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The Impact of Pay on Productivity and Motivation on General Workers in South 

African Platinum Mines 

By: Prof Mark Bussin and Mthokozisi Jali 

Abstract: The aim of this research was to understand if pay does have an impact on general 

workers’ motivation and productivity. In line with qualitative research methodological 

principles, this study followed a non-empirical exploratory and adopted phenomenological 

approach. The finding of this study revealed that pay was an important and main motivator 

for general workers in South African platinum mines and it drives workers to be more 

productive. General workers will work hard if they are happy with their pay and if pay is 

increased regularly. The study suggests that there is definitely a link between motivation and 

productivity.  
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1. Background 

According to Nielson and Smith (2014), employees’ satisfaction with their pay is the main 

concern of employers, and it affects motivation and productivity.  Conversations that are 

heard and newspapers that are read every day suggest that pay is important to employees 

(Gupta & Shaw 2014). This literature supports the fact that pay plays a significant role in an 

organisation’s performance; better pay increases motivation, which drives productivity 

(Danish 2010; Stringer, Didham, & Theivananthampillai 2011). Altman (2001) stated that 

companies in a mineral resource based economy that absorbs and depends on low skill 

labour for productivity, should pay attention to what motivates those general workers to 

increase their productivity.  

However, literature on motivational factors in the mining industry is lacking, and Masvaure, 

Ruggunan, and Maharaj (2014) and Adelakun (2014) suggested that future research on a 

larger scale is required in this field. Muogbo (2013) suggested that further research should 

be carried out on the relationship between pay and productivity, and impact of pay on 

general workers’ performance. South Africa is one of the faster emerging economies, and 

very limited research has been done in this country on pay for performance. None has been 

done in the mining industry (Alexander 2013; Du & Choi 2010). South Africa’s pay and 

productivity are ranked relatively low in the Global Competitiveness Report (The global 

competitiveness report 2019). South African mines’ productivity and output have decreased 

over the years, due to strikes and low worker motivation. Workers’ motivation is known to be 

the main factor affecting company profitability (Tomohara & Ohno 2013). The Efficiency 
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Wage Model suggests that a wage increase which is higher than the inflation rate often 

causes growth in labour productivity, allowing the company to maximize profits (Alarco 2016; 

Hennig-Schmidt, Sadrieh, & Rockenbach 2010). Mine managers should understand what 

motivates general workers in order to prevent business interruptions such as the strike that 

affected South African platinum mines productivity in 2012 (Global Data 2012) 

According to Manzoor (2011) and Carr, Parker, Arrowsmith, Watters (2016) workers’ 

performance is driven by the motivation to exert more effort in their job in order to increase 

the firm’s profitability. Any labour intensive industry is mainly dependent on people power to 

achieve its productivity and profitability (Arnolds & Boshoff 2002). The majority of South 

African companies are performing poorly in investigating and implementing motivational 

strategies that will drive productivity and small number of studies has been carried in labour 

intensive industries, especially the mining industry. (Thwala & Monese 2012). Arnolds and 

Venter (2007) suggested that a well-crafted and executed pay structure is management’s 

most powerful tool to motivate workers to achieve an organisations’ goal. 

There are obviously risks associated with high pay in the mining industry. According to 

Morgan (2014), the labour cost of the South African platinum mining industry has increased 

substantially to about 70% of total mine cost while productivity has decreased. It is crucial 

that managers manage this labour cost increase. The increase in labour costs caused by the 

attempt to motivate general workers must yield a desired increase in productivity in order to 

avoid profit losses. According to Lazear (2000) and Marinakis (2016), profit increases of 

firms that adopt pay to motivate workers depend on increases in productivity in relation to 

the rise in labour costs, provided all other costs remain unchanged.  

The remainder of the article is divided into six sections. The first clarifies the eight research 

questions for this study, the second reviews literature on mines, pay structures, motivational 

theories, productivity, pay, motivation as well as the relationships between the last 

mentioned. This is followed by the research design and the next section offers a 

comprehensive perspective on the results and discussion of the eight research questions. 

The fifth section details the limitations and opportunities for future research. The sixth 

section concludes with a summary and recommendations for platinum mine managers. 

2. Research Aims and Objectives 

In motivating workers, it is essential to know what  motivates workers, and then implement a 

motivational programme that is aligned with the organisation’s business goals (Cong & Van 

2013). Many researchers have investigated factors that influence motivation and 

productivity, but very few have researched the impact of pay as a motivator of general 

workers, and how motivation translates to workers exerting more effort in their jobs 
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(Masvaure, Ruggunan, & Maharaj 2014). This research study considered three private 

companies to expand the research that has been done in South Africa and other countries.  

The research questions for this study included: 

Research Question one 

What will make a general worker work harder - is it pay or working conditions? 

Research Question two 

If pay will make general workers work harder, will they prefer it in cash or housing or food or 

non-cash? 

Research Question three 

Would general workers prefer if R5000 was added to their basic pay and no bonus or rather 

stay as where they are?  

Research Question four 

What else, other than money, will make general workers work harder and make them come 

to work every day? 

Research Question five 

Will general workers work hard because they love the jobs that they are doing or because 

they expect to get good pay (salary and bonus)? 

Research Question six 

Would general workers prefer to earn slightly less and have a very good supervisor or earn 

slightly more even if their supervisor is not good? 

