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Background: Using the correct type of motivation is pivotal in triggering employees’ affirmative work attitudes, 
such as work performance, job satisfaction, or voluntary retention, ultimately leading to increasing the organiza-
tion’s overall efficiency. Despite the ongoing academic debate, academics provide practitioners with mixed results 
on which motivation factors are relevant for targeted employee groups whose needs are under the economic and 
socio-psychological pressure of the rapidly evolving environment. Elton Mayo was the first to acknowledge these 
socio-psychological factors as significant motivation drivers almost a century ago. 
Methods: Therefore, the purpose of this paper, using the narrative literature review method (supported by a system-
atic search strategy) on 83 articles, is to evaluate the research findings on employees’ motivation (related to their 
affirmative work attitudes) and to unfold the motivation theory’s advancement. 
Results: Key motivation drivers were identified and unified into five motivation sets applicable to different employee 
groups. The findings also suggest that most academic works, theoretically grounded in classical motivational con-
cepts, are quantitative analysis-based. 
Conclusion: To increase the efficiency of employees’ performance, internal motivation or internalization of external 
motivation seems to be the best solution. Employees’ “floating” needs call for practitioners to be trained in tech-
niques from psychology.
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1	 Introduction

  George Elton Mayo is best known for his series of 
studies known as the “Hawthorn Study” or the “Hawthorn 
Experiment” conducted between 1927 and 1932. Based 
on the studies, using techniques from disciplines such as 
psychiatry or psychology (e.g., psychoanalysis or counsel-
ling), Mayo was the first to demonstrate the complexity of 
workers’ motivation based on a socio-psychological rather 

than the economic concept of an individual (Hansson & 
Wigblad, 2006). 

     Although Mayo reached this knowledge almost a 
century ago, the findings still seem more than recurrent as 
a growing body of practical literature is concerned with 
employee day-to-day negative experiences (e.g., work-life 
balance, work stress, mental health, or burnout syndrome). 
The same applies to academic debate. For instance, Safari 
(2020) deals with burnout syndrome, Budnick et al. (2020) 
with work-home boundaries, and Lutz et al. (2020) with 
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employees’ mental health. Even though the phenomenon 
of “motivation” has played a significant role in academic 
research for decades (e.g., Gagné et al., 2010; Kuuvas et 
al., 2017; Ahmed et al., 2021; Li et al., 2023), there seems 
to be a widening gap between theory and practice as organ-
izations often fail to implement the new theoretical knowl-
edge in practice. The reluctance to adopt the latest concepts 
might be caused by the lack of theoretical knowledge on 
the one hand or over-theorizing on the other. Another rea-
son against successful adoption might be scarce resources 
or poor employee motivation management (Safari, 2020). 

     This paper uses the narrative literature review meth-
od on research articles to identify contemporary employee 
motivation drivers, current theories, and methods as they 
appear in the latest academic research. Thus, the research 
was guided by the following research question (RQ):

RQ: What motivates contemporary employees (what 
aspects of motivation are analysed in scientific research)?

To fulfil the paper’s objectives and to answer the 
research question (RQ) to the fullest, two supporting 
sub-questions (SQs) were formulated:

SQ 1: What theoretical concepts are used by the au-
thors under analysis?

SQ 2: What research methods do the authors under 
analysis use?

To accomplish given objectives, the following subsec-
tion presents current theoretical approaches to employee 
motivation (1.1). Section Material and Methods (2) high-
lights the method used to identify the studies under review. 
Section Results and Discussion (3) provides an overview 
and a summary of contemporary employee motivation as 
presented in the studies. It also synthesizes theoretical ap-
proaches and discusses the methods used in the current re-
search. The review strategy is depicted in Figure 1.

1.1	Current theoretical approaches to 
employee motivation

Mayo’s legacy for contemporary motivational theo-
ries

Highhouse (1999) states that radical behaviourism pre-
vailed in industrial/business psychology in the era before 

Figure 1: Overview of the study (authors’ own work)

Hawthorn’s experiments, which is an approach based on 
the assumption that an individual’s behaviour can be sci-
entifically examined without knowledge of his/her inner 
mental states. Mayo’s thesis that employees are human 
beings pursuing their interests and attaining self-satisfac-
tion through their work and that the work itself is a social 
activity, and that is why most people strive for work that is 
fulfilling and meaningful became a ground-breaking idea 
at the time, which provided the basis for formulating new 
theoretical approaches to employee motivation (Khoshne-
vis & Tahmasebi, 2016). Thereby, it could be concluded 
that the results of the Hawthorne study have proven and 
thus shown the crucial importance of socio-psychological 
factors, such as the sense of belonging to a group, the abil-
ity to make decisions, and the importance of an employ-
ee as an individual for work productivity and employee 
satisfaction. The effectiveness of wage incentives is thus 
dependent on their relationship to other factors. It cannot 
be considered something that has an individual effect on 
an individual. Only in connection with interpersonal rela-
tionships at work and an individual’s personal life it cre-
ates key determinants affecting labour productivity (Mayo, 
1933). According to Highhouse (1999), this is Mayo’s leg-
acy for contemporary motivational theories and human re-
source management.

Scientists distinguish two theoretical approaches to 
contemporary employee motivation: the classical (tradi-
tional) approach, which is referred to as “classical theory,” 
and the holistic approach, referred to as “modern motiva-
tion theory” (Lee & Raschke, 2016; Ryan, 2017). 

