility and motivation. Generational cycles, lasting
approximately 20 years, can be categorised into four life
stages: childhood, young adulthood, midlife and elderhood
(Okros 2020).

Expectancy theory

Expectancy theory, introduced by Vroom (1964), asserts that
employees are motivated by the expectation that their efforts
will lead to effective performance, resulting in desirable
rewards (Vroom 1964). This theory emphasises that human
behaviour is goal-oriented, with individuals inclined to
pursue actions that yield the highest subjective utility. The
motivation to act is influenced by the anticipated outcomes of
one’s efforts and the desirability of those outcomes. Thus, to
retain Gen Z employees effectively, organisations must
demonstrate the link between performance and rewards,
ensuring that rewards are perceived as desirable and
attainable (Malini & Washington 2014). By aligning reward
systems with the expectations of Gen Z, organisations can
enhance motivation and engagement among this cohort.

Social exchange theory

Social Exchange Theory, developed by Homans in 1958,
frames social interactions as reciprocal exchanges between
participants, such as employees and their organisations
(Cropanzano et al. 2017). This theory suggests that employees
expect to receive rewards commensurate with their
contributions to the organisation. An effective reward system
for retaining Gen Z should offer incentives perceived as
fair and equitable, addressing employees’ achievements
and needs (Cropanzano et al. 2017). By integrating these
theoretical perspectives, organisations can better understand
the dynamics influencing Gen Z’s reward preferences.
While Generational Theory provides context regarding
shared values and attitudes, Expectancy Theory and
SET offer insights into the mechanisms that drive motivation
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and retention. A comprehensive approach that considers
individual and collective factors will enable organisations to
tailor their reward strategies effectively.

Therefore, attracting and retaining Gen Z employees
emphasises understanding their unique preferences and
motivations. By

leveraging insights from Generational Theory, Expectancy
Theory and SET, organisations can create reward systems
that align with the expectations of this cohort, fostering a
motivated and engaged workforce.

Generation Z in organisations

Generation Z represents the youngest generation entering
the workforce, yet there is no universal agreement on their
birth years. Most scholars, including Panwar and Mehta
(2019), Protsiuk (2024) and Gomez et al. (2019), define Gen Z
as those born between 1995 and 2010, while others, such as
Mahmoud et al. (2020) and Ozkan and Solmaz (2015), extend
the range to include those born after 2000. For this study, Gen
Z will be defined as individuals born between 1995 and 2010
to maintain consistency. This cohort, also known as ‘post-
Millennials’, ‘iGen” or “TrueGen’, grew up in the post-9/11
era and have experienced significant global events, including
the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic
(Acheampong 2021). Surrounded by technology and social
media, they are often stereotyped as tech-dependent but are
also socially conscious and driven by ethical values
(Hemantha & Janadari 2023). In the workplace, Gen Z seeks
mentorship, professional development and flexible work
arrangements. They value entrepreneurial and collaborative
environments and prefer technology-enabled career growth
(Gaidhani, Arora & Sharma 2019). Compared to previous
generations, they are more financially conscious and globally
aware (Abu Dagqar et al. 2021). Francis and Hoefel (2018)
highlight their concern for inclusivity and freedom of
expression, which reflects their openness to diverse
perspectives while remaining loyal to their values (Magano
et al. 2020).

Conceptualisation of employee rewards

Compensation is broadly categorised into direct or indirect
payments, including salaries, bonuses and benefits (Gerhart
2008). These rewards include all monetary returns, tangible
services and benefits an employee receives as part of their
employment. Reward management involves a set of policies
and practices to ensure that employees are compensated
fairly and recognised for their contributions to organisational
performance (Dunne 2022). For reward systems to be
effective, they must meet the business” and its stakeholders’
needs. This study adopts Nienaber’s Total Rewards
Preference Model (2010) (depicted in Figure 1) as its
theoretical framework because of its comprehensive and
integrated approach to understanding employee reward
preferences. The model categorises rewards into monetary,
non-monetary and work environment rewards, aligning with
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. Total rewards

Financial rewards

Base pay Contingency pay Benefits

Base pay

Monthly salary

Merit increases linked to personal performance

Merit increases linked to inflation not personal performance

The ability to structure remuneration according to personal needs

Contingency pay

Annual performance bonus

Shares/share options

Bonus allocations linked to personal performance
Bonus allocations linked to the team performance

Benefits

Medical aid

Retirement and disability

Study leave

Sabbatical leave

Dedicated parking bay

Subsidised tuition for children.
Financial assistance to buy a house

Non-financial rewards

Work and/or
home integration

Performance and
career management

Quality work
environment

Performance and career management

Monthly communication sessions with management on business progress
Constructive and honest feedback on performance
Opportunities to rotate and experience different types of jobs
Growth opportunities, learning and development

