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Practice exam question 

Getting the best from staff 

Mark Hage 

Check your answer to the question on p. 15 of the magazine. 

Sample answer 
Using financial rewards may maximise profits better than non-financial rewards, as employees may 

have a higher standard of living, encouraging more employee satisfaction and better labour retention. 

For example, Costco, the second-largest retailer in the USA, pays workers above average retail 

wages and has a much lower labour turnover and higher retention than Walmart, its biggest rival. As a 

consequence staff are likely to feel more valued, provide better customer service to Costco members 

and may have allowed the business to reduce costs and increase profits by dispensing with a public 

relations department and no advertising budget. 

In the UK Booths supermarket is a family-owned supermarket that is known as the ‘Waitrose of the 

North’. It pays its staff the living wage instead of the minimum wage, possibly resulting in employees 

being much more motivated to offer a high level of customer service when promoting Booths’ premium 

products. This may encourage customers to increase their average weekly shopping value and also 

choose more expensive products from Booths’ range. Sales may therefore increase, reversing the dip 

of £3.3 million in sales in 2018. With customers being given a better service than by other 

supermarkets such as Tesco, they are more likely to return as repeat customers, further enhancing 

sales revenue and increasing profits. If the service were to continue to be enhanced by more 

motivated staff, the payment of a living wage would not only be covered by the rise in sales revenue 

but in the longer term Booths could return to substantial profitability after its loss of £14.8 million in 

2018.  

However, financial rewards under the Taylor theory of motivation, the so-called ‘carrot and stick’ 

approach, where employees are treated as an asset rather than a part of the team at Booths, may be 

seen by some employees as demotivating, particularly if Booths decides to adopt bonuses related to 

sales targets. If Booths tries to maximise sales of more premium products by asking staff to ‘upsell’ 

products to customers, this may act as a barrier to motivating staff who do not get the option to 

undertake this type of sales activity, e.g. those simply employed serving on the tills. Financial 

motivational tools such as piece rate, e.g. the number of shelves stacked, may also be regarded as 

demotivating by many staff, who would agree with theorists such as Mayo, who criticised Taylor’s 

theory of simply motivating staff through financial means. Mayo believed that to truly motivate 

employees, managers need to consult employees and take into account and act on their opinions. For 

example, Booths may ask staff for suggestions as to what products customers are asking for and then 

stock the products. This type of interaction, the ‘human relations theory’, may motivate staff much 

more than financial rewards and lead to personal satisfaction, resulting in raised levels of customer 

service as well as the greater stocking of products that meet the needs of customers. Using bonuses 

and/or piece rate could leave staff feeling Booths is treating them like machines, with some staff 
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having lower motivational levels. It may also result in an overly competitive environment between 

workers, trying to sell more cans of beans than other staff to gain the greatest bonus. Financial 

rewards therefore risk demotivating all or at least part of Booths’ workforce, leading to poor levels of 

customer service and alienating customers. This could lead to an even greater reduction in sales than 

the £3.3 million dip in 2018. 

It may also be the case that if staff do not feel as though they are being paid a wage which reflects 

their value to the business, this acts a demotivating factor. This may be the case with Walmart, where 

wages of ‘associates’ are well below the industry average and managers are judged more on 

controlling costs and profit maximisation rather than motivating staff. Hence the large turnover of 

Walmart staff compared to Costco, which appears to increase costs for recruitment and training and 

thus reduce Walmart’s ability to maximise its profits. 

Non-financial rewards may actually be a better fit with Booths’ family-owned premium ethos. It is likely 

that the ‘Waitrose of the North’ wants to encourage staff and managers to work as a team, as the 

supermarket aims to provide the best ‘customer service’, a USP compared to larger competitors such 

as Tesco. Therefore, Herzberg’s theory on motivation is more likely to enhance Booths’ employee 

performance by treating financial methods of motivation as important but not the key to motivating 

staff, the so-called hygiene factors. Booths would still benefit from paying staff the living wage as this 

would ensure there are no blockages to enhancing their motivational levels through so-called 

motivators. For example, Booths could encourage empowerment among both managers and staff, 

giving staff stacking shelves more power to decide when certain types of food should be stocked. 

Booths could further enhance staff motivation by using job rotation, where those stacking shelves 

would then undertake till roles together with delegating more tasks, e.g. allowing staff to decide on 

certain refunds. With increases in staff decision-making, further training and skills development, staff 

may become self-actualised, realising their personal and professional development aims, and 

enhancing their self-esteem. This could result in a much more cohesive team of staff working at 

Booths, resulting in enhanced customer service and increased productivity, such as faster restocking 

of shelves. Booths may also benefit from team meetings that encourage staff ideas to improve 

productivity and sales. This could lead to greater sales revenue, increased customer loyalty due to the 

higher level of service and a return to profitability. 

However, staff in supermarkets tend to be young and/or lower paid, with lower educational attainment. 

Alternatively, they may include staff who see the job as short-term, e.g. students working while at 

university. Non-financial aspects may not be the main reason such staff work at Booths on the 

checkout or stacking shelves. They may be much more interested in bonus-related pay or higher 

hourly rates and have little interest in being given greater responsibility or coming up with ideas for 

new premium products for Booths’ customers. Non-financial methods such as training shelf-stackers 

to work the tills may have a significant cost, but actually result in little increase in staff motivation. 

Booths will therefore have incurred costs which fail to enhance sales and maximise profits, actually 

leading to greater losses than the 2018 figure of £14.8 million. 

The key to maximising profits is identifying the staff who will actually benefit from financial and non-

financial methods of motivation. Managers may actually benefit from both as they are more likely to 

share the goals and long-term aims of Booths, feel more trusted by being trained and given more 

empowerment and delegation to make decisions in local stores that are more likely to meet local 

grocery needs. Staff in more transient situations, e.g. part-time shelf-stackers, are unlikely to be 

interested in significant investment in empowerment training, but may become more motivated if they 

are allowed to rotate certain roles together with receiving a higher rate of hourly pay, which may 
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encourage higher-skilled staff. As Booths has struggled to compete and has incurred recent losses, it 

may be that motivating staff is only one of the issues that must be resolved to turn the business 

around. For example, it may already have identified that a tie-up with Waitrose to benefit from the 

cheaper unit costs of bulk purchases is a key issue to reducing the price of its premium goods and 

encouraging increased sales. However, as a premium supermarket, customer service and therefore 

the motivation of staff are key differentiating USPs that may in the longer term be the most important 

factor to maximising profits. Booths may therefore need to ensure that it hires staff who are motivated 

by a more team-working, creative approach. 

The key message for businesses such as Costco, Walmart and Booths is to target their systems of 

financial and non-financial rewards in a way that maximises staff motivation and quality of service, 

thus minimising cost and maximising profit in the medium to long term. 

Sample examiner comment 

Mark: 25/25 (Level 4 — an excellent response fully focused on the question) 

Knowledge and understanding are shown through a benefit of maximising profits through financial or 

non-financial methods of motivating employees in a range of businesses. 

Application is shown through the use of appropriate context applied to the question. 

Well-developed, coherent and logical analysis is linked together, giving cause and effect of the 

positive and negative results of each option for maximising profits, using context-based qualitative and 

quantitative data. 

An evaluation of the most important competing arguments with context is used to support a judgement 

and recommendation as to which option is the likeliest to increase profits for specific examples of 

businesses. 

The conclusion looks at the situation in which different businesses find themselves, reflecting a 

recommendation that takes into account the risks of adopting a one-size-fits-all approach to financial 

and non-financial motivators of staff. 

This resource is part of BUSINESS REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by subject 

experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/businessreview 
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