 

3. Literature Review 

 

3.1. Platinum Mines 

Nattrass (1995) argued that it is acknowledged that the mining industry is the core of the 

South African economy and a mainstay of general labour in the country. The South African 

platinum industry has grown remarkably and became one of the largest sectors of the 

national mining industry in employment of general workers (Capps 2012). South African 

platinum mines made up the largest percentage of global primary platinum production with 

the supply of 75% of the primary platinum produced mainly by Anglo American Platinum, 

Impala Platinum and Lonmin PLC (Cowley 2013). 
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3.2. General workers 

Winkler, Busch, Clasen, and Vowinkel (2014) defined general workers as personnel who 

lack professional education and who are not capable of working in higher-level jobs, also as 

low-skilled workers who are generally at a high risk for injuries and disease. Nielson and 

Smith (2014) defined general workers as employees who perform manual labour, and they 

have limited or no education.    Altman (2001) suggested that South Africa is a mineral 

resource based economy that absorbs low skilled labour. This was supported by Ogujiuba, 

Adebayo, and Stiegler (2014), who conducted research in the mining sector and concluded 

that general workers are the key drivers of production in a mining sector. Mining companies 

should ensure that general workers are motivated to exert effort, since that is the key factor 

in production (Nielson & Smith, 2014; Jeve, Oppenheimer & Konje 2015). Thwala and 

Monese (2012) stated that general workers are mine’s most valuable asset. They also 

acknowledged that general workers are difficult to manage because they have personal 

needs that must be met, and behaviours that must be managed if workers are to be effective 

in production and contribute to the mine’s growth. 

 

3.3. Motivational Theories 

Motivation is known to be one of the most important contributors to high performance of 

organisation and high productivity (Gillet, Vallerand, & Rosnet 2009). Rahim and Daud 

(2013) defined motivation as a process that influences the individual to exert an effort to 

attain goals. Manzoor (2011) described motivation as the power that reinforces behaviour, 

provides route to behaviour, and prompts the tendency to continue. Ryan and Deci (2000) 

argued that motivation is highly regarded by firms because its outcome results in high 

productivity. For this research, motivation is defined as the internal energy that drives 

general workers to achieve individual and a firm’s goals (Aworemi, Abdul-Azeez, & Durowoju 

al. 2011). 

Many researchers have suggested that there are two types of motivation - intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation. These may be both present and possibly work together to motivate 

workers. (Hayenga & Corpus 2010; Azizzadeh, Shirvani & Sfestani 2014). Intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation has been widely researched, and the difference between the two 

capacitates managers to make good decisions as to what motivational tools to use. 

Motivation theories provided a theoretical base for this research study regarding the use of 

pay to motivate employees (Boachie-Mensah & Dogbe 2011).  There are many motivation 

theories, and the most relevant theories to this research were acknowledged. Need theories 
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related to motivation (Herzberg 1968; Maslow 2000; McClelland 1976) attempted to explain 

what motivates workers (Lunenburg 2011). However, expectancy theory emerged as 

motivation theory that suggests there is a close alignment of workers’ motivation to the 

organisation’s goals (Bassett-Jones & Lloyd 2005; Ghazanfar, Chuanmin, Khan, & Bashir 

2011; Lunenburg 2011). These authors also suggested that expectancy theory emphasised 

that pay is a critical motivator.  Although it was not clear at what level in a company pay 

becomes critical for motivation, the fact remained that pay is a motivator (Chang 2011). 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, McClelland’s theory of needs, Herzberg’s two-factor, and 

Expectancy theory all focused on different dynamics and all four attempted to predict the 

conditions and factors which motivate workers to exert more effort. The significance of these 

theories in understanding workers needs that can be linked with pay should not be 

underestimated.  

 

3.4. Pay structure 

Bratton and Gold (2012) defined pay as monetary payment that general workers receive 

from an employer, including basic pay, bonuses and allowances. According to Williams, 

McDaniel, and Ford (2007), pay refers to all types of rewards, such as salary, bonuses, 

benefits, and pay increases. Kim, Mone, and Kim (2008) and Bussin (2015) argued that the 

level of pay and the total pay package affects productivity and has been of theoretical 

interest because pay and other rewards are regarded as key elements of behavioural and 

affective responses of employees. 

Pay is an important subject for both organisations and academia, since the debates whether 

pay satisfaction is a motivator has yet to be resolved (Carraher, Mulvey, Scarpello, & Ash 

2004). Currall, Towler, Judge, and Kohn (2005) argued that pay is a powerful motivator of 

employees. However, recent findings that workers are satisfied with intrinsic motivation 

contradict findings that pay is an important motivator (Pinto 2011). Fakhfakh and FitzRoy 

(2004) as well as Nielson and Smith (2014) suggested that organisations should improve 

employees’ pay because it can improve productivity and commitment to the organisations 

they work for. Ruiz-Palomino, Sáez-Martínez, and Martínez-Cañas (2013) argued that 

employees are hardly ever fully pleased with their pay and would always argue for higher 

levels of pay. It is essential to continuously evaluate pay levels and structures because when 

general workers are not happy with these, they are expected to be demotivated (De Gieter, 

De Cooman, Hofmans, Pepermans, & Jegers 2012). Evidence has indicated that pay 

dissatisfaction has a direct influence in reducing productivity (Currall et al. 2005) 
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Ismail and Shariff (2008) defined pay structure as a combination of pay elements consisting 

of basic pay, bonuses, and allowances. Brown (2001) said that the choice of pay structure is 

crucial for the success of a firm’s operation and it is one of important forces that can 

influence the behaviour of workers. Pay structure is very important to workers, Rahim and 

Daud (2013) suggested, and added that employers should portion pay structure in a fair 

manner. Brown (2001) found that even though pay preference and structure is important to 

workers, management does not always give it full attention and consideration during the 

process of making pay policy. Ali and Ahmed (2009) and Kasper, Muehlbacher, Kodydek, & 

Zhang (2012) stated that workers can be demotivated if they believe their pay structure is 

not portioned fairly. In recent times, labour protest has intensified due to dissatisfaction of 

workers with pay and methods used to determine pay (Brown 2001). Expectancy theory 

gave guidance as to why this has happened. 

 

3.5. Labour productivity 

Islam and Shazali (2011) argued that the mining sector is one of the most labour-intensive 

industries, where labour costs are higher than any other cost involved in running the 

business. Labour-intensive means use of manpower in the mining process with no provision 

of technology (Islam & Shazali 2011). Due to the high labour cost, Yi and Chan (2013) 

suggested that labour productivity be one of the performance indicators used to measure the 

success of the mining industry. Knowing the critical aspects that both positively and 

negatively affect productivity has been suggested to be crucial for the improvement of 

general worksers (Odesola & Idoro 2014). 

