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Not all recognition is
created equal. The gap
between good and great
iIs where ROI lives.

Most of the HR leaders we talk to believe in recognition.

What they are a little less sure about is what that recognition needs to
work: What's a must have? What's a nice-to-have? What is overkill?

You're looking for simplicity. A program you can stand up quickly,
spend modestly on, and check off the list while you focus on bigger
priorities. But you also know simple and superficial aren’t the same
thing, and the difference between them is where most recognition
programs either earn their keep or fail to deliver anything at all.

And there's a lot riding on where you land.



Gallup research shows that employees who receive high-quality
recognition are 9x more likely to be engaged than those who don't.
Nine times. The catch is that most recognition doesn’t clear that
high-quality bar. More than half of U.S. employees either receive

no recognition at all, or recognition so generic it registers as noise.
A “great job” that could apply to anyone, for anything, isn't really
recognition. It's a missed opportunity wearing recognition’s clothes.

When recognition is specific, genuine, substantive,
tied to something real, the effect is seen not just
in your workers but in their work.

It starts to reshape how people work together and work gets done.
Employees stop guessing what your values mean and start seeing
them demonstrated in the flow of work.

Culture stops being something HR talks
about in all-hands meetings and starts being
something people actually feel.

And then there’s the workforce management insights from recognition.

Gartner’s 2025 HR Software Trends Survey found that companies your
size are actively prioritizing analytics as they scale, hungry for data-
driven insight into their own workforce. That hunger makes sense. In
an era where the right skills and talent are genuinely hard to find and
keep, flying blind on your own culture is a real risk.

What most HR leaders don't realize until they're inside a well-run
recognition program is that every thank you is also a data point —

a live, building picture of who's contributing, what work is happening,
and where you might be failing someone you can't afford to lose. It’s
critical insight, built into what you're already paying for.

You don't have to start there. But you should know it’s available to you
- and that the companies growing well are using recognition not just
for engagement, but to lead their humans into the next era of work.


https://www.gallup.com/workplace/650174/employee-retention-depends-getting-recognition-right.aspx
https://www.gartner.com/en/human-resources/trends/top-priorities-for-hr-leaders

ONE
Recognition is the star
of your employer deal.

Most HR leaders manage recognition out of a culture budget —
the first to get cut and the hardest to defend. But recognition isn’t
a culture nice-to-have, it's a key benefit. It's arguably the most
measurable investment you can make in your people — and should
be a core element of your employer value proposition (EVP).

Consider how most benefits actually work: they sit available and wait
to be used. For instance, according to academics, EAP programs are
offered by 89% of large companies, but see average utilization rates
of just 5-10%.

That means you're funding benefits that most employees never touch.



https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1748-8583.12547#:~:text=Since%20the%201970s%2C%20EAPs%20have,Kirk%20&%20Brown%2C%202003).

Recognition is structurally different.

Recognition is the only benefit that
pays HR back - not only in morale,
but by providing workforce insight.

Done right, it runs through the flow of work. Every time someone is
recognized, the benefit is delivered not only to the recipient, but to the
giver, and the colleagues who witness it. Utilization is built in. And the
returns are concrete: Workhuman research shows that employees who
receive high-quality recognition are 45% less likely to leave within two
years, and recognition thrives at an investment of just 1-2% of payroll.

When your engagement survey comes back flat, recognition doesn't
paper over the result. It fixes the dynamic that created it, and delivers
on your EVP.

Workhuman Strategic Recognition is designed to impact not only
the employee, but the colleagues and work around them, and to lift
the burden on your HR and workforce strategy teams.


https://www.workhuman.com/blog/employee-recognition-statistics/

TWO
Simple should never
become superficial.

It has to be simple.

In many ways, you're probably more afraid of a complicated
recognition program than a bad one. If it takes months to stand up, if
people ignore it, if it creates a help desk queue for HR, if it introduces
a system of haves and have nots — suddenly it's an expensive
political liability.

Gartner’s 2025 research found that 55% of HR leaders say their
current technology doesn’t meet their evolving needs — and over half
can't measure the ROI of what they’ve already invested in.



https://www.gartner.com/en/articles/top-hr-focus-areas-for-2025

A recognition program that creates more overhead than it eliminates,
and feels like a place to pour money, becomes another line-item
leadership scrutinizes. And the HR teams running recognition
programs are almost never the ones with bandwidth or budget

to spare.

Here’s the trap: The programs that look
simplest and cheapest up front often carry
the highest hidden cost.

A recognition feed without a compelling rewards experience. A
platform that works fine in a demo and frustrates employees in daily
use. Failed adoption doesn’t just waste budget — it costs HR credibility
with leadership. Simplicity and meaningfulness aren’t opposites.

