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Some employers may think that employee well-being 
isn’t vital for driving business success. But research 
has shown that neglecting employee well-being 
can lead to stressed and disengaged employees, 
decreased productivity, and higher turnover.

Disengaged employees can spread negativity and lower office morale — 
and be costly to businesses. Gallup found that an actively disengaged employee 
can cost their organization $3,400 for every $10,000 of salary — or 34%.

There may be more disengaged workers than you think. Gallup’s research 
suggests that as many as 87% of workers are disengaged from their jobs.

How can employers start putting their employees first and prioritizing their 
well-being? They can apply People Operations (People Ops, or POPS) 
principles. People Ops is a people-centric business approach that focuses 
on maximizing business results and optimizing workforce productivity by 
making work exciting, rewarding, and engaging.

Keep reading to access tips and a checklist for applying POPS principles 
to boost employee well-being.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/165269/worldwide-employees-engaged-work.aspx


PEOPLE OPERATIONS CHECKLIST FOR EMPLOYEE WELL-BEING

 □ Offer tools that make employees’ jobs easier

 □ Allow flexible work arrangements

 □ Ensure strong workforce communication

 □ Provide personal development opportunities

 □ Understand and drive employee motivation

 □ Foster diversity, equity, and inclusion



Offer tools that 
make employees’ 
jobs easier
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Google first coined the term “People Operations” 
to ditch the term “HR” — which, to its engineers, 
represented a department that was “administrative 
and bureaucratic.” The term “operations,” instead, 
implied a credible title — connoting an ability  
to get things done.

People Ops is all about automating traditional HR processes, and shifting 
attention from tactical administrative work to people and productivity.  
The entire approach is built ground-up with your people in mind, so a great 
first place to start is automating your business processes.

Forty percent of workers spend at least a quarter of their workweek 
on manual repetitive tasks and 69% say the biggest opportunity 
of automation is reducing time wasted on these repetitive tasks. If things 
like data collection, approvals, and updates were automated, workers 
would save 6 hours or more a week. That’s practically an entire work day.

Saving time is just one of the benefits of automation; decreased errors, 
costs, and stress are others. By doing things manually, you’re prone 
to human error and opening yourself up to costly mistakes. Having your 
employees fill out forms by hand and relying on paperwork is bogging down 
your employees and HR team with tedious desk work. Furthermore, these 
outdated approaches distract your organization from larger business goals.

Automation can free up your employees from busy work and allows them 
to think more critically, focus on their development, and have higher value 
to your company — a great recipe for employee well-being.

https://www.smartsheet.com/content-center/best-practices/productivity/automate-3-processes-free-up-time-for-high-value-work
https://www.smartsheet.com/sites/default/files/smartsheet-automation-workplace.pdf


If things like data 
collection, approvals, 
and updates were 
automated, workers 
would save 6 hours 
or more a week.

https://www.smartsheet.com/sites/default/files/smartsheet-automation-workplace.pdf
https://www.smartsheet.com/sites/default/files/smartsheet-automation-workplace.pdf


Allow flexible  
work arrangements
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A flexible work arrangement empowers an employee 
to choose what time they begin and stop work and where 
they work. A large portion of the global workforce has 
experienced flexible work schedules and locations due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and rise of remote work.

Remote work was gaining popularity well before the pandemic hit.  
A not-so-hushed rise of distributed workforces, aided by an increasing 
number of virtual work tools, was taking hold. Recruiters were attracted 
to the prospect of hiring talent without the constraints of geography.  
And business owners liked finding top talent in low-cost-of-living regions.

HR thought leaders even named the expansion of remote and distributed 
teams as the #1 work trend in 2019. A trend they expected would continue 
to gain strength in 2020. But when COVID-19 hit, the adoption of remote 
work exploded at a speed and scale no one could predict. It became one 
of the most drastic changes to work we’ve witnessed in modern history.

https://www.greenhouse.io/blog/top-2019-talent-trends-the-remote-and-distributed-workforce
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Researchers at the University of Illinois and Harvard Business School 
estimate that 16% of American workers who once worked from offices will 
permanently switch to at-home work, at least 2 days per week.  
It’s “a dramatic and persistent shift in workplace norms around remote 
work” with “implications for companies, employees, and policymakers 
alike,” said Christopher Stanton, an associate professor at Harvard 
Business School and lead researcher on the project.

