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Introduction
Too often, employee recognition is misunderstood, if not overlooked. When done right, recognition signals 
to employees that what they do matters and they are valued. But some senior leaders misunderstand what 
best-practice recognition looks like and often perceive the recognition their workplace offers more favorably than 
the employees and managers who receive it.  

Recognition isn’t just a “nice-to-have"; it is a basic human need and a business imperative in the future of 
work. Organizations that understand and fulfill that need celebrate the human behind the work by praising, 
acknowledging or expressing gratitude for desired behaviors and demonstrating company values. In turn, these 
organizations attract the best talent and fuel performance for the long term, even amid rampant disruption. 

In 2022, Gallup and Workhuman conducted a global study to help leaders harness the power of recognition 
to build a better, more human experience at work. This executive brief describes key takeaways to help 
leaders act now.

Forward-thinking organizations understand the value of recognition and see positive 
business outcomes with the proper investment.

Recent trends related to burnout, workplace flexibility and employee wellbeing, coupled with a volatile talent 
market, are putting new pressures on leaders to prioritize the “human” element of work. The Gallup-Workhuman 
study finds that organizations which create fulfilling recognition experiences in response to these new global 
demands experience extraordinary outcomes.

Beyond motivating employees and communicating appreciation, recognition sends a message to other 
employees about what success looks like. Recognition increases individual employee engagement, productivity 
and wellbeing — leading to higher loyalty and retention. 

In fact, a 10,000-person organization can save up to $16.1 million annually in turnover costs by making 
recognition an important part of its culture. That same culture of recognition can preserve a positive employee 
experience even amid turmoil by keeping employees connected, resilient and engaged.

Cost benefits of a culture of recognition 

Company size Turnover cost — % of salary Engaged + Embedded culture

1,000 50% $403,797

1,000 200% $1,615,189

10,000 50% $4,037,973

10,000 200% $16,151,892
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Not all recognition programs are equal.

Simply having a recognition platform is not enough. Social recognition is peer to peer, meaning it can be given 
by anyone to anyone, and acts as a strong countermeasure against the notion that only managers are entitled 
to judge performance. When employees notice and applaud their colleagues' performance, it creates a rounded, 
crowdsourced picture of each employee. And when it is clearly tied to organizational values, recognition 
encourages everyone to reinforce what it means to be part of the organization.

Data from the study show that having a high-quality recognition program or platform drives positive outcomes.

Employees who report having a recognition program at their organization are:

2x
as likely to strongly agree recognition is an 

important part of their organization’s culture

45%
more likely to strongly agree they see 

a path to grow at their organization   

19%
more likely to strongly agree they 

would recommend their organization’s 
products or services  

34%
more likely to strongly agree they 

would recommend their organization 
as a great place to work  

39%
more likely to be engaged  

27%
more likely to be thriving

An effective recognition program provides a system for authentically and consistently celebrating achievements 
and milestones — including personal life events. 

Employees who strongly agree their organization has a system in place to recognize life events are: 

3x
as likely to strongly agree they feel 

connected to their organization’s culture

3x
as likely to strongly agree they 

belong at their organization

4x
as likely to strongly agree they see a 

path to grow at their organization

3x
as likely to strongly agree their organization 

cares about their wellbeing

3x
as likely to strongly agree they would recommend 

their organization as a great place to work

3x
as likely to be engaged
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Further, organizations can more than double the impact of recognition initiatives by embedding them into their 
company culture, where teammates, leaders and managers freely give and receive praise. 

The bottom line is that not all recognition programs are created equal — and how a program is designed and 
implemented dramatically influences outcomes. 

Leaders perceive the recognition experiences their workplace provides differently than 
employees and managers.

There is a significant gap between leaders’ and employees’ perceptions of recognition. Generally, leaders have 
more positive perceptions than individual contributors about the recognition they receive personally. Leaders are 
also more positive about the recognition given in their workplace, suggesting they may be wearing “rose-colored 
glasses” or succumbing to unconscious biases about their efforts. This gap may reduce leaders’ motivation to 
invest time, energy or money in recognition — which can shortchange employees. 

Compared to individual contributors, leaders are:

70%
more likely to strongly agree they get the right 

amount of recognition for the work they do

61%
more likely to strongly agree the 

recognition they receive is authentic

53%
more likely to strongly agree they receive 

similar amounts of recognition as team 
members with similar performance levels

64%
more likely to strongly agree recognition is an 
important part of their organization’s culture

Recognition is a critical aspect of the employee experience for all those living it, including leaders. Whether 
it is seen as a priority overall may have implications for leaders’ own attitudes and prioritization of 
recognition. It can affect how they lead, the guidance they provide and even their day-to-day 
behavior, which sets the tone throughout an organization. 
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Strategic program design helps support a fulfilling employee experience, while tactical 
recognition approaches can lead to negative outcomes.