Workhuman's own customer data shows that programs with high
participation rates — driven by intuitive design, habitual recognition,
high quality messages, and end-to-end fulfillment — generate
dramatically stronger culture outcomes than programs where

HR spends most of its time chasing adoption.

Workhuman’s Admin Hub, automated milestones, and end-to-end
rewards fulfillment mean HR doesn’t get stuck owning cumbersome
logistics. The program runs itself.



THREE

The data you get back
is the bonus that makes
you a superstar.

HR leaders in mid-sized businesses are making people decisions
with significant data gaps. Annual surveys show how employees felt
months ago. Exit interviews arrive too late. Pulse surveys give you

a sample.

Research cited by McKinsey has found that 90% of CHROs say
analytics is a core component of HR strategy, but only 42% say they
actually have a data-driven HR function. The aspiration is nearly
universal. The reality falls short.


https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/talent-at-a-turning-point-how-people-analytics-can-help

Every specific, values-linked recognition moment is also a data
point — who recognized whom, for what behavior, tied to which
priority, at what point in their tenure.

Over time, those moments tell you how work actually
flows through your organization: who is emerging as
a connector, where culture and strateqgy are aligned,
where they’re diverging.

A 2025 Workhuman customer study showed that 54% of employees
who received 3+ recognition awards subsequently increased their
performance rating. That kind of signal doesn’t come from an annual
review. It comes from a live culture.

For resource-constrained HR teams, this matters in a specific way:
questions that would otherwise require a survey or a consultant start
answering themselves.

It's the frosting — but it's what makes the program invaluable.

Workhuman iQ surfaces lightweight, accessible insight — retention
signals, culture health, emerging talent — without requiring a data
team to interpret it.


https://www.workhuman.com/why-workhuman/case-studies/linkedin-linking-social-recognition-to-retention/

FOUR
You’re building the culture now
that will grow with you.

Mid-sized businesses like yours sit at a genuine inflection point.
You're large enough that culture doesn’t happen automatically; it must
be built deliberately. You're small enough that recognition can have an
outsized impact on behavior and how people feel about you.

That's an advantage. But it's also an opportunity. Whatever recognition
infrastructure you lay now has to grow with you, and also help you
to grow.

+ The companies that get to the next stage of growth in good shape
are the ones that treat culture as infrastructure early.

« The ones that don't are usually scaling what was already broken:
inconsistent manager behavior, pockets of disengagement, people
who never really felt connected and eventually left.
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Last year, McKinsey found that 26% of employees received no
feedback whatsoever in the past year — a striking number, and

a preview of what a culture gap looks like from the inside.

Recognition is one of the lowest-cost, highest-impact ways to build
a measurable, manageable culture infrastructure now. Workhuman
research shows that organizations with robust recognition reach

- 80%+ of employees recognized — see turnover drop to 9.4%,
compared to 11.3% at low-reach organizations.

Build it now or rebuild it later under pressure.
The second option is always more expensive.

Workhuman'’s reporting gives HR early visibility into where recognition
is landing — and where it isn’t — before gaps compound.
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https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/hr-monitor-2025
https://www.workhuman.com/blog/employee-recognition-statistics/
https://www.workhuman.com/blog/employee-recognition-statistics/

FIVE
Managers are the key,
and they’re under siege.

Recognition programs live or die at manager level, and most
managers genuinely want to do it well.

The problem isn’t motivation. It's consistency and know-how.

Gallup has found that 70% of the variance in team engagement
stems directly from the manager — and yet our own 2026 Humans at
Work Barometer research found that 46% of managers say they lack
adequate time and/or resources to support direct reports.

In turn, managers have significantly elevated mental exhaustion,
sharply higher pressure, weaker belonging, and lower trust in their
own organization. In fact, Gallup’s 2026 State of the Global Workplace
report found that lower engagement among managers accounts for
most of the recent downturn in employee engagement.
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https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx
https://www.workhuman.com/resources/reports-guides/2026-workhuman-global-barometer-report/
https://www.workhuman.com/resources/reports-guides/2026-workhuman-global-barometer-report/
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx

In other words, the people most responsible
for making employees feel seen are
increasingly stretched, undertrained,

and disconnected themselves.

There’s real downstream impact. “Great job, Alex” feels like
recognition, but it isn't. It carries no specific signal, connects to no
value, and reinforces no behavior. When rushed managers default to it,
as many do, the recognition doesn'’t land and the investment is lost.

When recognition is specific and values-linked — and managers are
given the insight and assist they need — they are able to direct more
specific recognition where it needs to go. And our research has shown
that when employees were recognized recently, their likelihood of
understanding strategic initiatives rose 72% and alignment with those
initiatives rose 122%.

Good recognition can actually shape what great work looks like going
forward, and gives managers a practical tool for driving the outcomes
they’re responsible for.