Bursaries for tertiary qualifications

Coaching and mentoring

Formal and informal recognition

Control over own work methods

Career path planning aligned with personal goals and interests
Challenging job that tests abilities

Accountable for job outputs

International secondments

Quality work environment

Good relationship with colleagues

Comfortable working environment

On-site fitness centre, restaurant, medical centre and convenience store
Personal safety and security in the workplace

Quality of co-workers in the team

Work and/or home integration

Flexible working hours

Employer provides holiday programmes for children
Subsidy for financially dependent parents

Ability to log into the employer's network from home
Laptop and 3G card are required to perform optimally
Phased in return to work after maternity/paternity leave

Source: Nienaber, R., 2010, ‘The relationship between personality types and reward preferences’, Doctor of Commerce dissertation, University of Johannesburg

FIGURE 1: Nienaber’s total reward preference model.

contemporary concepts of total rewards that extend beyond
traditional compensation strategies. This holistic perspective
makes it particularly relevant for exploring Gen Z reward
preferences. Several total reward models have been
developed, offering comparable reward classifications and
strategies. For instance, the WorldatWork Total Rewards
Model emphasises compensation, benefits, work-life
effectiveness, performance management, talent development
and recognition (WorldatWork 2021). Similarly, the Towers
Perrin model organises rewards into tangible rewards (pay
and benefits) and intangible rewards (learning and work
environment) (Armstrong 2010). Zingheim and Schuster’s
2006 model
components: individual growth, total pay, a compelling

highlights four interconnected reward
future and a positive workplace (Armstrong 2010). However,
Nienaber’s model stands out for its focus on individual
reward preferences, making it particularly well-suited to
exploring Gen Z employees’ dynamic and individualised
preferences. Unlike models prioritising broad organisational
strategies, Nienaber’s approach allows for a better analysis of
how specific reward elements align with personal values and
expectations. This adaptability is crucial for contextualising
reward systems within the post-pandemic South African
labour market, where socio-economic factors, workplace
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diversity and evolving labour expectations influence reward
effectiveness. By applying Nienaber’s model, this study
examines the alignment or misalignment between existing
reward practices and Gen Z’s preferences, providing
actionable insights for optimising total rewards to enhance
motivation, engagement and retention within this emerging
workforce.

Monetary rewards

Monetary or financial incentives are powerful motivators in
situations involving promotions or bonuses. Organisations
seek to control costs while motivating employees to perform
better, while employees seek fair compensation for their
efforts and diligence. According to Base (n.d.), individual
performance-related pay, skill-based pay and profit-sharing
can boost motivation, increase productivity and reduce
costs. Research by Gonzalez Navarro, Selva Olid and Sunyer
Torrents (2022) suggests that, except for Baby Boomers, most
generations rank their compensation package as the most
significant aspect of rewards, with variable pay being less
important. Similarly, Elago’s (2023) study found that Gen X,
Gen Y and Baby boomers prefer compensation as their most
preferred rewards. According to Nienaber (2011), base pay is
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a fixed salary determined by the organisation’s pay structure
and job evaluation. In addition, contingency, performance-
based pay rewards employees for individual, group or
organisational achievements (Nienaber 2011). This type of
remuneration includes short-term incentives such as team or
individual bonuses and long-term rewards such as stock
options or share appreciation rights. Employers use this pay
structure to motivate employees and improve performance
(Hoole & Hotz 2016). Monetary rewards also include
benefits. Employee benefits have grown significantly in
importance since the early 20th century. Benefits are crucial
in enhancing employees’ quality of life, shielding them from
financial risk and showing that the employer cares for their
well-being (Armstrong 2010). Popular programmes include
medical coverage, mental health support and paid leave
(Center 2012).

Further studies conducted by Barkhuizen et al. (2024) and
Mabaso and Mathebula (2025) indicate that different
generations value distinct monetary rewards. Baby Boomers
prioritise long-term, fixed compensation, while Gen X values
a balance between fixed and variable pay. On the other hand,
Gen Z prefers customisable reward packages focussing on
financial compensation (Alimin & Tukiran 2024). Rubin and
Sun (2021) emphasise that Gen Z is drawn to personalised
rewards and financial stability, whereas development
opportunities and flexible compensation are key for older
generations.

Non-monetary rewards

Non-monetary rewards, which do not involve direct
financial compensation, are also significant in motivating
employees. These rewards can include services such as
health benefits, pension schemes’ and lifestyle incentives
such as paid vacations or access to private healthcare
(Agbenyegah 2019). Non-monetary rewards can be divided
into two categories: tangible and intangible rewards. The
incentive alternatives must be tailored to each person’s
personality and interests. Different reward methods can
satisfy employees’ diverse requirements and qualities
(Davids 2018). Different generations value different non-
financial rewards. Veterans value non-financial rewards
such as flexible hours, part-time hours and recognition of
expertise and experience (Mashele 2023). Baby Boomers
prefer liberty, healthcare, retirement benefits and
acknowledgement of their labour. Flexibility in employment,
work-life balance and gratification in the form of concrete
incentives are valued by Gen X (Dent 2024).