The question now is not if remote work will be a part of the future,  
but to what extent. And for those companies that choose to offer remote 
work options post-pandemic, the question is how can People Ops design 
work cultures where people remain productive regardless of where their 
employees are located? Here’s something we learned.

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/how-much-will-remote-work-continue-after-the-pandemic
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People work hard — no matter where  
they are — when they are engaged

Many employees took their new-found remote work freedom and went 
somewhere. They went to their hometowns, they went to Mexico, they went 
to the mountains. And guess what? They were still productive! What used 
to be some companies’ biggest fear — people sneaking away on vacations, 
trying to make it look like they were working on the company’s dime, but 
were really slacking off somehow — were largely debunked. Engaged 
employees worked as many hours (or more hours) with their remote 
freedom. Plus, many grew to value their employer and job more.

Erin Kelly and Phyllis Moen, professors at MIT and University 
of Minnesota, helped design and implement a major work experiment 
at a Fortune 500 firm that gave workers more control over how, when, 
and where they worked. It resulted in employees’ health, well-being, 
and ability to manage their personal and work lives improving. The 
company also benefited from higher job satisfaction and reduced turnover.

Some tips from us: Keep your employees engaged in or out of the office. 
Try introducing fun Slack channels where people of similar interests 
can chat and make friends. Or reminding people of the value of each 
person’s work through good goal setting, regular check-ins, and employee 
recognition programs. Keeping employees engaged will ensure their 
wellness, and that the ball won’t get dropped for your business.

https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691179179/overload


Engaged employees 
worked as many hours 
(or more hours) with 
their remote freedom. 
Plus, many grew 
to value their employer 
and job more.



Ensure strong 
workforce 
communication
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Communication is a part of the soul of your 
company. No matter how big or small you are,  
it’s the means by which you’re able to motivate, 
inform, connect, and engage your people.

It’s crucial to review and refine how we communicate. Consider the impact 
of subpar communication practices. If employees don’t know what’s 
going on, they’re probably not set up for success and as a result, business 
results suffer. Quantified Communications found that businesses as small 
as 100 employees spend, on average, 17 hours per week clarifying unclear 
communications. That’s roughly $525,000 of annual costs lost to emails 
and phone calls that simply sound like “I’m sorry, what do you mean? Can 
you please clarify ____?” And if customers don’t know what’s going on, 
add to that a loss of transactions and revenue.

Good communication practices, on the other hand, have an immediate 
and positive impact on workplace productivity, including a 25% lift in 
employee productivity and 47% higher returns to shareholders over 
a 5-year period when a company has strong communication skills.

https://www.quantified.ai/blog/how-much-of-our-workday-do-we-spend-communicating
https://hbr.org/2009/11/new-study-how-communication-dr
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A strong communication strategy also brings businesses:

 ✓ Better collaboration

 ✓ Fewer silos

 ✓ Greater trust

 ✓ More alignment to the brand’s mission or purpose

 ✓ More idea generation

Your communications strategy should increase workplace productivity by 
providing clarity to employees on a number of fronts, increasing overall 
company communication competency, making HR and leaders more 
accessible and responsive, and providing effective ways for employees 
to engage and connect with you, leadership, and each other.



Good communication 
practices, on the other 
hand, have an immediate 
and positive impact 
on workplace productivity, 
including a 25% lift in 
employee productivity 
and 47% higher returns 
to shareholders over 
a 5-year period.



Provide personal 
development 
opportunities
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A key factor that can boost engagement and  
employee satisfaction is employee development.

Employees will see you as truly interested in them — not just cogs  
in a wheel, but as people — when you develop their success both  
for your company and the professional world at large. You want them 
to be successful at your company and in any future role they pursue. 
This positions your company as inherently valuable to the individual 
and deepens the sense of mutual benefit in your employment terms.

When organizations invest in their employees’ skills and knowledge,  
they have innovative teams that work at higher levels. That then attracts 
outside talent and improves recruitment efforts. These companies will also 
find that current employees have higher levels of satisfaction — which 
keeps morale high, lowers turnover rates, and saves businesses money.
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To demonstrate your care at this level, invest in the career growth of each 
team player based on their needs. Provide coaching, teaching, mentorship, 
and access to resources that employees can use directly in their roles 
within your company, but that are also transferrable to other companies. 
These don’t need to be expensive; in fact they can be free. Here are a few 
low-to no-cost ways to achieve this:

 ✓ Mentorship programs inside your company

 ✓ Employee-hosted lunch and learns to teach new skills

 ✓ Giving people time off to attend school

 ✓ Education or continued learning stipends

 ✓ On-the-job skills training

You’ll come up with the best strategies for your unique workforce,  
but the key takeaway is that you demonstrate your value for the personal 
development of each employee for the present and future.



