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Employee Recognition That Works

Employees need more than points or gift cards to feel recognized
and appreciated.
40 years’ worth of research tells us not only that traditional reward and recognition programs aren’t
effective, they actually decrease the overall morale of a workforce. (Forbes) Some reward programs
may create a temporary change in behavior, but when the reward is gone, so is the behavioral change.
To create lasting change in the workplace, recognition needs to center around building relationships.
Recognition needs to be personal. In the new world of remote work and a distributed workforce this
becomes a challenge. Companies need to provide a system that will enable and encourage employees
to take the opportunity to reinforce the characteristics and cultural norms your organization values.
In the work environment there are four primary relationships that can be strengthened and reinforced
through a good recognition program.
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Manager to Employee - No other relationship is more important in predicting long term
retention and engagement in employees than their relationships with their direct supervisors.
A good recognition program will reinforce this relationship by providing a framework for the
manager to provide direct appreciation for the work their employees perform. 79% of
employees feel unappreciated and undervalued (Inc.) And all it takes is for their manager to
say “Thank You.” or “Nice Job.” It isn’t that managers don’t think that their employees deserve
this recognition or appreciation, it's that they are busy, remote, and for some, just not trained
to do it. Help your managers by providing gentle nudges to reinforce positive behavior. A quick
video message or personal note goes much further than having a gift card or points how up in
the mail. A good recognition system will help the manager by letting them know any time
someone else recognizes anyone in their organization so they can reinforce that behavior.
Recognition systems can go both ways too. Employees should never feel uncomfortable
recognizing their manager or even the CEO for doing something that made the company or
even one employee’s life better.
Peer to Peer - Josh Bersin from Bersin by Deloitte says that employees need to be recognized
every five days in order to feel appreciated. It really doesn’t matter who does the recognition,
in fact, your peers know what you're doing on a day to day basis, so when they "thank you" for
your efforts the impact can be much more meaningful. (Forbes) And you need to make it easy
for peers to do this. Point Systems or Gift card programs require HR professionals to establish a
budget and monitor and administer the program. Then when the budget is gone, the
recognition stops. Enabling a personal Peer to Peer program that allows personal heartfelt
recognition has no additional cost and is more effective.
Employees to the Company - Great recognition programs reward employees for activities
which strengthen their relationship to the organization and the culture you are trying to create
or strengthen. Hand out gift cards to a nationwide coffee house if you are trying to strengthen
loyalty to that brand. But if you are working to strengthen loyalty to your company and your
brand, inspire your employees to recognize each other for doing things that reinforce company
values. The more often employees are recognized for their contributions, no matter how small,
that align with the company mission and company values, the more they will be likely to
repeat those actions.
Employees to their Role - Employees need to feel like the work they do matters to the
organization. When they are able to connect the dots between their daily activities and the
greater goals and ambitions of the organization. Make sure your employees know that what
they do matters. You employee recognition program should inspire managers to set this
example and help employees connect those dots. Encourage managers to look for
opportunities to show employees that what they are doing on a daily basis is contributing to
the overall success of the team.
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Extraordinary organizations are made up of extraordinary people. The more you recognize the
greatness in people the more they will let that greatness shine. As an HR professional or someone who
is responsible for rolling out a recognition program it is your role to remove barriers for the employees
and inspire them to recognize each other in a way that will have lasting impact. Abandon the programs
that provide temporary benefit and budgetary constraints and implement a program that inspires
personal heartfelt appreciation between employees which reinforce the relationship critical for long
term employee retention and engagement.
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