Talent retention

Organisations face significant challenges in retaining Gen Z
employees, as this generation is known for its high turnover
rates. Many Gen Z employees are willing to leave their jobs if
they are dissatisfied or their career aspirations do not align
with the company’s mission and values (Ngotngamwong
2019). The Deloitte 2018 Survey found that 61% of Gen Z
employees were planning to leave their jobs in a couple of
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years. A survey by Forbes (2021) revealed that 56% of Gen Z
plan to change their jobs in upcoming years. Similarly,
Microsoft and Bankrate reported a 54% and 74% of Gen Z,
respectively, quit their jobs (Dhini 2022). Aggarwal et al.
(2022) study revealed that 73% of Gen Z quit their jobs in
their organisations as their expectations with the workplace
norms were not met. Rohayati et al. (2023) study shows that
most Gen Z employees prefer to be unemployed rather than
feel unhappy at work. Therefore, exploring reward
preferences becomes crucial to retaining Gen Z workers in
any talent retention strategy.

One effective strategy involves understanding Gen Z
employees’ specific needs and preferences and tailoring
compensation packages accordingly. Research indicates that
Gen Z highly values non-cash benefits, such as flexible work
schedules, professional development opportunities and
work-life balance. Offering benefits incorporating these
factors can significantly enhance employee retention
(Connolly 2017). This study aims to contribute to the existing
literature by addressing specific gaps in understanding the
total reward preferences of Gen Z employees within the
South African labour market. While several studies
(Acheampong 2021; Madden 2024; Narayanan 2022) have
explored Gen Z’'s reward preferences globally, limited
research has contextualised these findings within South
Africa’s unique socio-economic and organisational landscape.

This research seeks to differentiate between monetary and non-
monetary rewards that most effectively attract and retain Gen Z
employees in South Africa while examining the alignment or
misalignment between current organisational reward structures
and Gen Z's expectations, particularly in industries undergoing
digital transformation. In addition, it will explore the interplay
between rewards, organisational culture and psychological
factors influencing Gen Z’s career decisions, such as purpose-
driven work and ethical leadership. Furthermore, the study
will provide industry-specific insights to inform HR strategies
for improving talent retention in South Africa’s diverse
workforce. By focussing on these dimensions, this research will
offer a localised and understanding of Gen Z’s reward
preferences, bridging the gap between existing global studies
and practical applications for South African organisations.

Research design

This study was conducted in the financial sector, providing
insights into the reward preferences of Gen Z employees
within this industry. The findings reflect the perspectives of
participants working in financial institutions, where factors
such as salary, career growth and flexibility were emphasised
over employee well-being and health benefits.

Research approach

An interpretivist qualitative research approach was
employed for this study. Interpretivism emphasises the
importance of understanding individuals’ perspectives
and the meanings they attach to their experiences
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(Alharahsheh & Pius 2020). When exploring the total reward
preferences of Gen Z, it is essential to understand their
subjective experiences and how they perceive rewards.
Qualitative research focusses on understanding human
behaviour, attitudes and values through observation and
interpretation using more descriptive data and smaller
numbers. It offers deeper insights into the research context
(Ahmed et al. 2019).

Research design

This study utilises an exploratory research design. According
to Swedberg (2020), this type of research aims to discover
something new that is generally not known at the beginning
of the study. Makki and Abid (2017) state that everyone in
the workplace prefers specific rewards, which could be
intrinsic or extrinsic. However, this research seeks to explore
which rewards are most preferred by Gen Z in the workplace.

Research strategy

For this study, a phenomenological research strategy was
employed to explore Gen Z’s experiences and perceptions of
reward preferences in the workplace. Phenomenology
investigates individuals’ lived experiences to gain deeper
insights into how they interpret and ascribe meaning to those
experiences (Delve & Limpaecher 2022). This approach is
appropriate for studying reward preferences as it reveals
subjective realities and personal interpretations of Gen Z
employees regarding reward systems’ effectiveness,
alignment and perceived value. The choice of phenomenology
is justified for several reasons. Firstly, Gen Z’s preferences are
inherently subjective and shaped by personal values and
workplace experiences, which cannot be fully captured
through quantitative methods. Phenomenological research
provides rich, descriptive data on how they respond to
monetary, non-monetary and work environment rewards,
aligning with the study’s goal of identifying misalignments
between reward systems and Gen Z’s expectations. Secondly,
this strategy helps explore emerging workforce trends such
as purpose-driven work and digital engagement that differ
from older generations. Finally, findings based on lived
experiences offer practical insights for designing tailored
reward systems to enhance engagement, motivation and
retention. Therefore, phenomenology provides a robust
framework for bridging gaps between organisational
practices and employee needs.