With many programs to choose from, leaders must carefully select a well-designed recognition program that 
considers reach, frequency and value rather than use a checkbox approach or only minimally invest in it.

The quality of an organization’s recognition program can have serious implications. Experiencing consistently low 
levels of recognition is a drain on the employee experience and workplace culture that can lead to negative outcomes. 
When organizations fall short on showing employees they are valued, they risk losing their talent altogether.

Employees who disagree they get the right amount of recognition for the work they do are:

8x
as likely to be actively 

disengaged at work

3x
as likely to say they are 

actively looking for a new job

62%
more likely to be struggling 

in their life overall

Reach

Where recognition is bestowed illustrates what — and who — an organization values. People need to feel like 
they receive the recognition they deserve and the right amount for the work they do. To ensure inclusivity, leaders 
should select a program that facilitates equitable recognition experiences. 

Overall, 80% of employees who strongly agree their recognition needs are fulfilled are engaged in their jobs, 
compared to 21% of employees who do not strongly agree. 

Frequency

When it comes to recognition frequency, a good rule is “the more, the better,” especially when considering the shift 
to hybrid and remote workplaces. Recognition signals "I see you," which is needed now more than ever. At least a 
few times a month is critical for getting the benefits of recognition, but at least a few times a week is better: More 
than 40% of employees view the right amount of recognition as a few times a week or more.

At the same time, the success of a recognition strategy should not be judged solely by whether a frequency 
quota is met. Fulfilling recognition experiences — those that convey personal value and meet employees’ needs 
— have far more impact than frequency alone.

Value

Outcome-driving recognition connects to who employees are and the skills they bring to the organization. 
Employees feel valued when they are recognized for their contributions, achievements and personal milestones 
in a way that is authentic, calibrated and commensurate with what is being celebrated. Put simply, recognition is 
critical to building a fulfilling employee experience that satisfies employees’ basic human needs.
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Summary
In today’s workplace, recognition is a vital strategy for promoting employee resilience, engagement and wellbeing. 
When leaders invest in recognition and make it an important part of their organization’s culture, they demonstrate 
that they care about employees and signal to them that they matter.

Employees who have good recognition experiences are 3x more likely to strongly agree they feel a sense of 
loyalty to their organization. They are also less likely to say they are actively looking for another job and more 
likely to stay long term. Sixty-eight percent of employees who strongly agree their recognition needs are fulfilled 
say they plan to be at their organization in five years, compared to about half of employees overall (51%) who say 
the same. 

Employee engagement is the critical foundation for high-performing teams and organizations, and recognition 
is one of its most vital scaffolds. Put simply, people who feel recognized work harder and are more engaged in 
their jobs. 

Forward-minded leaders wield recognition to bring the human element back to work — many of whom have 
relied on objective expertise from thought leaders who have helped countless organizations transform their 
workplace cultures. 

About Workhuman®

Workhuman is helping companies meet today’s biggest human capital challenges — including unprecedented 
turnover, employee engagement, hybrid work environments and DE&I — through the Workhuman Cloud®, a 
secure SaaS platform that provides the industry’s best-in-class Social Recognition® solution. As the leading 
global provider of technology solutions, analytics, expertise and services helping organizations of all sizes build 
and foster workplace cultures powered by employee recognition and crowdsourced feedback, Workhuman is 
revolutionizing the way employees celebrate, connect with and appreciate each other in the workplace. Combined 
with unmatched data through Workhuman iQ®, we empower HR and business leaders with proactive insight to 
understand issues as they develop and tools to help them make the right decisions to align business objectives 
and culture to deliver immediate impact. And, with world-class award redemption from our proprietary global 
network, Workhuman is committed to building more connected, human-centered workplaces that recognize the 
value and potential of each and every employee.

For more than 20 years, Workhuman has been pioneering the human workplace by disrupting legacy and obsolete 
HR approaches to improve the employee experience at work with solutions that engage with approximately 
7 million customer employees in 30+ languages, in 180 countries, generating 100 million instances of human 
connection. With dual headquarters in Dublin, Ireland and Framingham, Massachusetts, Workhuman employs 
1,000 people who deploy solutions and services at scale, committed to helping companies improve returns on 
their most important investment — their people. For more information, please visit www.workhuman.com.
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