Fachin and Gavosto (2010) argued that productivity is critical not only in the long run but 

also in the short run, as it is one of the elements of output and employment growth.  

According to Yi and Chan (2013) most economic academia agreed with the fact that 

productivity is important for the prosperity of an individual firm, an industry, or an economy. 

Mojahed and Aghazadeh (2008) Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005) argued that there are 

many factors that influence productivity which include motivation, skills, training and 

employer-employee relationship. While Harris, Kacmar & Zivnuska (2007) suggest 

prolonged negative verbal communication from supervisor to employee can influence 

productivity that leads to motivation levels decreasing. Ng, Skitmore, Lam, and Poon (2004) 

suggested that motivation can have a huge impact on productivity, however, firms should not 

overlook issues identified by Mojahed and Aghazadeh (2008), and Dai and Goodrum (2011).  

Gangai (2014) and Barclay (2012) argued that not only all the reasons mentioned above 

contributed to low productivity but absenteeism also contributed significantly. Interestingly, 
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their studies also found that a higher proportion of males’ absenteeism in the workplace was 

associated with alcohol abuse, but that females consumed less alcohol than males do. 

Productivity in higher labour intensive sectors such as agriculture and mining was lower due 

to high absenteeism resulting from alcohol consumption.  

 

3.6. Relationship between pay and motivation 

Pepe (2010) described extrinsic motivation as the positive emotional state that employees 

get from the reward a company offers. A company may offer a reward in the form of pay, 

bonuses, and promotion (Ismail & El Nakkache 2014; Pouliakas 2010). The fact that 

motivation is utilised regularly shows its importance in achieving higher productivity among 

workers (Adelakun 2014 & Lerner 2013). Anyim, Chidi, and Badejo (2012) argued that it may 

be virtually impossible to establish a perfect solution that will optimally promote motivation 

and elevate work performance all the time; however, they suggested that adequate pay may 

be the factor that will have the most significant impact on workers’ motivation. Anyim et al. 

(2012) suggestion is supported by Adelakun (2014), whose study revealed that most 

workers are motivated by financial incentives no matter how engaged are they. 

Harunavamwe and Kanengoni (2013) argued that pay is a significant motivational factor 

amongst low-level workers. This postulation has been viewed as more theoretical than 

practical (Harunavamwe & Kanengoni 2013). It is clear that money is indeed the major factor 

in workers’ motivation (Gupta & Shaw 2014; Adelakun 2014; Anyim et al. 2012). 

Karaskakovska (2011) argued the point and brought gender into the equation. In his study 

he found that women placed work environment higher than money as a motivator, while men 

ranked money higher than work environment. In his study of motivation, Fapohunda (2013) 

also found that men value pay more than anything (basic salary and bonuses) as a motivator 

and women placed more value on respectful treatment by supervisors, interpersonal 

relationship at the work place and a good work environment. 

According to Tudor (2011) and Gupta and Shaw (2014) argued that pay can shape 

employee behaviour and organisational effectiveness at almost all levels. No matter how 

effective the organisation’s policies and procedures are, they will not have the desired effect 

unless the employees are well paid, because pay affects employee attitude and behaviour 

(Gupta & Shaw 2014). A good pay for performance system provides a win-win situation for 

employer and employees (Chang 2011; Gielen, Kerkhofs, & Van Ours 2010; Schaubroeck, 

Shaw, Duffy & Mitra 2008). General workers are employees who perform manual labour, 

and they have limited or no education (Nielson & Smith 2014). Nielson and Smith (2014) 

suggested that industries such as mining, agriculture, and manufacturing should make sure 
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that general workers are motivated to exert effort, since they are important for these 

industries to produce goods. Schaubroeck et al. (2008) also suggested that general workers 

respond positively to pay raises, and thus become motivated to exert more effort. 

 

3.7. Relationship between motivation and productivity 

Kazaz, Manisali, and Ulubeyli (2008) and Lowery, Beadles, Petty, Amsler, and Thompson 

(2002) summarised the relationship between motivation and productivity as such: 

productivity is closely connected to motivation, and motivation is, also, reliant on extrinsic 

factors such as pay. According to Attar, Gupta, and Desai (2012) and Rodgers (2016) 

motivation of general workers is of paramount importance in labour intensive industries 

because general workers’ productivity depends mainly on motivation. This means that high 

motivation results in greater productivity. Islam and Shazali (2011) suggested that firms 

should look at both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation since both have a positive impact on 

general workers’ motivation to be more productive. Mojahed and Aghazadeh (2008) argued 

that no matter what type of motivators are used, they cannot work unless de-motivators are 

eliminated. Schaubroeck et al. (2008) suggested that only pay will significantly motivate 

general workers, because their pay is generally low, despite the presence of de-motivators.  

Kazaz et al., (2008) concluded that motivation, particularly pay rather than moral, has an 

effect on the productivity of general workers. Regardless of Herzberg’s disagreement that 

monetary reward is not a significant motivator, most researchers found the opposite. They 

found that money is the most dominant motivators of general workers (Schaubroeck et al. 

2008; Kazaz et al. 2008). 

 

3.8. Relation between pay and productivity  

Fachin and Gavosto (2010) argued that understanding the causes of productivity is an 

important fundamental of managers responsible for production of goods.  Muogbo (2014) 

believed that there is a relationship between monetary reward and workers’ performance. 

Tang (2012) found that pay and labour productivity are closely linked. Monetary rewards are 

a good predictor of employee performance, according to Muogbo, (2013).  Danish and 

Usmand (2010) argued that when workers are happy with their pay, they will function as a 

viable benefit for the firm because their productivity leads the firm to success. Tang (2012) 

suggested that firms that pay more to workers will motivate workers to exert more effort and 

increase their productivity. Gneezy and Rustichini (2000) argued that paying workers higher 

wages does not always result in high labour productivity. 
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Fang and Gerhart (2012) argued that the relationship between pay and productivity is 

insignificant, because pay can drastically diminish intrinsic motivation and may actually 

cause a decline in performance in jobs that require creativity and innovation. According to 

Gielen, et al., (2010), globalisation has led to increased competition amongst firms. To face 

the tough competition in the market place, firms are continuously searching for means and 

methods to increase the productivity of their workers.  Lazear (2004) suggested that pay for 

performance is a valuable tool that can be used by firms to stimulate labour productivity.  

