
W H I T E  PA P E R

American psychologist and philosopher William James once said, “The 
deepest principle of human nature is a craving to be appreciated.” 
At a biological level, all humans want to be recognized and know our 
efforts have been noticed and appreciated. This is core to our personal 
and professional lives, and it’s what makes things feel worthwhile. 
When we feel valued, our fundamental human need for significance 
and contribution are being fulfilled.

The number-one reason most Americans leave their 
jobs is that they don’t feel appreciated1.

Somebody saying, “Thank you for your time, contribution or special 
effort,” has an uncommon value that transcends the moment and 
helps drive better results for the individual and the business. Research 
from the recruiting and employer rating site Glassdoor shows that 81 
percent of employees work harder when their boss shows appreciation 
for their work2. Another study from Fox Business News shows as 
little as 17 percent of employees report that their supervisors do a 
sufficient job appreciating them3. Think about that for a second. Four 
out of five employees in your organization could either be working 
harder because they feel appreciated or underperforming due to 
lack of recognition. When you take into account the competitive 
landscape for most businesses, the cost of training new employees 
and the tight job market in many industries, it is no wonder companies 

with happy employees outperform the competition by 20 percent4.  
This is where rewards and high performance can come together to 
drive meaningful business results. 

 
“�There is an importance in the Amazon brand itself and our customers are 
well aware of it.” 
– Francesca Tangari, American Express (Italy)

It is important, however, for readers to understand not all recognition 
is equal. The value of a thank you or public praise has been shown to 
diminish the more it is used. In addition, 46 percent of employees list 
unexpected treats or rewards are what they value most1. In a world 
where we are all often working 24/7, it’s best to understand how 
reward your teams for the occasions where going the extra distance in 
a project is vital to the business. Further, rewards cannot be one size 
fits all. In the same way not every accomplishment or achievement 
is equal, each employee is different as well. The challenge is to have 
rewards delivered not just where and when it matters, but also given 
in a personalized way that works for each individual. With 87 percent 
of the recognition programs in businesses today focused on tenure 
and usually tied to awards like plaques, most businesses are simply 
rewarding people for not quitting, but also while having zero impact 
on performance5. 

The 6 Keys to Rewarding 
High Performance in Your Business
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“�Amazon gift cards make a real difference in people’s lives. People really 
love that it’s familiar to them, easy to use and they can buy almost 
anything they need or want.”  
– Daniel Fohrman, Rocketmiles

With these facts in mind, there are six keys to changing rewards to 
deliver better business results: 

Rewards can drive great culture and 
performance when done in a timely 
manner and by recognizing the right 
kind of successes. 

Giving a monthly reward just for the sake of recognition does little 
for performance or employee motivation. However, waiting months 
to recognize behavior is a poor way of showcasing and rewarding 
the successes on your team. In a digital, instant world, employees 
are looking for more immediate feedback and recognition. Behavior 
and performance are shaped in small slices where employees and 
management make quick decisions and take instant action to drive 
results. Praise and immediate recognition of actions shows the entire 
team and organization what matters and what it looks like when done 
right. Combining this with instant, unexpected treats or rewards gives 
employees what they want while simultaneously reinforcing what the 
organization values. 

Organizations with the most sophisticated 
recognition practices are 12 times more likely to 
have strong business outcomes6.

Rewards are not just a tool for leaders. 
Make no mistake, being recognized by your boss is a great morale 
booster for anyone. Sometimes, however, the boss’s lack of visibility 
into the day-to-day operations of the staff means they tend to 
reward the same people rather than the best actions. Having your 
team members, who know your work best, or even your customers, be 
a part of the rewarding process is critical. This has the reverberating 
effect of rewarding the behavior the organization values as well as 
getting the teams and other individuals motivated to spot it and 
highlight it for the whole of the organization. There are a number 
of ways to get everyone involved in the rewards process (i.e. 
nominations, point tallies, etc.). But, no matter the method, having 
co-workers involved and actively engaged has shown to deliver better 
results and performance than the top-down approach.