Research method

Population and sampling

This study employed purposive sampling, a non-probability
sampling technique where participants were intentionally
selected based on specific characteristics relevant to the research
objective (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim 2016). This approach was
appropriate to ensure the sample represented the target
generational cohort (Gen Z), whose reward preferences and
motivators were the primary focus. Participants were selected
based on characteristics such as age range (born between 1995
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and 2010, employment status and experience working within
South African organisations. These criteria ensured that the
sample was aligned with the generational context necessary to
explore the study’s objectives. The sample size of 15 Gen Z
participants was determined based on data saturation, where
additional interviews would yield no significant new insights
(Guest, Bunce & Johnson 2006). This study’s purposive sampling
method and sample size selection allowed for a rich, qualitative
understanding of reward preferences while adhering to the
study’s generational focus and methodological rigour. The
composition of the research participants is illustrated in Table 1.

Data collection method

This study used semi-structured interviews to collect data,
allowing for flexibility in exploring participants” experiences
while aligning with the study’s objectives. Fontana and Frey
(2005) describe interviews as conversations designed to gather
insights into participants’ experiences and interpretations
of phenomena. Semi-structured interviews were selected
because they are compatible with phenomenological research,
providing an open yet guided structure to elicit rich, descriptive
accounts of lived experiences (Creswell & Poth 2018). This
method is ideal for capturing the nuanced perspectives of Gen
Z regarding their reward preferences. Before each interview,
participants provided informed consent, and appointments
were scheduled at their convenience (Collis & Hussey 2021).
Interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams,
allowing audio recording and automatic transcription
(McGrath et al. 2019). This approach enhanced efficiency and
data accuracy. The researchers reviewed and refined the
transcripts to ensure fidelity to participants” responses. Each
interview lasted between 20 and 60 min, depending on the
depth of responses. The combination of semi-structured
interviews and a digital platform facilitated a comprehensive
and context-sensitive exploration of reward preferences,
aligning with the study’s qualitative, phenomenological
framework. The following are examples of questions
participants were asked during the interviews: What factors
do you consider most important when choosing an employer?

TABLE 1: Composition of research participants.

Participant Pseudonym Age (years) Gender Tenure (years)
code
P1 S1 22 Female 3
P2 S2 28 Female 5
P3 S3 29 Female 8
P4 S4 24 Male 5
P5 S5 26 Male 7
P6 S6 28 Male 6
P7 S7 27 Female 5
P8 S8 28 Male 9
P9 S9 28 Male 7
P10 S10 27 Male 7
P11 S11 21 Female 3
P12 S12 27 Male 5
P13 S13 26 Male 3
P14 S14 23 Female 4
P15 S15 22 Female 2
P16 S16 29 Male 7
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How important is salary compared to other forms of rewards
and benefits? Besides salary, what financial incentives (e.g.,
bonuses, profit sharing, commission) motivate you to stay in a
job? If you could design the perfect reward system for Gen Z
employees, what would it include?

Data analysis

A popular technique for analysing qualitative data is thematic
analysis. In order to find the commonalities within a given
subject, the researcher can see collective meaning and shared
experiences with the aid of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke
2021). The researcher used Braun and Clarke’s (2021) paradigm
for thematic analysis to analyse the data. Thematic analysis,
using an inductive approach, identified six key themes related
to Gen Z’s reward preferences. These themes were derived
directly from participant data, reflecting recurring patterns in
their experiences and perceptions. Each theme incorporates
relevant sub-themes, providing a nuanced understanding of
how reward strategies align (or misalign) with Gen Z’s unique
workplace expectations. The six steps are as follows:
familiarisation with the data, coding, searching for themes,
reviewing, defining, naming and writing up (Braun & Clarke
2021). The researcher became familiar with the data by printing
out the transcriptions, highlighting phrases or subjects, which
the various participants consistently used, and creating themes
from subjects common to all participants. Following their
evaluation, the themes were given names and definitions. The
researcher’s final stage was writing up the results.

Quality assurance in qualitative research

The trustworthiness of this research was established through
dependability, confirmability, credibility and transferability.
Dependability was ensured by aligning the study’s outcomes
with the raw data collected, allowing future researchers to
duplicate the findings (Lishner 2015; Stratford & Bradshaw
2016). Confirmability was achieved by maintaining an audit
trail, ensuring that the results stemmed from the data, not
researcher bias (Haven & Van Grootel 2019). Credibility was
maintained by accurately representing participants’
perspectives through prolonged engagement, reflection,
participant validation and thorough analysis (Saunders,
Lewis & Thornhill 2019). Finally, transferability was ensured
by applying the findings to business and governmental
contexts, offering insights into Gen Z’s reward preferences
(Stoecker & Brydon-Miller 2013).

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval to conduct this study was obtained from the
University of Johannesburg Department of Industrial
Psychology and People Management (IPPM) Research Ethics
Committee on 20 June 2023. The ethical clearance number is
IPPM-2023-791(H).