The practice of pay for performance is widely used in most emerging markets. Du and Choi 

(2010) concluded that pay for performance has been successful in emerging markets, and 

that it does motivate employees. It appears that pay for performance is widely studied in 

Asian countries (Sun, Zhao, & Yang, 2010). Tang (2012) suggested quite a few causes why 

labour productivity depends heavily on pay in emerging markets. Firstly, if workers get higher 

pay, the impact of losing their job becomes greater, hence, labour productivity increases as 

the worker values his or her job more. Secondly, the gift-exchange model of Akerlof (1984) 

argued that higher pay is perceived by workers as a gift from the employer, and workers will 

return this gift in the form of higher effort which results in higher productivity. Rehman and Ali 

(2013) argued that pay for performance is one of the most effective HR practices, and has 

been adopted by many organisations globally. Pay for performance can enhance workers’ 

productivity and, at the same time, be used as an instrument to motivate workers who are 

poor performers to work harder (Du and Choi 2010; Rehman & Ali 2013). However, Gielen, 

et al., (2010) argued that pay for performance may not always increase worker productivity 

in a team-based task. If pay for performance is applied in a team where it’s difficult to 

measure the individual input, it can encourage shirking (Brown 2001). 

Wakeford (2004) suggested that South African firms should consider the context of the 

South African labour force when implementing instruments that may enhance productivity. 

Some factors that can affect firm productivity include extent of unionisation, strikes and 

legislated minimum wages (Camamero, D’Adamo & Tamarit 2016; Wakeford, 2004). The 

context of South Africa is high joblessness and low pay for general workers relative to the 

cost of living (Altman, 2007). 

 

4. Research Design 

The present research study was informed by the literature, which emphasised the 

importance of pay, as it affects motivation and productivity (Nielson & Smith 2014). Other 

studies conducted in this field suggested that pay plays an important role in an 

organisation’s performance; better pay increases motivation, which drives productivity 
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(Stringer, Didham & Theivananthampillai 2011). Research design can also be described as 

step by step strategy, on how the research unfolds, specifying the methods and procedures 

for collecting and analysing the data. There are five common qualitative research designs 

that are normally used; these designs are case study, ethnography, phenomenological, 

grounded theory, and content analysis (Leedy & Ormond 2010).  

A phenomenological study endeavours to comprehend the people’s perceptions about a 

particular situation or a group of business people’s perspectives on the business 

environment. Phenomenological approach was adopted in this study as the aim was to 

understand the role of pay as a motivator from the relevant people, as well as the link 

between motivation and productivity in general workers in South African platinum mines. 

Qualitative research was suitable for this study because it is a probing process of 

understanding based on analyses of workers view of different activities and it takes a 

snapshot of the workers observation in a phenomenon (Khan 2014; McLeod 2011). In fact, 

the character of this research study required access to the information of many employees 

who are illiterate, so the information could not be acquired through a standardised 

questionnaire. The aim was not to measure or quantify anything, but to progress 

understanding of the impact of pay on productivity and motivation by obtaining information 

from general workers from personal experience.  

 

4.1. Population 

The main rule for the population of a study is that it must answer the question, and the 

question must be in line with the research topic (Saunders & Lewis 2012). The population for 

the proposed research was full-time general workers in South African platinum mines who 

were performing tasks that are directly linked to production.  Approximately 60 000 general 

workers are employed by the three biggest platinum mines in South Africa. These mines are 

Anglo Platinum, Impala Platinum and Lonmin. The majority of general workers never went to 

school and cannot speak English. The majority of general workers in platinum mines are 

Xhosa’s and Sotho’s; however, there are also other tribes which include Tswana, Sotho, 

Xhosa, Mozambican, Tsonga and Shangane 

 

4.2. Sampling method and size 

A non-probability sampling technique was used, due to the absence of a sampling frame. 

Platinum mines do not have a list of all general workers’ names, but have the total number of 

general workers on their payroll. Due to the geographical location, the number of employees 

in platinum mines, and the ease of assessing respondents, a purposive sampling technique 
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was used, as suggested by Merriam (2002). Advantages of purposive sampling are cost 

effectiveness and simplicity, while disadvantages are high vulnerability to bias, which could 

lead to skewed results (Patton 2002). Purposive sampling is more economical (less costly 

and less time consuming), and gives more accurate results if the researcher is not biased 

(Merriam 2002; Patton 2002). The main disadvantage of purposive sampling is bias due to 

subjectivity of the researcher, and it is difficult to defend representativeness of the sample 

(Mills 1987; Merriam 2002). A total of 31 participants were interviewed for this study and 

three out 31 were not included in the analysis because they were used for the pilot study.  

 

4.3. Measurement instrument 

According to Merriam (2002), in qualitative research, the researcher is the principal 

instrument in data collection and data analysis. Flick (2009) suggested that reliability of 

qualitative research relies on the quality of recording and documenting data, as well as 

interpretation of the data.  The starting point for objectivity and ensuring reliability is the 

keeping of field notes, in which researchers document their observations. Standardisation of 

field notes increases the reliability of the data as it is difficult to analyse notes that are taken 

using different methods (Flick 2009). The researcher used a voice recorder while 

interviewing participants in order to ensure that no data was lost. 