60 percent of best in class organizations say 
employee recognition is extremely valuable in 
driving individual performance7.

People who have done something 
worthy of a reward are worthy of  
a story. 

The act of storytelling is also a basic part of human nature. Having 
living examples of the best actions and successes in the organization 
will be more powerful and better remembered than any policy manual 
or training session. There are countless examples in the business 
world where a story of an action resonated far more than the policy 
or principle it was based on. If you want people to really change their 
behavior, give them a story to live up to and guide their actions. This 
is a reward for the individual as they are now part of the company’s 
history and it is a great way for new employees to understand and to 
see what the organization values.

“�We don’t have to sell Amazon, which makes our job a lot easier and helps 
us get the business results we need.”  
– Amazon Client

Rewards need to be frictionless for the 
giver and the recipient. 

If the goal is to reward the best behavior as often and as quickly as it 
occurs, then your rewards system cannot be difficult to use. A reward 
should not require a time-consuming process either for the people 
giving them out or for the team that administers them. Time, logistics 
and capital can and have doomed great rewards programs due to the 
internal efforts needed to keep them running. At a minimum, the 
best programs include: 

•	 	Instant delivery to both the company and the recipient once 
chosen (usually via digital delivery)

•	 	Easy sourcing and reloading as needed

•	 	Paying for the rewards as needed and not in big cash outlays well 
in advance

•	 	Enabling the recipient to understand and use the reward they are 
being given without complicated steps or actions on their part  
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“�Amazon has opened our eyes to what speed and execution can do for our 
customers and our reputation.”  
– Lisa Irons, BeValued

	

An unused reward is not a reward  
at all. 

The act of giving someone a reward should have real value and 
generate excitement for redemption. If the person does not see real 
value in the gift or if the gift cannot be turned into something the 
individual needs or wants, the entire gesture and behavior you seek 
to reinforce is lost. Far too often, rewards are given that don’t allow 
for choice. A gift for an expensive meal to someone who has other 
pressing and more personalized needs or is on a diet is not much of 
a reward for that person. Businesses should understand that what 
you give is as important as the act of giving itself. While you may 
not be able to find the perfect reward for every situation due to 
time, logistics and other constraints, you can make each reward feel 
personal by giving something the individual can really use for their 
specific needs. Businesses that are flexible and recognize differing 
levels while still delivering a reward that is personal to the employee is 
the difference between driving real results and just wasting money on 
a “gift.” 

1 minute spent recognizing behavior = 100 minutes 
of initiative in return8.

Tie rewards to building culture. 
Research has shown companies that scored in the top 20 percent for 
building a “recognition rich” culture had a 31 percent lower voluntary 
turnover rate. Businesses with these types of cultures also wind 
up on “top company” lists. In addition, Dale Carnegie argues that 
$11B is lost annually due to employee turnover9. This and numerous 

other studies show employee engagement is vital. The importance of 
creating an organizational-wide rewards culture that supports your 
mission, goals and objectives cannot be overstated. Companies that 
understand and adopt this philosophy not only have higher employee 
retention rates, they also attract better candidates and have more 
productive employees across the board. Given the challenges in hiring 
and retaining the right skills, mindsets and experiences, leaders should 
think of employees in the same ways marketing departments think 
about and manage loyalty programs. Moving your culture and rewards 
programs into alignment at both the corporate and team level is the 
key. Giving leaders and team members the reward tools to quickly 
recognize and reward the best behaviors will do as much for your 
culture as any other action or effort as this rewards process becomes 
self-induced and directed. 

Everyone is making more and more important and instant decisions as 
we manage our increasingly fast-moving worlds. Understanding and 
adopting your organization’s own version of these six key insights can 
highlight and reward behaviors in a way that drives high-performance. 
Empowering employees in a natural way, driven by the employees 
themselves, is the road to success. This provides the organization with 
the talent, drive and behavior they seek, while demonstrating the 
appreciation for extra effort and best actions that employees need in 
order to feel fulfilled and motivated to deliver beyond their  
job descriptions.
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