Classical (traditional) motivational theories
Traditional motivational theories focus on specific 

factors that motivate employees to perform. According to 
some authors (e.g., Khoshnevis & Tahmasebi, 2016; Lee 
& Raschke, 2016), classical theories originated at the turn 
of the last century and are the most often used by academia 
and practitioners. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
According to Maslow (1943), there are five levels of 

needs. After fulfilling a particular need, the individual is 
motivated to satisfy another need in the hierarchy—phys-
iological, security, safety, social, recognition, and self-re-
alization needs. If managers know the level of employee 
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satisfaction, they can effectively motivate their employees.
McGregor’s motivational theory X and Y
McGregor’s Theory X (McGregor, 1960) assumes that 

employees do not like to work, do not want to be respon-
sible, and do not care about their overall performance. It 
is, therefore, necessary to force them. In contrast, employ-
ees defined by the Y theory (McGregor, 1960) are consid-
ered dynamic, capable, and creative individuals. They can 
make decisions and accept responsibility for their work. 
McGregor (1960) does not claim that the Y theory can de-
fine all employees, but if employees are treated according 
to theory X, they will behave accordingly. Knowing the 
right “typology” of employees enables managers to choose 
appropriate employee management.

Herzberg’s theory of two factors
Herzberg et al. (1959) distinguish between motiva-

tion and hygiene factors. Motivation factors or motivators 
bring employee satisfaction (e.g., success, recognition, 
growth opportunity). Hygiene factors are, e.g., organiza-
tion policy, working conditions, relations with superiors, 
relations with colleagues, and financial remuneration. 
Hygiene factors alone do not satisfy employees, but their 
absence causes dissatisfaction. A hygiene factor (e.g., fi-
nancial remuneration) can only motivate an employee if 
linked to a motivator (e.g., recognition).

Other classical theories include Vroom’s theory of ex-
pectations (Expectancy theory) (Vroom, 1964), Skinner’s 
motivational theory based on support and positive evalua-
tion of employee behaviour (Reinforcement theory) (Skin-
ner, 1953) or Deci’s theory of self-determination (Self-de-
termination theory) (Deci, 1971).

Modern (holistic) motivational theories
Holistic (modern) theories are based on an interdisci-

plinary approach to employee motivation and use knowl-
edge from neurology, biology, and psychology. For exam-
ple, Nohria et al. (2008) use knowledge from various fields 
to explain “human nature” as an elementary factor influ-
encing employee motivation. It is natural for employees to 
be driven by ownership (e.g., financial reward), belonging 
(e.g., company culture), understanding (e.g., job descrip-
tion), and feeling safe (e.g., performance management pro-
cesses and resource allocation). The organization’s perfor-
mance is maximized if these so-called “drivers” effectively 
motivate employees.

Additional approaches to motivational theories 
Another possible way to classify motivational theories 

is based on the very approach to motivation. Scientists dis-
tinguish between theories that deal with motivational fac-
tors (Theories on factors of motivation), such as Maslow’s 
Theory of Needs (Maslow, 1943), Herzberg’s theory of 
two factors (Herzberg et al., 1959), or theories that focus 
on explaining the motivation process itself (General-pro-
cess theories). These include Vroom’s Expectancy theory 
(Vroom, 1964) and Adams’s equilibrium theory (Steers et 
al., 2004).

2	 Materials and Methods

Literature reviews synthesize published literature on a 
topic and describe its current state of the art (Ferrari, 2015). 
While a narrative literature review is a comprehensive, 
critical, and objective analysis of the current knowledge on 
a topic (Baker, 2016), a systematic literature review iden-
tifies, selects, and critically appraises research to answer 
a clearly formulated question (Ferrari, 2015). In contrast 
to a systematic review, a narrative review can address one 
or more questions, and the selection criteria for inclusion 
of the articles may not be specified explicitly. However, 
the quality of a narrative review may be improved by bor-
rowing from systematic review methods to reduce bias in 
selecting articles and employing an effective bibliographic 
research strategy (Ferrari, 2015). 

Thus, due to the fragmented focus of each article under 
investigation, a narrative and systematic literature review 
were considered the most suitable.

For the systematic search of articles, in line with Fer-
rari’s (2015) suggestions, one research question (RQ) and 
two supporting sub-questions (SQs) were formulated re-
flecting the intended use (see 1 Introduction). 

2.1	Article selection strategy

The selection criteria used to identify those studies that 
responded to the research question (RQ) were as follows: 

•	 The studies were searched in the Web of Science 
and Science Direct databases. 

•	 To resemble organizations’ primary concern - em-
ployees’ efficiency appraisal (research intentions 
of Mayo’s Hawthorn experiment), the search 
included terms such as “employee motivation 
and job satisfaction,” “employee motivation and 
commitment,” “employee motivation and volun-
tary retention,” “employee motivation and labour 
productivity,” or “employee motivation and job 
performance.”

•	 The search was limited to peer-reviewed works.
•	 The search was limited to works written in Eng-

lish.
•	 The search was limited to works published be-

tween January 2000 and July 2023. 
Cleaning strategy
Based on the content analysis of article titles, abstracts, 

and keywords resembling the search terms, the works that 
did not meet all the criteria were excluded. 

Thus, after excluding those not meeting the criteria, the 
final number of articles was 83 (FN = 83). The number of 
articles based on empirical research was 73 (N = 73/83), 
and the number of articles based on systematic literature 
review was 10 (N = 10/83).
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Selected articles
To answer RQ, due to a very fragmented focus, the 83 

articles were divided into five thematic sub-sections (In-
ternal and external motivation, Motivation of Generation 
Y, Motivation of knowledge workers, Motivation of aging 
employees, and Motivation for pro-environmental behav-
iour of employees), as depicted in Table 1. 

To answer supporting SQ 1 and SQ 2, only empirical 
research findings were under investigation (N = 73). 

Table 1: Selected articles division into thematic sub-sections (authors’ own work)

Thematic sub-section Article concern regarding 
motivation and employee 
efficiency and productivity 
appraisal 

Individual articles listed in alphabetical order

Internal and external moti-
vation

(N=28)

Internal and external motiva-
tion,  

Intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation.