 

4.4. Data collection 

Baumbusch (2010) suggested that interviews are the best data-collection strategy, because 

it enables the collection of information of the participants’ understanding of and perceptions 

on a phenomenon.  Based on this suggestion, data was collected from full-time employees 

by conducting semi-structured, face-to-face interviews. Interviews were conducted at the 

employees’ workplace in the mother tongue of the general workers and the language used at 

the mine, which is Fanakalo. Other languages such as Xhosa, Tswana, Tsonga, Sotho and 

English were used during the interviews. Participants were given an option to speak their 

mother tongue or choose the language they are comfortable with. Semi-structured interviews 

enabled deeper levels of understanding and helped gain additional information on related 

behaviours and thoughts (Louise Barriball & While 1994; Saunders & Lewis 2012). Semi-

structured interviews made use of open-ended questions, which permit unstructured and in-

depth responses (Baumbusch 2010).The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, 

were in different languages and were interpreted and transcribed in English. The interviews 

were guided by the questions formulated from theories, and categorised into topical areas as 

Flick (2009) suggested. 
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4.5. Interview protocol and ethical considerations 

The interview protocol developed was aligned with the recommendation suggested by 

Thompson, Locander, and Pollio (1989) and Yin (1994). The protocol consisted of the 

interview schedule, ethical considerations, interview questions, and the venue of the 

interview. The protocol included the explanation to the respondents that they were equal with 

the researcher during the interview. It also prescribed that the interviewer would not raise 

any opinion but must treat respondents as expects and experienced. The participants were 

treated as expects. 

Before the interviews took place, respondents were explained to in the language they 

understood the purpose of this research study. Respondents were told up front that the 

interview would be audiotaped and they all signed the letter of consent. During all phases of 

the interview, the confidentiality of respondents was protected. At the beginning of each and 

every interview, the interviewer introduced himself, welcomed the participants, thanked them 

for participating in the study and explained the topic of the research. This was followed by 

outlining the objectives of the study and the structure of the questions. Ethical concerns were 

elucidated to the participants, which included that the participation in study was voluntary 

and participants had the right to stop the interview at any time. The right to confidentiality 

and privacy of information that was shared was also explained in detail to all participants. In 

the interview process the researcher tried understand the context of the response from the 

participants and to establish a rapport with the participants and build trust in line with the 

proposed framework of Qu and Dumay (2011).  

Cooper and Schindler (2006) stated that the purpose of ethics in research was to guarantee 

that no participant was affected or had agonized consequences from the research activities. 

The following were implemented: the university (GIBS) provided assurance of ethical 

considerations through its rigorous ethical assessment process. No-one was coerced to 

participate; permission for employees to participate in the study was requested before 

commencing with the interviews. The three big mining companies, Lonmin, Anglo American 

Platinum and Impala Platinum, employing the majority of platinum mines workers, gave 

permission to conduct the study in writing; the participants were guaranteed confidentiality 

as the study was intended for the completion of the researcher’s academic requirements; 

and all sources consulted are acknowledged and referenced. 

To guarantee privacy, all 28 participants were given a code when they were cited in their 

replies. The general worker interviewed first was coded as PT1 (participant 1). The 
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researcher guaranteed to retain all the data confidential and to make use of it only for the 

purposes of the research.  

 

4.6. Pilot research 

The interview protocol and research questions were tested in a research pilot that was 

included in a sample. Parkhe (1993) suggested that a pilot study should be done since it 

gives a researcher a chance to review and modify the research instrument. Three people 

were interviewed in the pilot study. The responses of these three individuals were not 

included as participants in the final results and did not form part of the final analysis. Alam 

(2005) argued that a pilot study is not a pre-test of interview questions but a rehearsal that 

could help a researcher to perfect the line of interview questions. The pilot study led to minor 

amendments and tweaks to some interview questions. 

4.7. Data analysis 

The qualitative data was analysed using the proposed method of Braun and Clarke (2006). 

ATLAS.ti was also used to codify content in order to establish the themes. The analysis 

followed, including thorough listening to the reading of the recorded transcripts in Xhosa, 

Tswana, Tsonga, Sotho and Fanakalo. Fanakalo was used during the interviews because 

some participants preferred to speak Fanakalo since it is a recognised and mostly used 

language at certain mines. These transcripts were converted from this local and mine dialect 

to English. The English transcripts were read and errors were corrected.  

In these transcripts the codes were generated, themes identified and marked. The next 

stage was to review the identified themes, where the data would merge resulting in the 

development of new themes, the new themes were defined and named, and then they were 

finally presented using content analysis and, where possible, thematic tables. Content 

analysis provides knowledge on and a deep understanding of the impact of pay on 

motivation and productivity (Hsieh & Shannon 2005). The approach used was the process of 

analysis and comparison, with data arranged according to underlying characteristics of 

motivation and productivity (Morton Devitt, Howard, Anderson, Snelling & Cass 2010).     

 

5. Results and Discussion 

 

5.1. Respondent’s profile in brief 

A total of 31 participants were interviewed for this study and three out of 31 were not 

included in the analysis because they were used for the pilot study. These participants were 
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general workers in the grade band A and B (Level 4 to 12). These grades included a range 

of roles from bell operator, loco drivers, stope timber, belt attendant, rock drill operator 

(RDO) and team leader, among others. The participants’ ages were between 30 and 60 

years which presented the younger and older generations as well as experience. All the 

participants except for one were working underground. The participant that was working on 

the surface was in the scope of this study because the participant’s job was directly linked 

with production. Table 1 shows the combined demographic details of all general workers 

from South African platinum mines that participated in the study.  

Table 1: Demographic details of participants  

Gender Frequency Percentage 

Male 16 55% 

Female 13 45% 

Total 28 100% 

Race/Ethnicity Frequency Percentage 

White 0 0% 

Black 29 100% 

Total 29 100% 

Mother tongue Frequency Percentage 

Xhosa 7 24% 

Tsonga 2 7% 

Mozambican 2 7% 

Shangaan 1 3% 

Setswana 15 52% 

Sotho 2 7% 

Total 29 100% 

 

The table above indicates that all 29 participants included in the sample are black as there 

are no white employees working as general workers in the mines. Furthermore, the gender 
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split was representative of the South African population and the drive to promote woman in 

mining with 13 women out of the 29 participants sample interviewed. These interviewees 

comprised of 55% male and 45% female with an age that ranged from 30 to 60 years. 