Workhuman’s Recognition Advisor coaches managers

in the moment - prompting more specific, more inclusive recognition

without adding to anyone’s workload.
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https://www.workhuman.com/resources/reports-guides/2025-workhuman-global-alignment-research/

SIX
Fairness isn’t a nice-to-have.

It’s your biggest risk.

Nothing damages a recognition program faster — or more insidiously
- than the perception that it's inconsistent and unfair. Some teams are
recognized, others not. Some managers are engaged, others aren't.

In a mid-sized company, word travels fast, and the fallout lands on HR.

The harder problem is that recognition gaps are often invisible until
they aren't.
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McKinsey’s Women in the Workplace report
found that formal recognition and rewards for
fair growth and team inclusion are absent or
unclear in 70-72% of companies.

This means most organizations have no structured way to catch
the bias that accumulates in their recognition patterns.

Workhuman's own research confirms the pattern: recognition gaps
closely track existing bias patterns, with certain groups receiving less
recognition without anyone intending it. The organizations that catch
this early do so because they have the data.

Our Global Research Study found that employees with high
psychological safety — closely linked to consistent recognition —

are 27-40% more likely to understand and align with their company’s
values and strategic priorities. Fairness in recognition isn’t just a moral
obligation. It's the foundation of a program that actually works.

Workhuman’s built-in reporting and Inclusion Advisor surface
recognition gaps early, giving HR confidence and leaders a
credible story.
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https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/women-in-the-workplace
https://www.workhuman.com/resources/reports-guides/2025-workhuman-global-alignment-research/

SEVEN
The devil is in your
redemption details.

Most recognition platforms focus on the recognition experience

and call it a day once they get paid. But the reward experience -
what happens when an employee actually tries to redeem something
- is outsourced, minimized, or treated as an afterthought.

This is the most common and least-discussed failure mode in the
recognition market.

The recognition wheel spins. The redemption wheel is disconnected.
When recognition companies outsource the reward experience, some
other company needs to take a piece of the pie that could be going

to employees. Employees redeem, encounter a generic or limited
experience, and don't return. Participation drops. HR can't explain why.
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Research from Workhuman's 2025 Rewards Study confirms what
many HR teams experience anecdotally.

The frequency, value, and choice of rewards directly

drive engagement and motivation — and when those
elements are weak, even strong recognition moments

fail to build lasting participation.

The two sides aren’t separable. Appreciation creates the moment.
Meaningful redemption is what makes an employee want to create
that moment again — for someone else, for the culture.

When your recognition and reward experience is controlled in one
place, from end-to-end (as only Workhuman provides), the experience
is better for employees and program administrators.

When the reward lands well, the loop closes and momentum builds.
Workhuman customer analysis has found that high-frequency
recognition — 7+ awards per employee — correlates with turnover as
low as 4.1%, compared to 8.5% at lower frequency. Redemption is
what drives frequency. Don't give it away to a third-party catalog.

Workhuman takes full responsibility for both flywheels -
recognition and redemption — end-to-end. Global assortment,
fulfillment, and support, all handled.
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https://www.workhuman.com/resources/reports-guides/2025-workhuman-global-rewards-research/

Why Workhuman?

Runs without drama.

Social Recognition, automated milestones, and end-to-end rewards
fulfillment. Managers use it. Employees feel it. HR doesn’'t own a
helpdesk. Morgan Truck Body saw measurable improvements in
engagement, productivity, safety and quality at 70% of sites running
recognition effectively.

Defensible to leadership.

Lightweight reporting— participation, budget integrity, recognition
distribution — that HR can bring to the budget conversation without a
data analyst. The story writes itself.

End-to-end accountability.

Workhuman takes full responsibility for both the recognition and
redemption experience. No outsourced catalog. No disconnected
second flywheel. Just accessible, equitable, reliable recognition,
rewards and redemption.

Gets smarter over time.

The insight layer builds in the background from day one. What starts
as a straightforward recognition program becomes, over time, a live
picture of your culture, your talent, and where your people are thriving
or at risk. No additional implementation required.
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Ready to see what this looks
like for your business?

Mid-sized businesses can’t afford programs that don't pull their
weight, or the political cost of one that fails to deliver.

Don't just tick the box on recognition.

A program that misses the mark won’t just waste
budget - it will cost you credibility with leadership
and set back the case for doing it right.

The right program is simple enough to work, meaningful enough to be
felt, insightful enough to guide growth, and backed by a partner who
takes on the risk so you don't have to.
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Talk to Workhuman to see what recognition built
for a business like yours actually looks like.

Schedule a call.

+1 888.743.6723 | workhuman.com
Or read more on our blog: workhuman.com/blog

Join HR’s leading innovators and trailblazers

*
at our next Workhuman Live conference. Workhumﬂn@
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