Benabou & Tirole, 2003; Bowles & Polanía-Reyes, 2012; 
Chatzopoulou et al., 2015; Contiu et al., 2012; Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Deci et al., 2016; Donze & Gunnes, 2018; Elizur & 
Koslowsky, 2001; Frey & Jegen, 2001; Gagné & Deci, 2005; 
Gagné et al., 2010; Haghighatian & Ezati, 2015; Hitka & 
Balážová, 2015; Howard et al., 2016; Izvercian et al., 2015; 
Judge et al., 2010; Khoshnevis & Tahmasebi, 2016; King et 
al., 2017; Kuuvas et al., 2017; Lo et al., 2012; Maxwell, 2005; 
Mitchell et al., 2020; Moran et al., 2012; Rusu & Avasil-
cai, 2014; Siu et al., 2014; Vetráková & Mazúchová, 2016; 
Zámečník, 2014; Zhang & Liu, 2022.

Motivation of Generation Y

(N=14)

Generation Y, millennials, 
internet generation, or young 
employees. 

Allen, 2004; Aycan & Fikret-Pasa, 2003; Campos Monteiro 
et al., 2015; Chapman et al., 2005; Eisner, 2005; Frye et 
al., 2019; Lu & Adler, 2009; Lutz et al., 2020; Rosenbaum & 
Wong, 2012; Stewart et al., 2017; Supanti & Butcher, 2019; 
Wong et al., 2017; Wood, 2004; Xiong & King, 2019. 

Motivation of knowledge 
workers

(N=16)

Motivation of “knowledge,” 
“highly skilled,” “executive,” 
“talented,” or “creative” 
employees.

Davenport, 2005; Gupta et al., 2023; Hanaysha & Tahir, 2016; 
Lee & Kim, 2021; Lee & Suzuki, 2020; Li et al., 2021; Li et 
al., 2023; Mahjoub et al., 2018; Mládková, 2012; Mládková, 
2013; Mládková, et al., 2015; Ng, 2017; Ozkeser, 2019; Pohle 
et al., 2022; Reboul et al., 2006; Schermuly et al., 2013.

Motivation of aging em-
ployees

(N=8)

Aging employees, old em-
ployees, elderly employees, 
retired employees, or retiring 
employees.

Armstrong-Stassen, 2008; Armstrong-Stassen & Ursel, 2009; 
Budnick et al., 2020; Francis-Smith, 2004; Heslin et al., 2019; 
Johns, 2003; Kooij et al., 2014; Pak et al., 2018.

Motivation for pro-envi-
ronmental behaviour of 
employees

(N=17)

Motivation for “pro-en-
vironmental,” “green,” or 
“pro-philanthropic” employee 
behaviour.

Ahmed et al., 2021; Aitken et al., 2016; Appiah, 2019; Davis 
et al., 2020; Giocirlan, 2023; Goh & Ferry, 2019; Graves & 
Sarkis, 2012; Graves et al., 2013; Graves & Sarkis, 2018; Hu et 
al., 2016; Macke & Genari, 2019; Maki et al., 2016; Mamun, 
2023; Sheldon et al., 2016; Voegtlin & Greenwood, 2016; 
Yuriev et al., 2018; Zhang & Huang, 2019.

3	 Results and Discussion

3.1	Motivation of contemporary 
employees (RQ) 

Internal and external motivation
The most crucial outcome of motivation is employee 

performance. Thus, we can define internal motivation as a 
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desire to do the task for itself and to experience the satis-
faction it provides (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Internal motiva-
tion is associated with positive results such as engagement, 
productivity, and identification with work (e.g., Chatzo-
poulou et al., 2015; Howard et al., 2016; Deci et al., 2016). 
In contrast, external motivation is usually defined as a de-
sire to pursue the task to achieve positive consequences, 
such as incentives, or avoid negative consequences as pun-
ishment (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Judge et al., 2010). 

Although the research on the relationship between in-
ternal and external motivation and its impact on employ-
ee performance has lasted nearly half a century, essential 
questions about the relationship between these motivations 
and their outcomes still need to be answered. At the gen-
eral level, there is an ongoing debate about whether these 
two motivations positively affect each other or whether 
their effects differ. Therefore, they are mutually exclusive.

Some scientists view both motivations as compatible. 
The assumption is that external motivation triggered by 
tangible incentives is positively related to internal motiva-
tion triggered by intangible incentives such as social rec-
ognition (Stajkovic & Luthans, 2003). Therefore, Donze 
and Gunnes (2018) suggest that organizations should be 
more sensitive to social ideals and foster social interaction 
in the workplace. In other words, investing in social bond-
ing reinforces the effectiveness of monetary incentives and 
increases average effort, ultimately helping homogenize 
the workplace and thus making it more productive.

However, other studies have shown that these two 
types of motivation are contradictory. Deci and Ryan 
(2000) concluded that tangible incentives or punishments 
disrupt internal motivation, suggesting that the association 
is negative. Other studies provided similar evidence (e.g., 
Frey & Jegen, 2001; Bowles & Polanía-Reyes, 2012). For 
example, according to Benabou and Tirole (2003), materi-
al incentives have signalling properties, indicating that the 
task requires further strengthening, probably because it is 
unpleasant. Such incentives undermine the intrinsic inter-
est and change employee preferences (Benabou & Tirole, 
2003). Also, the results of King et al. (2017) suggest that 
employees’ work values, based on their former work mem-
ories, influence their current performance, with intrinsic 
values having a positive impact while extrinsic values dis-
playing no significance.

The explanation for these partially contradictory find-
ings may lie in how the tasks are coded in the meta-anal-
yses and the different types of incentives under examina-
tion. More precisely, there are differences in the size and 
timing of incentives, the difficulty in obtaining them, and 
thus in the percentage of employees receiving them.

Moreover, external motivation has an ambiguous ef-
fect on overall work performance. This is partly due to its 
multi-tasking effect: In the context of tangible incentives, 
employees focus on tasks they are motivated by the most 
and neglect those they are motivated by the least. When 

employees focus only on achieving positive incentives, 
affirmative affective states associated with internal mo-
tivation (e.g., enthusiasm, engagement, and well-being) 
are not present. Conversely, external motivation is usually 
associated with anxiety and lower satisfaction levels, re-
ducing employee concentration and preventing them from 
fully engaging in the task (Gagné et al., 2010).