Ethical considerations are critical in qualitative research
involving human participants, guiding researchers to act
responsibly and protect participants’ rights (Saunders et al.
2019). Participation in this study was voluntary, and informed
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consent was obtained through consent forms detailing the
study’s purpose, objectives and participants’ rights, including
the option to withdraw at any point (Connelly 2014). Ethical
approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review
board to ensure compliance with ethical guidelines. Participants
were recruited using purposive sampling, targeting individuals
born between 1995 and 2010 who were employed in South
African organisations. Recruitment strategies included direct
invitations sent through professional networks, referrals and
workplace contacts to ensure access to Gen Z employees fitting
the study’s criteria. The recruitment process emphasised
voluntary participation, ensuring that individuals understood
the confidentiality and anonymity protections. Confidential
information was removed from the data to safeguard participant
privacy, and pseudonyms were used in all reporting. Emotional
risks were mitigated by creating a supportive interview
environment, with clear communication of participants’ rights
to skip questions or pause interviews if needed. Objectivity,
transparency and proper acknowledgement of all contributions
ensured ethical integrity throughout the research process.

Results

Six main themes emerged during the coding process:
compensation and financial incentives, fringe benefits, career
development opportunities, work-life balance and flexibility,
recognition and employee well-being. These themes,
illustrated in Figure 2, reflect recurring patterns in the
data and align with the study’s objectives. Each theme
includes relevant sub-themes, laying the groundwork for a
comprehensive analysis of total reward strategies.

Theme 1: Compensation and financial incentives

Financial incentives and compensation are the highest-ranking
rewards that attract and retain Gen Z. The findings from this
theme emphasised the value Gen Z placed on employee
compensation, including performance-based pay, salary,
financial aid for education, paid time off and fringe benefits,
among others. An analysis of the data revealed that the most
often discussed sub-themes under compensation were highly
competitive pay and benefits perks. When asked which total
rewards are of utmost importance, almost all employees
replied with monetary rewards, salary or financial rewards.
Most participants, when asked about their experience with
total rewards and which total rewards they value the most,
asserted that bonuses are what keeps and attracts them:

Compensation and financial incentives
Fringe benefits

Career development opportunities

Work-life balance and flexibility

Recognition

Employee well-being
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FIGURE 2: Main themes identified.
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‘I get cash prizes when I achieve my goals. As a store manager,
one of my benefits is that on top of my salary, I also get bonuses
because of my responsibilities.” (513, 26, Male, 3)

‘I feel like bonuses are relevant to me, when they give you
additional pay for doing more than you should have, as well as
many companies have these travelling incentives and travelling
is expensive on its own.” (514, 23, Female, 4)

‘Monthly salary 4[th] yearly bonuses.” (S5, 26, Male, 7)

Participants 13 and 15 stated how they would love to
compensate for their performance through pay increases or
monetary rewards. When asked what types of rewards are
most effective in retaining Gen Z, they responded:

“Vacations, maybe during your birthday, they give employees a
day off or an option to knock off early, performance-based pay.’
(S15, 22, Female, 2)

‘Performance-based rewards for me, I feel like they are more
relevant.” (S13, 26, Male, 3)

Even though most participants are into monetary rewards,
Participants 9, 10, 11 and 15 mentioned the importance of
rewards, which also help boost their performance. Preferences
for pay transparency is one of the recommendations which
was raised by the participants when asked and they had the
following to say:

‘Organisations can make sure that they include few people that
are also part of Generation Z group in their recruitment teams.
They should also fulfil their agreements and ensure that they
include salary on their job posts.” (S15, 22, Female, 2)

‘It’s not just about the salary; when my manager acknowledges
my hard work, I feel more motivated to perform better.’(S9, 28,
Male, 7)

‘Bonuses are great, but I also want to know that I'm growing in
my role and being recognized for my contributions.” (510, 27,
Male, 7)

‘T would be more interested in a job if I knew upfront what the
salary was. It makes it easier to compare and decide if it’s worth
applying for.” (511, 21, Female, 3)

“When salaries are hidden, it feels like the company is not being

honest. Knowing the pay range makes me trust them more.’
(S15, 22, Female, 2)

Participant 7 also shared the same view when asked what
organisations can do to use total rewards to attract Gen Z
effectively:

‘I think companies should ensure that on their job adverts they
make sure that the salary is available, because that’s one thing
one would want to know when applying for a job. What they
offer.” (57, 27, Female, 5)

Theme 2: Fringe benefits

Generation Z employees emphasise the importance of
comprehensive benefits packages that go beyond
traditional compensation. Generation Z employees prefer
working in organisations that pay for benefits. Several
participants highlighted specific types of benefits they
find valuable:
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‘I prefer medical aid, salary, month-to-month benefits.” (57, 27,
Female, 5)

“We are a generation that wants to be paid for everything; this
includes additional allowances such as travel and housing
benefits.” (54, 24, Male, 5)

‘Financial rewards should be supplemented by additional fringe
benefits are the most important to me due to personal
responsibilities.” (511, 21, Female, 3)

Theme 3: Career development opportunities

Self-development has emerged as a crucial element
influencing hiring and retention decisions among Gen Z
employees. Participants explicitly emphasised this and
shared sentiments highlighting its significance within this
evolving workforce. Career growth has been a significant
concern for this evolving workforce and a vital work value
for Generation Z. This view was shared by two participants
(S1 and S5).