Provide coaching, 
teaching, mentorship, 
and access to resources 
that employees can use 
directly in their roles within 
your company, but that are 
also transferrable to other 
companies.



Understand 
and drive employee 
motivation
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Motivation has a lot of definitions, but we 
prefer a simple, broad one: the general desire 
or willingness of someone to do something. 
Employee motivation, then, is the level of energy, 
commitment, and creativity that an employee brings 
to their job everyday.

When an employee feels motivated, their work magnifies business 
impact — significantly improving productivity and profits. They’re found 
to be 43% more productive, and drive 21% more profit to their employers.

When an employee feels unmotivated, the exact opposite happens.  
They cost the business money. A lack of motivation among workers leads 
to $300 billion lost each year, according to analysts, due to downtime, 
mistakes, and extra management.

But how do you learn individual motivations?

https://iiste.org/Journals/index.php/EJBM/article/view/14794
https://home.ubalt.edu/tmitch/642/Articles%20syllabus/Hay%20assoc%20engaged_performance_120401.pdf
https://blog.smarp.com/what-is-the-true-cost-of-poor-employee-communication
https://brandongaille.com/17-employee-motivation-statistics-and-trends/
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Discovering independent motivators

Figuring out peoples’ independent motivators, and how to build a company 
culture around them, is going to be some of the hardest work you do — 
but probably the most impactful. Each person is different, and very few 
people are motivated in the same ways. There are generational gaps. 
Preferential gaps. Life situation differences. Mental and physical health 
differences. Again, this is peoplework. It’s dynamic, varied, and full 
of baggage. Just like we all are. But it’s important to be aware of your 
workforces’ motivators, because it drives everything we do.

Luckily, work system researchers have developed a few employee 
motivation “models” that can serve as frameworks. Of course, there 
isn’t a one-size-fits-all approach to motivating people. Activating 
motivation involves an active (and non-prescriptive) combination of clear 
communications, expectation setting, understanding people’s value 
systems, and appealing to people’s emotions. But looking at select 
research can help you narrow your focus about how to achieve greater 
motivation across your company.
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We recommend checking out these 3 employee motivation models:

 ✓ McGregor and Doshi: Play, Purpose, Potential

 ✓ Pink: Autonomy, Mastery, Purpose

 ✓ Rynes, Gerhart, Minette: Money

Once you help employees understand their own motivation, you’ll find 
your people are happy, energized, and engaged. Why? Because they’re 
doing work that aligns with what motivates them.

Consider having managers and employees work together to tailor tasks  
so they’re more aligned with motivations and passion. You’ll find that what 
results is greater engagement and improved well-being.

https://hbr.org/2015/11/how-company-culture-shapes-employee-motivation
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/autonomy-mastery-purpose.htm
https://www.utm.edu/staff/mikem/documents/Payasamotivator.pdf


When an employee feels 
motivated, their work 
magnifies business impact 
— significantly improving 
productivity and profits. 
They’re found to be 43% 
more productive, and drive 
21% more profit to their 
employers.

https://home.ubalt.edu/tmitch/642/Articles%20syllabus/Hay%20assoc%20engaged_performance_120401.pdf
https://blog.smarp.com/what-is-the-true-cost-of-poor-employee-communication


Foster diversity, 
equity, and inclusion
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Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) are the 
understanding and valuing of the different 
perspectives, experiences, and backgrounds  
that make each person unique. 

This includes but is not limited to an individual’s race, ethnicity, gender, age, 
religion, disability, and sexual orientation. All of these attributes contribute 
to someone’s personality, skill sets, experiences, and knowledge. DEI 
is about encouraging people to bring their whole self to work.