Kuuvas et al. (2017) further state that internal motiva-
tion is positively linked to work performance but negative-
ly to dismissive outcomes such as an intention to retire, 
burnout, and conflict between work and personal life. Ex-
ternal motivation is negatively linked or unrelated to work 
performance but positively related to the above-mentioned 
negative outputs. These findings thus support the crowd-
ing-out effect. Likewise, according to Chatzopoulou et al. 
(2015), the most satisfying motivation factor is the nature 
of work, irrespective of gender, age, education, or hierar-
chy at work, even under economic turndown circumstanc-
es. 

Hence, Kuuvas et al. (2017) propose that organizations 
should address internal and external motivation separately. 
Concerning employee performance, organizations should 
focus on increasing employees’ internal motivation. 	
Employees should be invited to decision-making and re-
ceive feedback when taking the initiative, not only when 
having problems. Organizations should exercise caution in 
using enforcement techniques such as conditional tangi-
ble incentives, staff monitoring, and benchmarking. These 
findings are also supported by Mitchell et al. (2020), who, 
based on a gamification study, conclude that extrinsic mo-
tivation can reduce employee autonomy and competence 
need satisfaction. However, internalizing extrinsic motiva-
tion (e.g., through perceived personal values) can support 
intrinsic motivation. Thus, through suitable development 
programs, e.g., fitting gamification and simulation-based 
learning design, organizations could manage the co-exist-
ence of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation to their advan-
tage.

The Motivation of Generation Y
Generation Y is a collective term for those born be-

tween 1980 and 2000 (Eisner, 2005). They are also re-
ferred to as the internet generation or millennials. Genera-
tion Y grew up in economic expansion and prosperity but 
matured over years of economic uncertainty and upheaval 
(Wong et al., 2017). Many millennials gain work experi-
ence before leaving school; therefore, they are assumed to 
have clear expectations of what they want to do, for whom 
they want to work, and what they want to achieve (Wood, 
2004; Wong et al., 2017). According to Allen (2004) and 
Lu and Adler (2009), millennials want to set personal goals 
and do meaningful work.

A study by Chapman et al. (2005) showed that Gen-
eration Y requires clear direction and managerial support 
while requiring competency and flexibility to carry out 
tasks in their own way. Millennials prefer an inclusive 
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management style; they do not like the slow pace and re-
quire immediate feedback to evaluate their performance 
(Francis-Smith, 2004). They are willing to fight for free-
dom and appreciate home and family. Maxwell (2005) 
admits that job flexibility is a way to achieve work-life 
balance; therefore, flexibility should be promoted by man-
agement and corporate culture.

According to scientists (e.g., Stewart et al., 2017; 
Wong et al., 2017; Xiong & King, 2019; Supanti & Butch-
er, 2019), due to more career choices, millennials multi-
ple needs must be met simultaneously; thus, they find it 
hard to reach a compromise. As a result, they are often 
motivated to work on multiple needs (Wong et al., 2017). 
Nevertheless, the prioritization of these needs is chang-
ing over time. Employees are often affected by economic 
changes. For example, millennials placed greater emphasis 
on financial remuneration and job security during the glob-
al financial crisis in 2008 and 2009, while following the 
2010-2013 crisis, they increasingly emphasized socio-or-
ganizational and self-actualization aspects. Likewise, the 
role of monetary reward as an extrinsic motivator might 
be more significant for those for whom access to money 
is more complex, and thus, as a result, the deprivation 
of basic needs satisfaction is their daily life experience 
(Judge et al., 2010; Campos Monteiro et al., 2015).    The 
findings of longitudinal qualitative studies (Wong et al., 
2017) also show that wage levels have more weight for 
fresh graduates, while career success is more important 
for those working for several years. While an individual’s 
personality traits can affect career and job choices, the in-
fluence of family and friends plays an even more important 
role. Millennials prefer to work for organizations that use 
advanced technology and enable employees to use social 
media. However, as Rosenbaum and Wong (2012) suggest, 
social media can be a potential problem in work perfor-
mance and employee satisfaction, as internet addiction is 
related to attention deficit disorder and hyperactivity. Also, 
“trespassing” work-home boundaries (work-related mes-
saging in the private domain or private messaging in the 
work domain) has a significant negative effect on employ-
ees’ emotional well-being (Lutz et al., 2020).

There is a causal relationship between motivation and 
employee loyalty. There are three types of commitment: 
commitment to financial reward, commitment to people 
and organization, and commitment to career success (Ay-
can & Fikret-Pasa, 2003; Wong et al., 2017). Even if an 
organization meets the need for financial rewards, mil-
lennials do not necessarily stay loyal to the organization. 
According to some scientists (e.g., Stewart et al., 2017; 
Supanti & Butcher, 2019; Frye et al., 2019; Xiong & King, 
2019), millennials would feel less under pressure, happier 
and more likely to remain in the organization if the organ-
isation responded to their needs for interpersonal relation-
ships, the working environment as well as their develop-
ment and achievements.

The Motivation of Knowledge Workers
Knowledge consists of two dimensions - explicit and 

tacit. The explicit knowledge is formally expressed by 
coding (e.g., picture or language). Tacit knowledge is that 
part of knowledge gained by nature, learning, or experi-
ence. The tacit knowledge is intangible and, therefore, 
challenging to manage. Managers cannot control how em-
ployees work since their results heavily rely on their tacit 
knowledge. Tacit knowledge may be partially or entirely 
subconscious.

Knowledge or creative work does not have to be line-
ar. Individual’s ideas and solutions can come up randomly, 
usually when employees are relaxed and outside the organ-
ization. Thus, the work results may be difficult to control 
and manage. They might differ in the short and long term. 
Also, knowledgeable or creative employees usually work 
under pressure, are stressed, and lack time. Thus, manag-
ers should check the independently working employees to 
see if they know the organization’s goals and are guided 
by them.