Participant 1, when asked what type of total rewards are
most effective in retaining Gen Z replied:

‘Maybe career opportunities and career advancement
programmes.’ (51, 22, Female, 3)

Participant 5 added:
’ ... training programmes to help better skills.” (S5, 26, Male, 7)

Generation Z is willing to improve its skills as the company
takes full responsibility for the financial costs. Participant 14
elaborated further:

I feel like companies should invest in my career advancement,
so they should offer either free courses or pay like a sum of the
persons cause that they would like to do to help them better
themselves.” (514, 23, Female, 4)

Even though no participants mentioned the importance of
mentoring, P10 explained how to have someone who guides
and applauds them for the job done helps boost and make
her want to expand her skills even more.

Theme 4: Recognition

Most participants prefer recognition and rewards as part of
their total rewards packages. Participants 12 and 8 stated:

‘Thave been awarded on top three performers in the first quarter
of 2023, the petrol stipend and public acknowledgement really
boosted my confidence and desire to even perform at a high
level.” (512, 27, Male, 5)

‘For I feel recognition is important maybe create the top achiever
of the month poster and of cause the salary.” (S8, 28, Male, 9)

Participant 12 agrees when he explains:

‘Psychological rewards like public acknowledgement in the
workplace are more important.” (512, 27, Male, 5)

Participant 9 endorses this idea with the statement:

‘As much as monetary rewards are important, psychological
rewards are more important as far as me unleashing my potential
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is concerned. Being psychologically recognised for my performance
can boost my appetite to perform much better.’(S9, 28, Male, 7)

Participants favour recognition for performing optimally.
Participant 4 supports this notion by emphasising the need to
create a, ‘top achiever of the month poster’.

Participant 9 further states that:

’ ... benefits such as awards and trophies may boost employee
satisfaction.” (59, 28, Male, 7)

Furthermore, she suggests retaining Gen Z organisations
may have:

‘Regular performance reviews per year and publicly reward
high achievers with awards and trophies.” (S9, 28, Male, 7)

Participant 12 explained that public acknowledgement
boosts her confidence and desire to perform exceptionally.
Moreover, it promotes a high-performance culture and
upholds a culture of acknowledging high achievers through
prizes and gifts. Participant 14 upholds that receiving
consistently positive feedback weekly benefits her overall
performance:

‘... consistent rewards for consistent efforts sustain motivation
of Generation Z employees.” (514, 23, Female, 4)

Theme 5: Employee well-being

Employee well-being and health benefits do not seem like
an essential part of total rewards for Gen Z. Generation Z
prefer employee well-being and health benefits as part of
their total rewards. Most participants indicated that
employee well-being and health benefits are a key factor in
retaining and attracting Gen Z. Participant 7 believes that
employee well-being and health benefits can retain Gen Z
effectively:

‘make it a priority because a positive culture leads to
increased positivity and good well-being of employees.” (S7,
27, Female, 5)

However, other participants prefer monetary compensation
as part of their total rewards package:

‘I don’t really look at health benefits when choosing a job. Salary
and career growth matter more to me.” (S3, 29, Female, 8)

‘For me, flexibility and a good salary are more important than
medical aid or wellness programmes.” (S8, 28, Male, 9)

Participant 13 thinks employee well-being and health benefits
should be added to total rewards:

‘The most important thing when it comes to people in the
workplace is their health. Where we live in a day and age where
people’s health isn’t necessarily the best when it comes to mental.
Counselling services, anything that has to do with your mental
health are essential. I do see it a lot with our generation when it
comes to mental health and a lot of people aren’t working
anymore because of their mental health might be as bad as it is.
Push their agenda when it comes to making sure that their staffs
mental health is alright.” (513, 26, Male, 3)
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Lastly, participant 14 believes that employee well-being and
health benefits can retain Gen Z in an organisation:

‘I feel like it’s really important because the amount of work
that we’ve been put through in school compared to what will
be put through work is like way more and I feel like people
like to be rewarded, especially regarding mental health.” (S14,
23, Female, 4)

Theme 6: Work-life balance and flexibility

Participants of Gen Z preferred work-life balance and flexible
work arrangements. Concerning workplace flexibility, the
evidence suggested flexible work arrangements, such as
flexible work hours and remote working. Participant 15
stated that flexible working hours assist Gen Z to:

‘... spend quality time with their families during the week,
allowing them to engage more meaningfully in family activities,
share important moments with loved ones, and participate in
daily routines that strengthen their bonds and create lasting
memories.” (S15, 22, Female, 2)

Participants 1 suggested that working from home may allow
her ample responsibility to structure her work schedule to
ensure she can complete her work-related tasks effectively
and accommodate activities outside of work. Participant 1
further stated that she prefers flexible reward packages
regarding remote working options to support work-life
balance. She further states that:

‘Working from home assists to perform better.” (S1, 22, Female, 3)

Participant 6 also went on to elaborate on why this is an
effective reward:

' feel like money, flexibility of where once can work because a
lot of Gen Z’s do not like to be micromanaged as maybe they can
be flexible working at home and not really go to the office every
day and maybe the organisation can help with assisting us to pay
for our fees.” (S6, 28, Male, 6)

Participant 1, when asked about any additions or
recommendations she would like to add, said:

‘Generation Z wants levels of compensation that enable true
work-life balance, so this will have to include covering the
current cost of living and enabling remote work opportunities.’
(S1, 22, Female, 3)

Discussion

This study aimed to explore the total reward preferences
of Gen Z, identifying the factors that most effectively
attract and retain this generation in the workplace.
Compensation, particularly financial rewards, emerged
as the most significant factor for attracting and retaining
Gen Z employees. Participants consistently highlighted
competitive pay, bonuses and performance-based
compensation as central to their job satisfaction. These
findings align with those of Syal et al. (2024), who found
that financial rewards significantly contribute to retaining
Gen Z employees. Previous research supports this positive
relationship between rewards and talent retention (Hassan
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2022; Sarkar et al. 2021). Providing solid financial
incentives results in a sense of satisfaction among Gen Z
employees (Syal et al. 2024). Participants mentioned
specific examples, such as cash prizes and bonuses for
exceeding job expectations, as essential motivators.
Others highlighted vacation time or early leave options as
critical components of performance-based rewards. Pay
transparency also emerged as an essential factor, with
participants ~ emphasising  companies’ need to
communicate salary details clearly in job postings. Some
participants indicated they would likely leave the
organisation without salary increases. This finding aligns
with research that shows financial and non-financial
incentives can enhance employee engagement and
retention (Bachmann et al. 2022).

Similarly, Sodircuka and Chesnovicka (2017) found that
competitive compensation is crucial for attracting and
retaining Gen Z employees. Gelber (2021) further describes
Gen Z as ‘money-minded’, observing that 7 out of 10
respondents identified wages or salary as their primary
motivator in the workplace. In addition, 58% of Gen Z
participants stated they would work longer or less flexible
hours if paid more (Gelber 2021), a trend also observed by
Chaudhary (2019), who found that more than half of Gen Z
employees ranked salary as their most important motivator.
However, beyond financial rewards, Gen Z also values a
balance between work-life aspects. Research shows that they
seek a combination of financial and non-financial rewards,
with flexibility and comprehensive benefits being important
factors (Dunne 2024; Kirchmayer & Fratricova 2020).

Regarding non-financial rewards, participants valued
comprehensive benefits packages, including medical aid,
travel and housing allowances. These benefits were seen as
essential to complementing financial rewards, especially
given the increasing responsibilities of employees. Fringe
benefits are crucial to retention (Sodircuka & Chesnovicka
2017), with some participants preferring these over salary
increases. Dunne (2024) found that fringe benefits ranked
higher for Gen Z than previous generations, and this
preference aligns with findings from Hemantha and Janadari
(2023), which showed that fringe benefits increase Gen Z
retention and reduce labour turnover. Career development
emerged as another critical theme. Generation Z employees
strongly desire career growth and advancement
opportunities, which they view as integral to any total
rewards package. This is consistent with Dunne’s (2024)
research, which emphasises that career progression and
training are vital motivators for Gen Z. Similarly, Hemantha
and Janadari (2023) found a positive relationship between
learning and development opportunities and talent retention,
with many participants indicating that companies offering
free courses or covering educational costs would enhance
their loyalty and performance.

Recognition and rewards were also highly valued by Gen Z
employees.  Public acknowledgement, awards and
psychological rewards such as praise for performance were
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identified as essential motivators. Regular performance
reviews, public recognition and consistent positive feedback
helped sustain motivation and confidence. Agarwal et al.
(2018) suggested that organisations should move beyond a
one-size-fits-all approach to recognition and rewards, adapting
to the diverse needs of today’s workforce. Sapta et al. (2021)
similarly indicated that competitive recognition programmes
could help retain top talent. Work-life balance and flexible
work arrangements were also crucial to Gen Z employees.
Many participants preferred flexible working hours and the
option to work remotely, which allowed them to manage their
personal and professional lives more effectively. Flexibility
extended beyond working hours includes the ability to move
between departments or locations (Pelta 2019). Mahra (2020)
found that 79% of Gen Z employees value flexibility, and
Mullen’s (2021) study further emphasised that flexibility
improves productivity and performance. Remote work, in
particular, was seen as a way to enhance work-life balance.