All the respondents were at a low level in the platinum mines and were mainly working 

underground. These general workers had a huge amount of experience in the mines, some 

with as high as 42 years of experience, and others had experience in more than one mine. 

These workers were earning about R8500 on average, with one exception at R7000 on the 

lower end and two at the higher end at about R12000. The profile of the respondents 

confirmed that these respondents were at the correct level and had experience to provide 

valuable information on the study, in terms of pay on productivity and motivation to perform 

at work. The next section sets out respondent’s answers to the research questions. 

 

5.2. Discussion of research question 1: 

What will make general workers work harder; pay or working conditions? 

18 out of the 29 general workers interviewed agreed that they are motivated by pay. The 

findings of the study revealed that pay was more important than working conditions in the 

mine. The quotes illustrated that general workers are motivated to work harder when they 

expect to get good pay.  This outcome was in agreement with the findings of Del Mar 

Salinas-Jiménez, Artés & Salinas-Jiménez (2010),  who suggested that pay may have a 

greater effect at lower organisational levels, especially that of general workers, than the 

effect of other intrinsic factors.  

The majority of the 11 general workers whose motivator was working conditions later 

deferred to money as the motivator, when they were asked about underground working 

conditions. If they were probably working in a different environment they were going to be 

motivated by working conditions. However, they are currently working at the mine and the 

conditions at the mine are not good, and as a result they are motivated by pay. It is important 

to note that participants were unambiguous in confirming that pay will make them work 

harder.  

When participants were asked research question one, one of the participants stated:  “It is 

pay because underground conditions are not good for us as woman”4. Participants were 

asked if they would still work harder if bonus payments were taken away, a question which 

was explored in research question two. Some of the participants agreed that they will still 

work hard because their basic pay would have been increased. The outcome was in 

agreement with Grant (2008) who argued that intrinsic motivation is difficult to sustain in 
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general workers’ motivation because they are not skilled and they perform repetitive tasks 

under difficult conditions. These findings support Schaubroeck et al. (2008), who suggested 

that a significant pay increase can motivate general workers. Considering Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs, money was expected to be a significant motivator of general workers, as 

most of them are struggling with physiological and safety needs (Afful-Broni & Nanyele  

2012). The findings concurred with this literature as most participants cited that they were 

motivated by pay because they had to fulfil some of their needs. One participant was quoted 

as saying “The reason for me to work hard is because I want to get a good salary that will 

enable me to take care of my needs and my family needs”. The general finding of this 

research is that pay is the motivator for general workers and this finding is in agreement with 

Van Nuland et al. (2010), who argued that non-monetary reward is only useful as a motivator 

of skilled employees, not low skilled workers.   

This finding is also supported by the expectancy theory, as most participants indicated that 

they will work harder because they expect to get good pay. One participant was quoted as 

saying “I work hard because I’m expecting to get a good salary”. Expectancy theory states 

that employees will work harder if they believe that the value of monetary rewards they are 

expecting will be equivalent to the effort they exert. 

The study revealed that most women are generally motivated by working conditions. The 

majority (62%) of general workers that were motivated by working conditions were female.  

Although this study was not looking at gender, this finding is illuminating. This finding is 

supported by Azizzadeh et al. (2014); who stated that not everyone is necessarily motivated 

by money. However, it was clear that in the absence of good working conditions 

underground, pay was a motivator. This finding is supported by Currall et al. (2005), who 

argued that pay is a powerful motivator of employees. This finding is contradicting with 

Aworemi et al. (2011) who argued that intrinsic rewards are generally rated as better 

motivators than extrinsic rewards. It must however be stated that the Aworemi et al. (2011) 

study did not include general workers in the mines.  

 

5.3. Discussion of research question 2: 

Will pay make general workers work harder, or will they prefer it in cash or housing or 

food or non-cash? 

Three themes emerged under the research question of pay structure as shown in Table 2.  

 

Table 2  
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Thematic table of the salary structure including housing and transport 

Themes Responses Frequency Percentage 

Poor 

Budgeting 

by the 

individuals    

“I prefer if the company... can 

deduct transport and housing 

because if it’s me, my salary 

get finished before I can do the 

rest of the things I am 

supposed to do”PT3 

“Maybe I might not be able to 

pay them myself” PT11 

6 20.6% 

Future 

security 

for the 

family 

“I would prefer it towards 

housing because I cannot live 

in a tin house for the rest of my 

life because I have kids and 

cannot afford to build myself a 

house”PT15 

12 41.4% 

Own 

budgeting 

No, no, no, I want it all to come 

to me then I can decide how I 

want to spend it ‘PT9 

 

11 38% 

Total  29 100% 

 

Firstly, eighteen participants indicated that they would prefer the company to hold their 

money for transport and housing. The reasons related to their view related to the safety of 

their money, poor budgeting from their side, and future security. Table 2 shows that general 

workers have different preferences as to how their pay should be structured. This is in 

agreement with the study of Brown (2001) who found that pay preferences and structure are 

important to workers’ motivation. Ali and Ahmed (2009) argued that workers can be 

demotivated if they believe their pay structure is not portioned fairly. Platinum mines give 

general workers individual choices on how they would prefer their pay to be structured.   

Secondly, twelve of the eighteen participants who preferred the company to hold money for 

transport and housing cited the reason of providing shelter for the family. This finding is 

supported by Maslow’s hierarchy of need theory that states that people first consider their 

physiological needs (food, water, shelter and other bodily needs). Most general workers are 

concerned about the shelter that they need to provide to their family. Six out of the eighteen 
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participants cited that this preference was based on the fact that they needed budgetary 

assistance. This finding is supported by expectancy theory that suggests several important 

things, such as benefits, housing and flexible pay, can be implemented to motivate 

employees by varying a worker’s effort‒performance expectation, performance‒reward 

expectation, and reward valence (Ghazanfar et al. (2011); Lunenburg (2011)).  