Scientists suggest that knowledge workers are usually 
highly motivated to perform well, make decisions, self-ac-
tualize, and manage their activities (Davenport, 2005; 
Mahjoub et al., 2018; Ozkeser, 2019; Pohle et al., 2022). 
However, as various motivation theories show, different 
employees are motivated by different incentives. Mlád-
ková et al. (2015) claim that managers often do not under-
stand the importance of proper motivation when working 
with such a group of employees. Managers should, there-
fore, be cautious about aspects that characterize knowl-
edge workers. Knowledge workers can know more about 
their work than their managers (Li et al., 2023). Tacit 
knowledge is partially or fully subconscious, and even a 
knowledge worker may not realize or underestimate its im-
portance for the organization. It is the employee who owns 
the knowledge, not the organization. When employees 
leave the organization, their knowledge leaves them (Dav-
enport, 2005; Mládková et al., 2015). Therefore, accord-
ing to Lee and Suzuki (2020), reciprocity is essential in 
motivating “information exchange” between an organiza-
tion and a knowledge worker. Moreover, according to Lee 
and Kim (2021), symmetrical internal communication and 
leadership communication enhance creativity, with feed-
back-seeking behaviour mediating the relationship. These 
findings are supported by the work of Li et al. (2021), who 
claim that multisource information exchange partially me-
diates the relationship between an employee’s personality 
and his or her creativity.

Based on qualitative research and literature review, 
Mládková et al. (2015) state that the essential motivational 
factors for knowledge workers are achieving goals, work 
character, and independence. Significant demotivating fac-
tors are the inefficient use of the worker’s energy and the 
manager’s low morals (Li et al., 2023). 
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The motivation of aging employees
As a result of increased life expectancy and declining 

fertility rates, the workforce’s composition is changing in 
developed countries. Older employees often leave their 
jobs before the retirement age. However, fewer younger 
employees are available to replace them entirely. States 
are coping with rising retirement costs and anticipate la-
bour shortages by encouraging employees to work later, 
e.g., by increasing their mandatory retirement age and dis-
couraging early exit from the labour market (Ng, 2017). 
Therefore, organizations should design work so that older 
workers would continue working and be motivated to do 
so (Siu et al., 2014; Pak et al., 2018).

Pak et al. (2018) suggest that employee manage-
ment based on the ability-motivation-opportunity theory 
(Marin-Garcia & Martinez, 2016) can positively affect 
older employees’ performance. Employees must be able 
and motivated to work longer (Armstrong-Strassen, 2008; 
Armstrong-Strassen & Ursel, 2009). Also, they should be 
given the right opportunities (Pak et al., 2018). Similarly, 
being in a “learning mode” may enable aging employees 
to sustain their working careers. Heslin et al. (2019) state 
that identifying prime sustainable career challenges via 
self-regulatory career meta-competency is vital. There-
fore, constant self-actualization and updating may help 
employees foster sustainable career development across 
their lifespan.

According to Kooij et al. (2014), the possibility of 
continuing work is conceptualized as an organizational 
climate towards work until a later age. An organizational 
climate towards work until a later age is defined as the per-
ception of justice or injustice of business processes, prac-
tices, and behaviour towards different age groups shared 
by the “members of a group.” People who experience a 
hostile climate longer want to retire earlier (Schermuly 
et al., 2013). Alternatively, e.g., the employees’ “fear of 
missing out” does not predict work well-being but higher 
work burnout and frequent message-checking behaviour 
(Budnick et al., 2020). 

Kooij et al. (2014) constructed a set of personnel pro-
cedures to increase the motivation to continue working in 
older age. The set includes development, maintenance, 
utility, and adaptation procedures. Development proce-
dures, such as education, internal support, and continuous 
development, help employees achieve a higher level of 
performance. Personnel maintenance procedures allow for 
maintaining their current performance level despite age-re-
lated changes, such as health check-ups, reduced working 
weeks, and ergonomic workplace modifications. Personnel 
utility practices consider older employees’ knowledge, ex-
perience, and competencies, such as mentoring roles, par-
ticipation in decision-making, and second careers. Person-
nel adaptation procedures help employees work less when 
maintenance or utility is no longer possible, e.g., partial 

retirement or exclusion from overtime. 
In conclusion, to improve the skills and motivation of 

aging employees, practitioners must ensure a sufficient 
balance between job requirements and job resources, ei-
ther by reducing job requirements or providing adequate 
resources to help employees face high workloads. Suppose 
organizations do not have the means to measure current 
levels of ability, motivation, and employment opportuni-
ties. In that case, they can focus on improving the level of 
proximal and distal labour resources, which positively im-
pacts the ability, motivation, and willingness to continue 
working till a later age. According to Pak et al. (2018), au-
tonomy is an example of a proximal labour resource, and 
managerial support is an example of a distal job resource.

Motivation for pro-environmental behaviour of em-
ployees

According to Yuriev et al. (2018), there has yet to be 
a definitive conceptualization of pro-environmental em-
ployee behaviour. Graves and Sarkis (2018) define pro-en-
vironmental behaviour as a broad set of environmental 
responsibilities such as learning more about the environ-
ment, developing and implementing ideas to reduce neg-
ative environmental impact, developing environmental 
processes and products, recycling, and questioning prac-
tices that harm the environment. Graves and Sarkis (2018) 
distinguish between basic behaviour, such as recycling or 
reducing energy consumption, and advanced behaviour, 
which requires a proactive approach, such as finding new 
environmentally friendly ways of working or enhancing 
environmental knowledge. Basic pro-environmental be-
haviour is short-term, less demanding, and relatively com-
mon. Advanced behaviour is more prolonged, more chal-
lenging, and less common. Although basic and advanced 
pro-environmental behaviour tends to be linked, motiva-
tion is differentiated (Aitken et al., 2016).

