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Recognition is one of the single most powerful
engagement drivers that exists. When provided in a
thoughtful and effective manner, frequent recognition
is one of the easiest ways to positively impact the
engagement of employees. Developing a culture of
recognition needs to be a strategic goal for every
organization, to ensure that this critical engagement
practice becomes part of the fabric of how we all do
business.

OVERVIEW
Our research shows that employees who have received
recent and frequent recognition are more engaged
at work. In the 2020 Culture Report, the Achievers
Workforce Institute found that those who were
recognized in the last month were 50% more engaged
than those recognized more than a month ago.
In this report, we explore some of the most common
questions and misconceptions about recognition to help
guide you to create a culture of effective recognition in
your organization, so you can drive better engagement
every day.

ACHIEVERS WORKFORCE INSTITUTE
The mission of Achievers is to Change the Way the World Works and we know that, in order to fulfill that
mission, we must use research and science to guide our efforts. The Achievers Workforce Institute is the
research arm of Achievers, the home for our data scientists, researchers and employee experience experts,
and ensures that everything we deliver to the business arena – from our technology to our thought leadership
– is rooted in science.
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FIVE PILLARS OF EFFECTIVE RECOGNITION
The Achievers Workforce Institute has identified five pillars that underpin effective
recognition. These should ideally all be present for recognition to have the most
powerful impact. For example, frequent recognition that is not specific will have less of
an impact than will recognition that is both frequent and specific.
The five pillars of effective recognition include:

Frequent
The impact of recognition fades over
time, so should occur at least monthly
to effectively drive engagement.

Specific
Including specific details regarding
what the individual contributed is more
impactful than providing a generic
thank you.

Timely
The longer the delay between
action and recognition, the less the
recognition reinforces the desired
behavior – so ensure recognitions are
prompt.

Public
Recognition with a public or social
component is typically more impactful
than private appreciation.

Values-based
Recognizing behaviors that are in
alignment with a company’s core values
serves to reinforce a strong company
culture.
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RECOGNITION VS REWARD

SOCIAL VS MONETARY

What’s the difference between recognition and rewards?
Each has its place within an organization’s engagement
strategy, but they should play different roles in
motivating employees. Many organizations historically
used rewards as their singular motivation strategy.
However, over time, organizations have experienced the
power that recognition - whether social or monetary
- has to appreciate and encourage employees on a far
more frequent basis.

Although recognition with an associated monetary
value is always appreciated by employees, research has
found social recognition (non-monetary recognition
from one employee to another) to be equally powerful
in driving employee engagement. So, while recognition
is a great tool for driving engagement and performance,
a monetary component does not always enhance its
effect.

“Only when recognition and reward are treated as two
distinct phenomena will the effectiveness of employee
motivation initiatives be improved,” Hansen et al. (2002).

Recognition
Special acknowledgement of something done

Reward
Something received for action taken
A 2018 study published in the Journal of Arts &
Social Sciences found that of all engagement factors
researched, recognition had the highest correlation
with job performance, showing “…there is a strong and
significant relationship between recognition and job
performance.”
While rewards may still serve a purpose within an
organization, recognition is a powerful motivator, even
with low or no cost associated
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“[Non-monetary incentives] motivate workers by
attracting their internal faculties, making the job more
interesting and appealing, and providing it with a
meaning,” according to Sorauren from the University of
Malaga.
There is also ample evidence that recognition alone can
drive performance. For example, according to Bradler et
al. (2016) recognition substantially increases subsequent
performance.
One factor to be aware of, in terms of driving
recognition program success, is the impact of the time
and energy that goes into running strong recognition
programs - those that enjoy high levels of employee
participation. Whether a program includes a monetary
component or not, the same effort and focus on
participation is required in order to reap the rewards of
an impactful recognition platform. Programs focused
on social recognition alone can serve as an extremely
powerful engagement and motivation tool when run
with frequent campaigns and strong employee training.
The energy and intent put into a recognition program
predicts the benefits experienced.
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MANAGER VS PEER
According to the Achievers Workforce Institute 2020
Culture Report, both manager and peer recognition
have a similarly powerful impact on engagement, with
people who have been recognized by either party in the
last month being significantly more engaged than those
recognized more than a month ago.
Although we see an equal positive impact from
both recognition sources, when asked what type of
recognition is most important to them, most employees
still name recognition from their manager as more
meaningful.
Taken together, our data suggests recognition
programs that empower both managers and peers to
provide recognition are the most effective at driving
engagement.