It is evident that being able to decide on how to structure their own pay definitely played a 

role in motivating general workers. Most employees said that they preferred the company to 

hold some of their pay and also contribute to their housing and transport, while others 

preferred a cash payment only. This finding is in agreement with Kasper, Muehlbacher, 

Kodydek, and Zhang (2012) whose study concluded that benefits and pay structure was not 

an important motivator for educated employees but a significant motivator for general 

workers who have a low level of education and do labour-intensive work. Overall the finding 

for this research question is that general workers prefer their pay to be structured according 

to their needs.  

 

5.4. Discussion of research question 3: 

Would general workers prefer an increase of R5000 without a bonus, or for their 

salary to stay as it is with a bonus? 

The majority of the literature considered so far suggested that there is, to some degree, a 

component of motivation associated with a bonus. The majority of participants 

acknowledged the role and importance of a bonus when it comes to productivity and 

motivation. The quotes exemplify that general workers’ bonuses do motivate them. From the 

results it can be deduced that the respondents were aware that bonuses are aimed at 

motivating workers to be productive, which is in line with the work of Lowery et al. (2002) 

who argued that bonuses can improve performance as bonus payments are linked to 

performance. The finding is also supported by Pouliakas (2010) who argued that bonuses 

may have a positive influence on workers effectiveness. 

While the relationship between performance and bonuses is strong, circumstances that are 

beyond workers’ control in terms of achieving production targets have a significant impact. 

As a result, most general workers preferred to have a higher basic pay and opted for 

bonuses to be completely taken away. The results also showed some general workers 

criticised bonuses and argued that they caused accidents. It was thought that they caused 

employees to push for production and ignore the safety aspect of their jobs, as they wanted 

more pay. The inconsistency of bonus payments and the variance of the amount payed was 

the main reason given by workers why they preferred their basic pay to be increased. They 
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felt they could budget properly as they would know the exact amount they will get paid at the 

end of the month. This finding clearly shows that pay in either the form of basic pay or bonus 

has an impact on motivation and productivity of general workers. The finding of this research 

question is that bonus payment does motivate general workers to work harder to improve 

productivity. However, due to poor performance of general workers, they don’t consistently 

get a bonus payment. As a result they prefer high fixed pay with no bonus payment. 

 

5.5. Discussion of research question 4: 

What else, other than money, will make general workers work harder and make them 

come to work every day? 

Four major themes were recognised and illustrated in the next table.  

Table 3 

Other motivational factors 

Themes Responses Frequency Percentage 

Good supervision “the way my supervisor speaks to 

me, he talks to me whenever he is 

giving me a job, it has to do with 

how I will perform, I’m talking in 

terms of motivation” PT11 

 

If he shows me a bit of respect, no 

matter how big he is in terms of 

leading. Speak to me with respect. 

That motivates me and I will make 

sure that  I will not disappoint him” 

PT20 

7 24% 

Need to provide for 

the family 

“My kids make me work hard at 

work, because there is no food at 

home” PT2 

 

“My children, I do not want my 

7 24% 
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children to suffer like me, I want 

them to have a better life to grow, 

having a better education” PT22 

 

“work harder for my kids so that they 

can have a better life than me; my 

kids are my reason why I come to 

work” PT24 

 

“I have kids who need to go to 

school and colleges. I am not 

educated, but I do not want my kids 

to be like me and work underground, 

I want them to be educated and get 

better jobs” PT6 

Money “There is nothing else except the 

money” PT13 

 

“I can’t think of anything else 

besides money” ” PT21 

 

“It is tough here at work, other than 

money I will not come and work 

here. I want money so that is the 

reason I working at the mine” PT5 

6 21% 

Team work “If we can work as a team with our 

team leader, be united, share jokes, 

that will motivate me so that even 

when I think of a colleague” PT8 

1 3% 

Working condition “The working conditions must be  

conducive for me to enjoy my work” 

2 7% 
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PT15 

Respect “We need management to respect 

us also, not to lie to us concerning 

work”PT7. 

“I like to be handled like a person” 

PT26 

3 10% 

Other  3 10% 

Total  29 100% 

 

Firstly, seven participants (24% of total participants) discussed the view of how important 

good supervision was to them. Table 5 shows that there are other factors, besides good 

supervision, that motivates workers, the need to provide for family being at the top of the list. 

General workers tend to repay their supervisors’ bad behaviour by decreasing their 

productivity. The action of subordinates to repay the supervisor by decreasing productivity is 

derived from negative exchange, where negative conduct is settled up with negative 

behaviour (Cropanzano & Mitchell 2005). Quotes from general workers explicitly articulate 

the importance of supervision. This finding is in agreement with Shacklock et al. (2012) who 

suggested that quality supervisor/subordinate relationships will be of significant value to both 

the individual and the firm. The findings are also in agreement with Madlock and Kennedy-

Lightsey (2010) who argued that negative communication, such as supervisors’ verbal 

aggressiveness, has a negative impact on subordinates’ work performance and motivation.  

Secondly, an important major theme discussed by 24% of participants, was the need to 

provide for their family, especially children. Several of these participants stated that they 

want their children to have a better life than them. They all wanted their children to get a 

better education so that they will not have to work underground in a mine. This is in 

agreement with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory which states that people first consider 

the needs at the bottom of hierarchy. A third major theme was discussed by six participants 

who believed that money was the only motivator. This finding is in agreement with 

Herzberg’s theory which classifies pay as a hygiene factor that is critical in motivating 

workers. Herzberg’s theory of hygiene factors is also supported by Bassett-Jones and Lloyd 

(2005) who argued that when a hygiene factor, which in the case of this study is pay, is 

inadequate, employees will not be motivated. 
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5.6. Discussion of research question 5: 

Will general workers work hard because they love the jobs that they are doing or 

because they expect to get good pay (salary and bonus)? 