Based on their findings, Graves and Sarkis (2018) 
claim that internal motivation is positively related to ba-
sic and advanced pro-environmental behaviour. On the 
other hand, external motivation is not positively linked to 
basic or advanced pro-environmental behaviour, which is 
a finding contrary to other studies (Gagné & Deci, 2005; 
Moran et al., 2012; Aitken et al., 2016). External motiva-
tion places minimal demands on employees. Therefore, it 
is unclear whether focusing on external rewards and moti-
vation effectively facilitates pro-environmental behaviour. 
The effectiveness of such rewards may depend not only on 
their nature but also on how they are handled (Deci et al., 
2016; Maki et al., 2016; Graves & Sarkis, 2018). 

The self-determination theory argues that behaviour 
depends on the type of motivation, not just the amount of 
motivation and that external and internal motivation coex-
ist because employees have multiple reasons for pro-en-
vironmental behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci et al., 
2016). Similar results are reported by Ahmed et al. (2021), 
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whose findings from the hospitality industry setting reveal 
that green HR practices positively relate to extrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation. Regarding external motivation, em-
ployees behave pro-environmentally because of external 
incentives, e.g., they expect rewards or praise or want to 
avoid sanctions (Graves et al., 2013; Zhang & Huang, 
2019). In contrast, internal motivation partially stems from 
the employee and includes introjected, identified, and in-
trospective motivation. Employees with the introjected 
motivation partially internalized external reports. They 
believe they should behave pro-environmentally and feel 
guilty if not (Graves et al., 2013; Zhang & Huang, 2019). 
For example, in the study of motivational factors of hos-
pitality industry employees (Goh & Ferry, 2019), most 
respondents reported feelings of guilt when expressing at-
titudes toward food waste. When motivation is identified, 
employees behave in line with their values. They fully ad-
vocate the importance of sustainability. Those who are mo-
tivated introspectively see pro-environmental behaviour as 
entertaining, interesting, or challenging and find pleasure 
in, for example, streamlining the waste reduction process. 
Although the three internal motives for pro-environmental 
behaviour are theoretically different, they are similar and 
related to each other due to the common origin of the indi-
vidual (Sheldon et al., 2016; Giocirlan, 2023).

However, Graves and Sarkis (2018) suggest that em-
ployees with strong environmental sensitivity respond 
more positively to environmental initiatives than those 
with weak ones. Thus, “top-down” green programs may 
not work uniformly for green and non-green employees. 
Organizations committed to sustainability should identify 
and recruit employees with strong environmental values 
(Appiah, 2019; Macke & Genari, 2019; Davis et al., 2020). 
Another option is to shift employee values, but the level 
of change in values is unclear (Graves & Sarkis, 2018). 
In this respect, Ahmed et al. (2021) suggest pro-environ-
mental training as the most effective practice. Seemingly, 
Hu et al. (2016) propose learning as a moderating tool be-
tween, e.g., corporate volunteering and work performance. 
The positive effect of learning might be even strengthened 
by social support from, e.g., family and friends (Hu et al., 
2016). 

3.2	Summary of the results on the 
motivation of contemporary 
employees (RQ)

To evaluate what motivates current employees’ effi-
ciency and productivity appraisal (e.g., work performance, 
job satisfaction, organization commitment, or voluntary 
retention), there was a need to divide the selected articles 
into five thematical sub-sections, which demonstrate the 
tendencies in current research (Internal and external moti-
vation, Generation Y, Knowledge workers, Aging employ-

ees, and Pro-environmental behaviour). The summarised 
findings suggest that Mayo’s assumptions are a recurrent 
issue (Table 2).

As a result, we can say that 34 % of works (N = 28/83) 
deal with extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, which could 
be assigned to no consensus on the co-existence of internal 
and external motivation as agreement upon their synerget-
ic effect has not been reached so far. Hence, employees in 
the same organization may “experience” the same moti-
vation factors differently. To increase employees’ perfor-
mance efficiency, internal motivation or internalization 
of external motivation is the most efficient and universal 
solution. Thus, to homogenize workplace values, we sug-
gest the most suitable learning techniques like role-play, 
gamification, or learning through practical experience 
(e.g., volunteering). Likewise, we recommend employees’ 
participation in decision-making or getting positive feed-
back (if successful) and emotionally neutral (in the case 
of failures). Organizations should address rewards or pun-
ishments with sensitivity and caution when benchmarking 
or assessing employees’ performance. These measures in-
deed call for managers to be trained in techniques from 
psychology (e.g., cancelling or psychoanalysis) and high 
morals (e.g., ethical management, spiritual leadership).  

Almost the same percentage of work deals with pro-en-
vironmental behaviour (20%) and knowledge workers’ 
motivation (19%). This could be credited to increased de-
mand for innovative behaviour, pro-environmental-mind-
ed behaviour, and a shift in skill demand (need for soft 
skills and technical skills due to automatization, digital-
ization, and robotization across organizational structures 
and industries). 

Surprisingly, only 10 % of work (N = 8/83) deals with 
finding the right stimuli for aging employees. Organiza-
tions should provide employees with suitable motivation 
stimuli, matching opportunities, and corresponding re-
sources to support their affirmative work attitudes across 
their lifespan. Employees should work on their self-actu-
alization to be adaptable to changing work environments. 
Thus, their work-life balance is manageable. This could 
be managed by being in a “learning mode” across one’s 
lifespan. 