According to an Employee Benefits Trend study:

 ✓ 42% of employees say social justice issues are a source of stress 
and anxiety

 ✓ 48% say they’re interested in diversity and inclusion programs, citing 
the need for more training

 ✓ 3 in 10 employees say their managers are not equipped to handle 
diversity and inclusion issues

 ✓ 2 in 3 managers believe their employers should provide training 
to promote an inclusive workforce

https://www.metlife.com/content/dam/metlifecom/us/noindex/pdf/ebts-2021/MetLife_EBTS_2021.pdf
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In another study by Catalyst, 58% of Asian, Black, Latinx, and multiracial 
professionals reported feeling like they had to be highly on guard 
to protect themselves against racial and gender bias in the workplace. The 
respondents who shared they felt higher levels of being on guard were 
also more likely to consider leaving their jobs more frequently and face 
challenges to their well-being.

This major social shift is impacting the expectations people have about 
their employer. It’s never been just about the paycheck. People choose 
companies to work for when they support a number of other factors: the 
mission, the purpose, how the company gives back to the environment, 
how the company gives back to its community, and now how the company 
supports the deconstruction of social injustice. If your company agrees 
with dismantling social injustices it would behoove you to position yourself 
inline with emboldened DEI practices. By doing so you’ll attract and recruit 
better talent that aligns to your vision, and you’ll retain more people by 
being a company that stands for more than its products.

Companies that focus on DEI see lifts across their businesses, too. For 
instance, DEI-focused companies report 2.3 times higher cash flow per 
employee, 19% increase in revenue compared to less diverse management 
teams, and are 1.7 times more innovative. Meanwhile a greater focus 
on gender gap pay issues, and movements like the #MeToo movement 
and the Black Lives Matter movement have pushed DEI issues onto the 
main stage of social media — together combining into a ripple effect that’s 
amounting to real and lasting change in our business culture and identities.

https://www.catalyst.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/emotionaltax.pdf
http://www.bersin.com/News/PressArticles.aspx?id=19377
http://www.bersin.com/News/PressArticles.aspx?id=19377
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation


DEI-focused companies 
report 2.3 times higher 
cash flow per employee, 
19% increase in revenue 
compared to less diverse 
management teams, 
and are 1.7 times more 
innovative.



The many aspects 
of employee  
well-being
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According to a brand report by the Starr Conspiracy, 
“Like it or not, employers play a role in the physical, 
mental and financial well-being of their employees. 

The response to this reality will have the most significant impact on the 
employer brand (positively or negatively) in the next few years.”

So, make sure your business is proactively responding to employee concerns 
by focusing on the whole person, not just the work they do for you.

EMPLOYEE
WELL-BEING

Physical Health

Mental Health

Financial Health

Safety

Communication/Collaboration

Purpose

Meaning

Inclusivity/Belonging

Equity

Engagement

Resilience

Work-Live Balance

https://brandscape.thestarrconspiracy.com/brandscape-2021-workplace-well-being/#/
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The many aspects of employee well-being. Source: Brandscape 2021, 
Workplace Wellbeing

Your People Operations team is your organization’s frontline workforce. 
They build the framework to understand and adjust for optimal employee 
well-being which delivers optimal business impact.

The People Ops methodology is the recipe to automate HR, design a great 
employee experience, and unleash the workforce. When your people are 
at their best, your business is too. It’s the ultimate force multiplier.



Here at Zenefits, we believe in and support the 
entrepreneurs and employees in small and mid-size 
businesses that power the American economy.  
Their tenacity, perseverance, and dreams  
represent the backbone of our workforce.

However, these businesses face challenges disproportionate to their size 
and resources. Technology providers largely focus on the needs of large 
businesses — creating services out of touch and out of reach for SMBs.

We’re here to change that. The Zenefits mission is to level the playing 
field for the other 99.7% — the underserved small businesses that fuel our 
economy. We provide innovative and intuitive HR, benefits, and payroll 
software and services purpose-built for these small and mid-size companies.

Check out our Employee Well-being tool, which you can use to assess 
your team’s well-being, track progress, and identify problem areas.

START A FREE DEMO

https://www.zenefits.com/
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Continued reading 
& human connection

People Operations is a cultural and technological shift in human capital 
management that allows companies to put a greater focus on their people.

If you’re looking for more progressive people management perspectives 
and how to unleash the full potential of your workforce, order the book 

People Operations, or write to hello@zenefits.com.



zenefits.com

Disclaimer: The materials available in this publication, 
as well as use of, and access to, this publication or any 
of the emails, marketing materials, or derivative 
assets, are for informational purposes only and not 
for the purpose of providing legal advice. You should 
contact your attorney to obtain advice with respect 
to any particular issue or problem.

© 2021, YourPeople, Inc., d/b/a Zenefits. 
All rights reserved.
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