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The need for recognition 
 

A basic need 
Amy and Ryan, two young children, are 
helping set the table. They both know that 
when they’re done, they’ll get a word of 
appreciation from their parents. As adults, 
we all have a little Amy or Ryan in us. 
Recognition is a lifelong need, whether in our 
personal or professional life. Gallup Inc., the 
research-based consulting company, 
suggests that lack of recognition is one of the 
top reasons employees quit. According to the 
authors of How full is your bucket, based in 
part on research done by Gallup,  65% of 
Americans reported receiving no recognition 
in the workplace in the year prior to the 
survey. Yet, studies have clearly shown there 
is a direct link between recognition and 
employee engagement. And the reverse also 
holds—a lack of recognition is very closely 
tied to employees becoming disengaged. 
 
Fact or fiction? 
One of the many myths about employee 
recognition is that recognizing an 
employee’s good work costs an organization 
a lot of money. However, a number of studies 
have shown that the simple act of providing 
positive feedback not only boosts employee 
confidence but also increases their intrinsic 
motivation. While salary and benefits are an 
external source of motivation—extrinsic 
motivation, its intrinsic motivation that 
has the greatest impact on employee 
engagement, job satisfaction and 
retention. In its study involving 10,000 
businesses in 30 industries, Gallup found that 

even in formal employee recognition 
programs, the benefits far outweighed the 
cost. Benefits these organizations 
experienced included increased productivity, 
lower turnover and reduced absenteeism.  
 
Another misconception is that recognition 
can be given only by the immediate 
supervisor. However, results of a survey 
conducted by Globoforce concluded that 
“peer-to-peer recognition is 35.7% more 
likely to have a positive impact on financial 
results than manager-only recognition.” 

A third widely held belief is that the 
annual performance evaluation is the 
appropriate place for recognizing an 
employee’s efforts, which perpetuates 
the myth above. What’s more, we know 
that day-to-day recognition is a very 
powerful motivator because it involves 
showing appreciation in real time and 
effectively reinforces positive 
behaviours. 

 
Many forms of recognition 
Whether formal or informal, recognition 
tends to be tied to efforts, specific results 
or years of service. To be truly effective, 
recognition should always be adapted to 
the employee—what pleases one 
employee may be met with indifference 

The simple act of providing positive 
feedback not only boosts employee 
confidence but also increases their intrinsic 
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or even hostility by another. 
 
Any words or other 
expressions of appreciation 
should also highlight a 
specific action or effort. 
Members of Toastmasters, 
which is dedicated to helping 
individuals conquer their fear 
of public speaking, are very 
familiar with this approach. 
They aren’t permitted to say 
simply, “Good speech!” They 
must provide feedback about 
specific things the person did well. This type of 
positive reinforcement leads to these 

behaviours being repeated. 
 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
Maslow’s In the 1940s, psychologist Abraham 
Maslow proposed his theory of motivation, 
known as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. The 
top three levels—love/belonging, esteem and 
self-actualization—are all connected to 
recognition. Maslow’s theory, the elements of 
which are often represented as a pyramid, 
became a widely accepted theory of 
motivation, and one that underscores the 
importance of having our needs met. 

 
Examples of innovative organizations 
Online shoe and clothing store Zappos 
created a hero of the month award. 
Employees are given a $50 monthly “bonus” 
allowance to give to fellow employees in 
recognition of their outstanding service. 
Executives then select a hero of the month 
from among the pool of employees who have 
received a bonus from one of their peers that 
month. The chosen hero gets a covered 
parking spot for a month, a Zappos gift card 
and a “hero” cape. 

 

Two years in the making, 
Google’s new employee 
recognition and reward 
program is based on data 
and feedback collected from 
its employees on what they 
liked and disliked in terms of 
recognition. The company’s 
new program is tailored to 
the preferences of its 
employees and incorporates 
peer-to-peer recognition, 
something that is highly 
valued by “Googlers.”  

 
Be generous with sincere praise 
and compliments 
In many cases, an employee who has decided 
to leave doesn’t want to leave the 
organization, but rather their boss—who may 
simply not know how to recognize their 
employees’ efforts and contributions. 
“Brains, like hearts, go where they are 
appreciated,” said Robert McNamara, US 
secretary of defense in the 1960s and a 
former president of the World Bank. At the 
end of the day, employee recognition is 
everyone’s business and should be a priority 
for all.  

A valuable resource 
Recognition in all its forms 

 
“Part of a manager’s job is to provide 
employee feedback. This includes 
everyday expressions of appreciation—
we have the Bravo! board in my unit, 
where we put compliments we’ve 
received from customers—as well as 
annual performance reviews that allow us 
to look back over the past year. We also 
award Hooray! peer prizes. It’s important 
that employee recognition come in 
different forms and from different 
people…managers, colleagues and 
customers. When this happens, it’s 
extremely motivating!” 

— Marc Duval 
Community Life Service 
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Read all about it! 
 
Gallup: Majority of U.S. Employees Not Engaged Despite Gains 
in 2014  

 
Forbes article by Meghan Biro: 5 Ways Leaders Rock Employee 
Recognition  

 
HR Council for the non-profit sector: Keeping the Right People 

 
Blog, Globoforce: 25 Great Statistics on Employee 
Recognition 
 
Blog, les affaires: La reconnaissance n’a pas de limites!  

 

 

 
 

Mark your calendar! 
Browse through the list of CODL workshops at 

https://web30.uottawa.ca/hr/web/en/node 
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