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From an HR perspective, what keeps employees going? Do employees stay committed to an 

organization just for the compensation and benefits? Or is there more to the story? 

An often-overlooked key factor in the mix is employee recognition. But what exactly is it? What 

are the different types? Why is it important to your workforce management strategy? We’ll walk 

you through everything, including some employee recognition ideas you can implement in your 

company. 

What Is Employee Recognition? 

Employee recognition is the formal or informal recognition of an employee’s exemplary efforts in 

their role. However, employee recognition isn’t limited to an employee’s efforts or performance. 

It also covers day-to-day tasks, teamwork efforts, ideal behaviors and proper workplace 

practices. 

Employee recognition is a meaningful way of making workers feel noticed and appreciated for 

their contributions. It goes a long way in boosting employee morale and enhancing a sense of 

belonging for employees. 

In the long run, recognizing your employees for their efforts improves retention, productivity 

and engagement by encouraging them toward their full potential. 

Types 

Now that we’ve established what employee recognition is, it’s important to remember that it’s 

not one size fits all. Different types of recognition are more or less helpful depending on the 

situation and individual. 



 

 

Here are some examples of those different types: 

• Formal recognition: Consisting of material incentives and rewards, formal recognition is 

the strategic and documented appreciation of an employee’s efforts. 

• Informal recognition: Informal recognition is the spontaneous, personalized and heartfelt 

acknowledgment of an employee’s exemplary performance. Some examples include 

thanking employees in person, a letter of appreciation and non-cash bonuses. 

• Structured recognition: Based on a top-down approach, structured recognition is 

traditional, ceremonial and official. It addresses long-term employee needs and 

enhances employee motivation. Examples include yearly merit raises, Years of Service 

awards and employee award programs. 

• Unstructured recognition: A comparatively modern concept, unstructured recognition 

relies on the importance of regular praise to keep employees driven. It’s not limited to a 

top-down approach. Peers are also encouraged to acknowledge their co-workers’ efforts. 

Some examples include celebration of life milestones, peer-to-peer recognition and 

performance incentive programs. 

Recognition vs. Rewards 

Employee recognition and rewards are often used interchangeably. Are the two same? If not, 

how are they different? 

The key distinction lies in their respective intentions. Employee recognition aims to enhance 

morale and employee satisfaction. On the other hand, employee rewards aim to incentivize 

workers towards better performance. 

 



Some other distinctions include: 

• Employee recognition has a personal, human touch, whereas employee rewards have 

little human connection because of their tangibility and transactional nature. 

• Employee recognition is spontaneous, whereas employee rewards are planned and 

predictable. 

• Employee recognition is non-transferable, while some employee rewards can be 

transferred. 

• Employee recognition is usually verbal and conceptual, whereas employee rewards like 

cash, merchandise and gift cards are tangible. 
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Why Is It Important? 

A planned employee recognition program takes time and effort to develop. But don’t businesses 

already have enough on their plates— compliance, profitability, compensation and more? Why 

should you spend valuable time and resources on employee recognition? 

 

A consistent culture of recognition gives employees something to look forward to, improving 

employee engagement to reduce the chances of burnout. With better worker morale and 

happiness, it’s easier to boost overall workforce productivity in the long run. 



For your company, employee recognition helps build a positive work environment, enhancing 

company loyalty, reducing employee turnover and improving retention. Even the quality of your 

talent pool improves if candidates know your company has this type of positive culture. 

Ideas 

Are you also looking for employee recognition ideas to drive productivity and positive work 

culture in your company? We’ve got you covered: 

• Launch an employee recognition program with a dedicated recognition platform. 

• Encourage peer-to-peer recognition, where employees appreciate the efforts of their 

coworkers. 

• Tenure rewarding programs to recognize employee loyalty. 

• Make space for one-on-one time with leadership for appreciation. 

• Recognize high-performing employees by asking them to share their knowledge, skills 

and methods. 

• Publicly recognize the employee’s successes on its website, social media and 

newsletters. 

• Give regular shout-outs in team meetings and internal communication channels. 

• Upgrade employee tech and environment to recognize efforts and encourage 

improvement. 

• Let employees know about any positive customer feedback. 

• Ask for employee input to make improvements to processes and workflows. 

Some Fun Examples 

Need some inspiration for kickstarting an employee recognition program at your company? Here 

are some examples: 

Zappos, an online clothing retailer, empowers peer-to-peer rewards with its weekly “Master of 

Wow Parking” program. According to this program, the covered parking near the air-conditioned 

HQ entrances is not reserved for senior managers and is given out by peers to high-performing 

co-workers. 

The Motley Fool, a financial services company, sets a great example with its tenure program. 

The “Fool’s Errand” program lets the employees collectively pick a name from a hat at their 

monthly meeting. The employee picked must take a two-week vacation to unplug within the 

next four weeks. It’s not optional; the employee is also given a lump sum amount to go away 

with. 

Having said that, you may not have the budget for employee recognition programs. Some 

simpler, inexpensive yet effective ways to recognize your employees include: 

• Remembering special days like work anniversaries, milestones and birthdays. 

• Creative ways of appreciating high-performing employees. 

• Encouraging employees to give feedback, input and share their wins and losses. 

• Collect and share customer feedback about outstanding service. 

 



In Conclusion 

Regardless of how you choose to go about it — with a separate budget or inexpensive yet 

meaningful ways — recognizing your team is always worth the time. 

It can boost morale, create a more positive workplace environment and improve productivity. 

What’s not to love? 

If you need a little assistance getting an employee recognition plan started, HR software can 

help manage the details and give you insights into performance. 

Which employee recognition ideas have worked for you in the past? Which ones are your 

employee’s favorites?  

 