However, flexibility alone is not a standalone solution for
reducing turnover among Gen Z employees (Protsiuk 2024).
Improving work-life balance and flexibility positively impacts
employee retention (Sanchez et al. 2020; Shanani et al. 2020;
Syal et al. 2024) but organisations must combine these strategies
with other rewards for comprehensive retention approaches.
Finally, while not as frequently emphasised, employee well-
being and mental health benefits were essential to some Gen Z
employees. Participants pointed out the need for organisations
to prioritise mental health by offering counselling services and
fostering a positive workplace culture. They found that mental
health support would improve employee performance and
retention. Generation Z values a holistic approach to total
rewards, combining financial compensation, benefits, career
growth, recognition, flexibility and well-being. Adopting a
total rewards strategy that addresses financial and non-
financial aspects is essential for organisations looking to attract
and retain this workforce effectively.

Practical implications

Although career development opportunities are often
encouraged, Gen Z employees indicated that they feel
constrained by rigid, generalised growth plans that do not
meet their personal career aspirations or the need to develop
their skills quickly. Organisations must go beyond traditional
compensation offerings to close these gaps by introducing
clear, transparent compensation frameworks linked to
individual performance outcomes and continuous feedback
to build trust and motivation. In addition, designing flexible,
adaptable career paths allows employees to shape their
careers, be supported by mentors and access various skills
development opportunities. Integrating technology-enabled
recognition systems aligned with Gen Z’s digital preferences
provides personalised, real-time recognition of achievements
and boosts engagement. By addressing these deep, systemic
issues, organisations can develop tailored total rewards
strategies that authentically reflect Gen Z’s unique values
and expectations, ultimately leading to improved employee
retention, motivation and engagement.
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Financial rewards such as cash prizes and early leave options
can also be strong motivators, boosting engagement and
satisfaction. Career development is a top priority for Gen Z,
making learning and development opportunities vital for
retention. Employers should provide continuous learning,
career advancement and upskilling programmes, including
covering educational costs. Structured career progression
paths and mentorship programmes can support Gen Zs
professional growth, increasing their loyalty to the
organisation. Work-life balance and flexibility are highly
valued by Gen Z, who prioritise work-life balance.
Organisations can continue implementing flexible working
hours, remote work options and hybrid models to meet these
preferences. Flexibility to move between departments or
locations also appeals to Gen Z’s desire for variety. However,
flexibility alone is insufficient; it should be combined with
other rewards to create a holistic retention strategy.

Recognition is another essential motivator for Gen Z.
Organisations should establish formal recognition programmes
that offer public acknowledgement, praise and awards. Regular
feedback and performance reviews provide the validation
Gen Z employees seek, sustaining engagement. Tailoring
recognition to individual needs ensures that employees
feel valued. Fringe benefits such as medical aid, housing
allowances and travel perks complement financial rewards
and are critical for retention. Mental health and well-being
support are also increasingly important to Gen Z.

The study emphasises the need for a total rewards strategy
that balances financial compensation, career development,
recognition, flexibility and well-being. This comprehensive
approach will enhance employee engagement, reduce
turnover and help organisations attract top talent. By aligning
reward systems with Gen Z’s values and expectations,
companies can build a motivated and loyal workforce.

Conclusion

This study aimed to explore the total reward preferences of Gen
Z, identifying the factors that most effectively attract and retain
this generation in the workplace. The findings highlight that
competitive compensation is crucial for attracting and retaining
Gen Z employees. Financial rewards, such as salaries, bonuses
and performance-based incentives, emerged as the primary
motivators, with pay transparency playing a significant role in
reducing turnover. Non-financial rewards, including career
development opportunities, work-life balance and flexibility,
were also highly valued. Generation Z seeks continuous learning
and professional growth, making learning and development
programmes essential for retention.

In addition, recognition and psychological rewards are
important for motivating Gen Z employees. Public
acknowledgement and regular feedback are critical in
maintaining employee engagement and satisfaction.
Furthermore, fringe benefits, such as medical aid and housing
allowances, complement financial rewards and contribute to
retention. Mental health support and well-being programmes
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were also identified as key factors in fostering a positive
workplace culture.

The study concludes that organisations should adopt a total
rewards strategy that balances financial and non-financial
rewards. A comprehensive approach that includes
competitive compensation, career development, recognition,
flexibility and well-being support will be effective in
attracting and retaining Gen Z. By aligning reward systems
with Gen Z’s preferences, companies can build a motivated,
loyal workforce and reduce turnover. The findings underscore
the importance of creating tailored, dynamic reward
strategies to meet the evolving needs of this generation.
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