If we look carefully at the  Identified motivation driv-
ers across the five Thematic subsections  (Table 2), we 
can detect the deep need for autonomy and competence, 
meaningful work, development and learning, social bond-
ing, feedback-seeking behaviour, and work-home balance, 
which could be translated into respect seeking behaviour, 
recognition, forgiveness, and tolerance in case of employ-
ee’s failure and urge for praise and honour in case of suc-
cess,  and maintaining fulfilling relationships, which we 
believe make the true essence of every individual, yet at 
the same time make him or her very fragile, especially in 
a highly competitive environment, which workplace is. 
This is why we firmly believe that ethical management 
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and management practices based on sociopsychology are 
needed. As a result, for more straightforward practical im-
plications, the motivation drivers were unified into five 
motivation sets (social bonding, nature of work, flexibility, 
internalization of extrinsic motivation, and management 
support). Likewise, an urgent need for life-long learning 
can be traced in all five thematical subsections under re-
search. Therefore, the suggested practical implications 
(Social bonding, Nature of work, Flexibility, Internaliza-

Motivation 
pursues

Thematic  
subsections under 
research

Identified motivation drivers Authors’ suggestions for practical 
implications

Internal and external
motivation 
(N =28/83, 34%)

Interpersonal relationships, mean-
ingful work, autonomy, competence, 
decision-making, feedback, internal-
ization of external motivation

Employee  
efficiency
and productivity
appraisal

Generation Y

(N = 14/83, 17%)

Interpersonal relationships, meaning-
ful work, self-actualization, work-life 
balance, competency, feedback, highly 
competent and ethical management, 
tangibles

Social bonding (personalized and 
shared values, two-way symmetrical 
communication, ethical management, 
knowledge-sharing behaviour)

Nature of work (self-realization, self-ac-
tualization, autonomy, competence, 
goal achieving, decision-making)

Flexibility (work flexibility, employ-
ability, self-actualization, work-home 
boundaries, work-life balance)

Internalization of extrinsic motivation 
(personalizing values)

Knowledge workers

(N = 16/83, 19%)

Interpersonal relationships, mean-
ingful work, autonomy, competence, 
learning, goal achievement, highly 
competent and ethical management

Management support (highly ethical 
and competent management, feedback, 
adequate resources, and requirements 
distribution, two-way symmetrical 
communication)

Aging employees (N 
= 8/83, 10 %)

Self-actualization, work-home binder-
ies, internal support and friendly 
work environment, decision-making, 
autonomy

Pro-environmen-
tal behaviour (N = 
17/83, 20 %)

Internalization of external motivation, 
support from family, shared values, 
learning

Table 2: Summary of motivation drivers and suggested implications (authors’ own work)

tion of extrinsic motivation, and Management support) 
could be achieved through learning mode, which benefits 
both the organization (e.g., increased work productivity, 
job satisfaction, organizational commitment), and the em-
ployees (e.g., increased employability, self-realization, 
self-actualization, social bonding) (Table 2).

These conclusive recommendations are not only in 
line with the original Mayo’s findings (1933) but also with 
the latest findings of Siu et al. (2014), Hanaysha & Tahir 
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(2016), Lutz et al. (2020), Mitchell et al. (2020), Budnick 
et al. (2020), and Li et al. (2023).  

3.3	Summary of the theoretical 
background of current scientific 
research (SQ 1)

The articles (N = 73) analysed for this study employed 
mainly classical (traditional) theories for theoretical 
background and further implications. In particular, those 
are the theory of self-determination (Deci, 1971) - 42%, 
Herzberg’s two-factor motivation theory (Herzberg et al., 
1959) - 9%, or the combination of two or more motiva-
tional theories - 15%, e.g., Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
(Maslow, 1943) and McGregor’s Motivational theory X 
and Y (McGregor, 1960). The interdependence of these 
four theories is depicted in Table 3.

Based on the review results (3.1), we can say that, 
e.g., knowledge workers, creative employees, executives, 
or millennials are motivated primarily by factors such as 
independent and creative work, use of their expertise, or 
self-actualization. Using Maslow’s theory of needs, this 
could be explained by the fact that such employees are on 
“the upper salary scale.” Therefore, their core needs have 

already been met, or these motivation factors resonate 
with their values. Applying the terminology of Deci’s mo-
tivational theory of self-determination (Deci, 1971), these 
factors can be considered “internal” or “motivational,” if 
based on the two-factor motivational theory by Herzberg 
et al. (1959). Analogically, employees, e.g., on “a lower 
salary scale” or deprived of satisfying their core needs, are 
motivated mainly by, e.g., financial remuneration, job se-
curity, or a well-defined reward and punishment system. 
These factors can be described as “external” according to 
Deci’s theory of self-determination (Deci, 1971) or hy-
gienic according to Herzberg’s two-factor motivation the-
ory (Herzberg et al., 1959).

Several analysed works (23%) were based on the 
above-mentioned classical motivational theories, supple-
mented with knowledge from behavioural economics or 
social psychology (e.g., signalling theory, social exchange 
theory, or social identity theory). 10% of the analysed 
works did not specify their theoretical grounds (Graph 1).

Those and many other so-called “Classical Theories” 
(e.g., McClelland, 1951; Vroom, 1964; Skinner, 1965) are, 
according to Ryan (2017), the “product” of the golden era 
of social psychological research (the 1950s - 1970s). They 
were based on long-term and thoughtful theorizing, obser-
vation, and experimentation (Ryan, 2017). Therefore, it 

Maslow (1943) Herzberg (1959) McGregor (1960) Deci (1971)

Hierarchy of needs theory Theory of two factors Motivational theory X 
and Y

Self-determination theory

Physiological needs
Security and safety needs
Need for togetherness and 
belonging

Source for hygiene 
factors

Source for
employee’s “X”
motivation

Source for external moti-
vation

Recognition needs
Self- actualization needs

Source for motivation
factors

Source for
employee’s “Y”
motivation

Source for internal moti-
vation

Table 3: Interdependence among the most cited motivational theories (authors’ own work)

Graph 1: Used classical motivation theories in analysed articles (authors’ own work)
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may not be surprising that recent research based on statisti-
cal analytical methods has yielded little or no benefit in de-
veloping employee motivation theory. The solution might 
be, for example, to find better methodological approaches 
to the study of organizational processes and managing em-
ployee motivation. Several studies reached this conclusion 
(e.g., Woodside, 2013; Lee & Raschke, 2016; Ryan, 2017).