POINTS VS CASH
Employers often inquire about the reasons for offering
points, which can be used to purchase a specific reward,
as opposed to giving cash directly to employees.
In short, cash may be more versatile but it also typically
carries less meaning than a gifted object. Research
published in the Journal of Economic Psychology
showed that while people initially reported that they
would prefer to receive cash, when the researchers
followed up with them later, those that had opted
for a gift over cash actually reported being happier.
One powerful interpretation of this finding lies in the
fluidity of the reward. Cash often ends up being used
to manage everyday expenses, while an item received
as a reward is more durable and can serve as a constant
reminder of a specific accomplishment.
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POINTS ALLOCATION
How and where to allocate points is a common question
that arises during the design of a recognition program.
While there is no one-size-fits-all approach, there are
best practices that can be applied to any organization.
As noted earlier, frequent recognition is necessary to
impact engagement- getting one lucrative recognition
per year does not even begin to approximate the impact
received through 12 smaller recognitions provided over
12 months.
In an effort to drive that type of recognition frequency,
the Achievers Workforce Institute recommends
allocating points at least monthly, with a “use it or lose
it” policy – with points expiring after a certain period
of time. Budgets are ideally decentralized with points
allocated to individual contributors as much as possible,
rather than primarily going through senior leaders to
distribute.

TRAINING TO PROVIDE
MEANINGFUL RECOGNITION
Organizations that want to maximize results from their
recognition solution should ensure that employees are
well trained on the recognition best practices outlined
in this whitepaper, specifically the five pillars of effective
recognition.
The goal of recognition efforts is for every employee
to feel seen and appreciated as an individual for their
unique effort. Training must emphasize this goal and
provide both easily understood guidelines, along with
examples of both more and less effective recognitions.
Many well-intended employees do not automatically
know how to provide highly impactful recognitions but
training can close the gap and increase both confidence
and impact.
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THE FUTURE:
RECOGNITION 3.0
Achievers has prided itself on always looking to the
future to understand how to more meaningfully leverage
the tool of recognition in driving employee engagement.
As we look ahead, we see the importance of evolving
recognition from a static and tactical activity, to an
interactive and science-driven way of doing business.

Recognition 1.0
Traditional programs that are often based around service
anniversaries and other annual recognition, this type of
program typically drives infrequent, top-down, generic
recognition that is rarely values-based.

Recognition 2.0

FREQUENCY
The Achievers Workforce Institute 2020 Culture Report
found that those who received monthly recognition
were 50% more engaged than those who received
recognition less frequently. In addition, those who
received recognition in the last week were twice as
engaged as those recognized more than a month
ago. When it comes to recognition, frequency clearly
matters.
Although recognition has a powerful impact on
engagement, that impact is not long-lasting. The
Achievers Workforce Institute recommends at least
monthly recognition – that is, at least one recognition
provided to each employee every month.

This next level of recognition program has been adopted
by many organizations. Although some of the pillars
reviewed here are incorporated, this type of program
remains rewards focused, often requiring top-down
approvals. Such approaches to engagement often
have low weekly usage with employees needing to be
reminded to check into the program to both recognize
and view recognitions.

Recognition 3.0
The next generation of a recognition-driven way
of doing business is informed by state of the art
engagement science and is characterized by a focus
on peer-to-peer, frequent recognition that reinforces
values-based behaviors. This type of program has high
average usage with employees often checking the
program weekly or daily, as it becomes incorporated into
their day-to-day working habits. Within this approach to
recognition, employees are empowered to meaningfully
and publicly recognize those around them on a regular
basis, contributing to a culture of recognition.

For organizations without a current recognition program
this may sound daunting, however, in our experience
once leaders have that goal in mind they typically find
it easy to identify opportunities to recognize even more
frequently.
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CONCLUSION
When it comes to improving engagement, effective
recognition is one of the easiest and most effective
levers to pull. With an understanding of the five pillars
that make recognition most effective, it is possible to
create a culture of recognition within each and every
organization, more powerfully driving engagement every
day – changing the way the world works.
To experience more research-driven thought leadership
from the Achievers Workforce Institute, visit www.
achievers.com/workforce-institute
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