The researcher aimed to determine the influence of job factors on motivation compared to 

pay. The researcher also intended to investigate if general workers had a positive attitude 

toward their jobs. Twelve out of the twenty nine workers interviewed said that they were not 

engaged with their jobs. The quotes clarify that general workers are motivated to work hard 

not because they love their jobs, but that their key motivator is money. These quotes 

included, but are not limited to: 

  “I do not like PTV job sir, so I work so that I get a salary at the end of the month” PT15 

   “I work hard because I want a very good pay, not because I like my job” PT2  

   “I don’t like my job as I said that is difficult so I do it because I want money” PT4   

   “Eh, we work hard there, it’s too hard especially when we use the shovel, yoh, and it’s too 

hard there”  

The findings are in line with Nielson and Smith (2014) who defined general workers as 

employees who perform manual labour, and they have limited or no education and are 

motivated by pay. These research findings were to a great degree comparable to those 

identified by Ryan and Deci (2000) and Altman (2007) who stated that intrinsic motivation is 

an essential motivation for educated workers, but that it cannot motivate general workers 

because most of the jobs done by general workers are not intrinsically motivating and 

nothing seems to be a better motivator than money.  

The finding of this research was that general workers do not enjoy their jobs, as the jobs 

involve hard manual labour. The only motivation to do the job is pay. The few who 

mentioned that they enjoyed their job said that they had been doing the same job for a long 

time, but the majority were motivated by pay. 

 

5.7. Discussion of research question 6: 

Would general workers prefer to earn slightly less and have a very good supervisor or 

earn slightly more even if the supervisor is not good? 

The participants stated that supervision had an impact on their motivation and productivity. 

The quotes proved that supervision preference was driven by motivation factors and 

personal wellbeing. A slight majority of general workers (52%) preferred to work with good 
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supervisors even if they earned slightly less than what they were currently earning. The fact 

that general workers work underground six days a week, means they prefer stability and 

peace in the workplace. The participants’ view on supervision was that a good supervisor is 

associated with well-being and workers felt that they can work safely under good 

supervision. Furthermore, general workers also indicated that bad supervision affects their 

well-being as it causes unhappiness and stress.  

The finding showed that when pay, as the main motivator, was placed aside, the majority of 

general workers would be motivated by good supervision. This finding is in agreement with 

Harris et al. (2011) who argued that the prolonged bad treatment of subordinates affects 

workers’ well-being which results in low productivity. One participant confirmed the Harris et 

al. (2011) argument and was quoted as saying “you can’t work when you do not focus at 

work, you broken at heart. When you’re at work you must always be happy and get things 

out of your mind, so I would rather work for less money” PT22. This finding is in agreement 

with Azizzadeh et al. (2014) who stated that not everyone is necessarily motivated by 

money. Other participants were willing to get a pay cut in order to work with a supervisor 

who would treat them well.  However, the same finding was contradicted by Currall, et al. 

(2005) who stated that nothing came close to money or pay as a motivator. 

The other 14% could not decide which type of supervision was better for them.  The other 

34% of participants said that they preferred to work with bad supervisors as long as they got 

more money. The finding of this research question is in agreement with the finding of 

research question four. Although pay is a primary motivator for the general workers, good 

supervision is still important in motivating general workers. Good pay must be supported by 

good supervision in order for the general workers to be fully motivated and for the 

companies to get value from pay as a motivator. Bad supervision can overcrowd pay as 

motivator and destroy the value of pay as motivator which may lead to low productivity. 

 

5.8. Limitations of this study and areas for further research 

Notwithstanding its contribution, this study has certain limitations. Firstly, the current study 

was carried out on general workers in South African platinum mines based in Rustenburg. 

Other commodity mines such as gold, coal etc. were excluded from this study. Repeating 

this study in other commodity mines in different regions will offer support that the results of 

this study are adaptable to other regions, and not limited to a single geographic area and 

single commodity. 

Secondly, general workers from other small platinum mines were not included; the study 

focused only on general workers that were working for the big three platinum mines in South 
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Africa. Thirdly, the interviews were conducted using the mother tongue of participants and 

were later interpreted and transcribed to English. It is possible that the researcher may have 

inferred participants’ responses with bias, which could have an effect on the results.  As the 

researcher is both a manager in one of the platinum mines and the interviewer, this could 

have caused a fundamental bias. 

These limitations, however, provide opportunities for the future. Firstly, this study was limited 

to South African platinum mines only. Future research should cover the South African mining 

industry as a whole and also cover the mining industry globally. Secondly, future research is 

required to study the impact supervisors have on motivation and absenteeism of general 

workers in the mining industry and other industries that rely heavily on general workers. This 

suggested future research is important because supervisors are crucial in managing such 

relationships. Thirdly, future research should focus on gender to determine if females 

working underground are motivated by similar motivational factors as men.  

Fourthly, future research should investigate the impact of bonus payments on safety at the 

mines. There was an emerging insight around safety where it was thought that some 

workers took risks in order to meet deadlines so that they could get bonuses, thus causing 

accidents. This future research will provide meaningful information to managers on how to 

find a balance between bonus and pay. 

6. Conclusion 

This study has confirmed that pay is the most valuable motivational factor for general 

workers in South African platinum mines. Even general workers that would be generally 

motivated by working conditions are motivated by pay in the absence of good working 

conditions underground. This study also revealed that there is a strong link between 

motivation and productivity. When general workers in South African platinum mines are 

happy with their pay, they exert more effort in their job which results in increased 

productivity. General workers in South African platinum mines will even sacrifice their safety 

in lieu of pay. If they know that they will be paid a bonus for achieving and exceeding a 

production target, they will work hard to achieve the target. This outcome emphasises the 

application of expectancy theory which states that workers will exert more effort if they 

expect good pay. This study also revealed that even though pay is the most important 

motivator for South African platinum mine general workers, there are other factors that 

motivate these workers. South African platinum mine general workers are motivated by good 

treatment and respect from their supervisor. 

This study recommends that platinum mine management should attempt to learn what 

motivates their employees at all levels and incorporate those factors into the reward system. 
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The findings of this research can assist managers in maximising platinum mine general 

workers’ productivity by utilising remuneration and supervision as motivational factors. The 

study has also revealed that although remuneration is not the only motivator, it is the major 

motivator. Although good supervision is also an important motivator for general workers, it 

does not supersede pay. 
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