Although the vast majority of works are grounded in 
theory, the mixed results, absence of micro and macro 
environment variable influence, and fragmented focus of 
each investigation call for the clarification of existing the-
ories or for the initiation of a search for a new theory or 
conceptual approach which would be more comprehensi-
ble and universal, and thus easier to follow and apply into 
practice. Based on the findings, the authors of this paper 
suggest that the newly formed concepts should be ground-
ed in scientific disciplines such as psychology, psychiatry, 
or social psychology to depict contemporary employees’ 
true needs, e.g., by adopting such techniques as psychoa-
nalysis or counselling. Unfortunately, these techniques are 
being paid little or no attention by today’s management 
scientists. On the more conventional side, the Wong et al. 
(2017) model seems to be the most versatile and flexible. 
It replicates Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs but op-
erates like a dashboard. It considers the employees’ de-
mand to meet multiple needs simultaneously or the need 
to meet different needs regardless of their “location” in the 
hierarchy. Thus, this model respects the changing needs of 
employees and the micro- and macro-environment condi-
tions of the organization. To make this model function in 
practice and not represent only a sunk cost, managers must 
be empathetic and responsive to employee needs using, 
e.g., regular monitoring or personnel counselling, as sug-
gested by Elton Mayo almost a century ago (Mayo, 1933). 
Therefore, managers’ training in the principles of employ-
ee motivation, cancelling, and the basics of psychoanalysis 
is more than suggested. Interestingly, although motivation 
theories support Mayo’s thesis, none of the researched 

works use it as a theoretical background.  

3.4	Summary of current trends in the 
methodology of scientific research 
(SQ 2)

Research on the causal relationship between employ-
ee motivation and employee affirmative work attitudes is 
mainly applied to the service sector (68%), namely tour-
ism, hospitality, and health care. 

Geographically, most of the research is located equally 
in Asia and Europe (33%). 23% of research was conducted 
in the USA. Latin America as a research location was rep-
resented by one work only (Campos Monteiro et al., 2015), 
and Africa as a research location was not presented in the 
analysed sample (Graph 2). 

The investigated works were based on quantitative (N 
= 57/73) and qualitative (N = 16/73) analyses. Hence, the 
predominant method of conducting empirical research is 
a quantitative analysis (N = 57/73, 78%), especially mul-
tiple regression, correlation, or factor analysis, which are 
currently the prevailing methods of conducting social re-
search (Woodside, 2013; Lee & Raschke, 2016). However, 
Lee and Raschke (2016) believe that these methods aim to 
find associations (correlations) that are symmetrical and 
linear but are not the only ways to understand employee 
motivation and performance. The symmetric analysis as-
sumes that the effects of independent variables are linear 
and additive. The key to understanding the relationship be-
tween motivation and employee performance is not to de-
termine which variable has the most significant impact but 
whether there is only one combination or several different 
combinations of conditions capable of generating the same 
result and how those combinations arise (Delery & Doty, 
1996; Lee & Raschke, 2016). Employee performance is 
a “function” of many factors: motivation, individual abil-
ities, or the work environment (Ryan, 2017). Thus, for 

Graph 2: Geographical location (authors’ own work)
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example, the configuration approach allows organizations 
to be seen as clusters of interconnected structures and pro-
cedures rather than modular or loosely connected entities 
whose sub-elements can be understood and examined sep-
arately (Fiss, 2007). The configuration approach is a ho-
listic and systematic approach to organizations (Delery & 
Doty, 1996) and is, therefore, more compatible with the 
so-called “new” motivational theories based on an inter-
disciplinary approach (Lee & Raschke, 2016; Ryan, 2017).

Conclusion
Even though our literature review simplifies the com-

plexity of motivation, it allows us to trace current tenden-
cies and trends. Despite the diversity of employees, we 
identified five key motivation drivers (Social bonding, 
Nature of work, Flexibility, Internalization of extrinsic 
motivation, and Management support) to homogenize the 
organization’s approaches and to provide employees with 
efficient stimuli. The unfolded results demonstrate that the 
best way to increase employees’ efficiency (e.g., work per-
formance, job satisfaction, or organizational commitment) 
and to homogenize workplace goal ambiguity is to inter-
nalize extrinsic motivation (e.g., through perceived per-
sonal values). Thus, development training techniques such 
as gamification, role-playing, or simulation-based learning 
designs are suggested. Findings also indicate that self-de-
velopment programs serve employees’ efficiency and per-
sonal interests (e.g., lifespan flexibility, work-life balance, 
career growth, and self-actualization). To understand the 
motivation drivers and to unify the pluralistic goals, man-
agers are recommended to be educated and practically 
trained in techniques from social psychology and psychol-
ogy (e.g., counselling, mentoring, ethical management, 
spiritual leadership, or communication). 

The studies under investigation rely on traditional ap-
proaches to employee motivation. Thus, it would be in-
teresting to find out how much practicing managers know 
about various motivational theories and how and why they 
implement them into organizational practice.

As advocates of Mayo’s thesis, we encourage future 
research on using ethics (e.g., management’s ethical be-
haviour or an organization’s ethical principles) as employ-
ee motivation drivers. The studies under review do not 
consider organizations’ disposable resources, which might 
hinder adopting the proposed suggestions. Likewise, we 
challenge researchers to control both endogenous and ex-
ogenous variables, as the effect of exogenous variables on 
the macro-level was often neglected. We identified a trend 
towards quantitative studies taking place at the sub-nation-
al level. Therefore, we would like to encourage researchers 
to conduct studies on the national and transnational levels. 
Conclusively, to advance the motivational theory, a con-
figurational approach (a cluster and fuzzy logic qualitative 
comparative analysis) could be proposed to analyse and 
capture the complexity of employee motivation.
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