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Distinct from salary and 
benefits, recognition, 
at its simplest, is about  
saying ‘thank you’  
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This e-guide sets 
out some key 
principles and 
learnings for 
organizations who 
are faced with 
the challenges 
of motivating, 
recognizing and 
rewarding a 
modern workforce. 
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Distinct from salary and benefits, recognition, at its simplest, is 
about saying ‘thank you’ and has an important role to play in 
motivating and engaging staff. An effective recognition strategy 
should incorporate a range of different elements – manager 
relationships, team dynamics 
and communications, talent and 
performance management, and 
learning and development – yet 
modern employers must deal with 
a workforce that requires different 
approaches in these areas.

From millennials pushing forward 
a change in attitudes towards 
flexible working and work-life 
balance, to older generations 
that are working for longer 
than ever, HR professionals 
must tailor their employee 
recognition strategies to an 
increasingly diverse set of 
priorities and motivations. 
At the same time, HR teams 
have access to a plethora 
of tools to foster better 
employee recognition in 
the workplace, from social 

recognition platforms, to well known initiatives such as long-
service awards. Moreover, the insight and data that now 
exists about employee recognition, means that employers 
are equipped with more tools than ever to help them address 

these changes. As such, HR teams face some 
notable challenges in choosing the recognition 
approach most suitable to their workforce.  

Much has been written about the ‘millennial’ 
generation (those born between the early 1980s 
and early 2000s), for many of whom growing up 
in relative wealth, with easy access to education 
and as digital natives, has arguably shaped their 
career and workplace priorities. At the same 

time, there is data to suggest that older generations are 
working longer than ever - it was recently reported, for 
example, that the proportion of women working into their 
70s has doubled in the past 4 years. So how do priorities 
differ amongst these generations of employees and how 
should that impact on recognition strategies? 

This e-guide sets out some key principles and 
learnings for organizations who are faced with 
the challenges of motivating, recognizing and 
rewarding a modern workforce.

Introduction 

HR teams face some notable 
challenges in choosing the 
recognition approach most 
suitable to their workforce
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Millennial workers
There is a wealth of data about what engages and motivates 
millennial workers. Some highlights include:

64%

42%

58%

88%

34%

8 OUT

10OF

would rather make $40,000 a year from a job they 
love rather than $100,000 a year at a job they 
think is boring (Intelligence Group)

think they need to be better recognized for their 
work (MTV)

want feedback every week from their manager/
employer (more than twice the percentage of 
every other generation) (Ultimate Software)

expect employers to provide them with learning 
and development opportunities relevant to their 
job (EdAssist)

want their co-workers to be their friends (MTV) 

would quit a job on the spot if their employer 
asked them to delete their Facebook page 
(Ultimate Software)

This data serves to reinforce some of the 
stereotypes (both negative and positive) that 
exist around millennial workers, namely to do 
with their supposedly high expectations, the 
impact these have had on attitudes towards 
work-life balance and ethical fulfillment 
through work. 
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In practical terms, feedback that we have had 
from our own clients suggest that the key 
areas in which millennials differ from older 
generations are:
• HOME AND FLEXIBLE WORKING: in that 

the ability to work from home or with a 
flexible approach to working hours is a 
higher priority (arguably an expectation)  

• AVERAGE LENGTH OF SERVICE: these 
tend to be much lower for millennials – 
gone is the notion of a ‘job for life’ 

• ATTITUDES AND ABILITIES TOWARDS 
TECHNOLOGY: for these digital natives 
technology is used with ease yet can be 
over-relied on.    

PRACTICAL TERMS
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It’s not just the younger 
generations where we are 
seeing change. There is a 
lot of evidence to suggest, 
for example, that older 
generations are working for 
longer and, subsequently, 
becoming a much more 
sizable segment of the 
workforce. For example, by 
2022, nearly a third of the 
workforce will be in their 
50s, 60s and 70s.
In terms of their workplace 
priorities, there will of course 
be many similarities with the 
likes of millennials.  
Flexible working and the 
emphasis on work-life 
balance ushered in by the 
younger generations will 
appeal to those further 
along in their career, though 

perhaps for different 
reasons (child care, support 
elderly family members, 
etc). However there may 
be some different priorities 
when it comes to things 
such as career development, 
particularly for those nearing 
retirement, for example. 
They may also be less 
tapped into social media and 
other mobile technology.   

What about older  
generations?
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 ● What is being recognized by employers: 
e.g. the traditional ‘long-service 
award’ may no longer be applicable for 
many millennials, however workplace 
anniversaries may be more appropriate

 ● The awards that are being given: with 
a greater focus on health, wellbeing, 
learning and development. Moreover, 
some employers are even offering home 
working opportunities as an award – a 
savvy use of recognition budget and 
good for motivation as there is evidence 
to suggest that homeworkers and partial 
homeworkers are happier and more likely 
to work in excess of their contracted hours

 ● The way awards are delivered: with 
millennials, for example, recognition 
should be instant, integrated with social 
media and allow for celebration via ‘chat’ 
platforms such as Yamma and Facebook. 
Baby boomers, on the other hand, may be 
focused on different platforms (Linked In, 
firm intranet) or face-to-face delivery

HOW THIS TRANSLATES FOR MILLENNIALS
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Using recognition to unify  
a disparate workforce
Recognition can also be used to directly address 
some of the challenges that arise from the modern 
workforce. For example, homeworkers can be 
more difficult to manage and are less likely to feel 
part of a team given their remoteness. Recognition 
can go some way towards dealing with this issue. 

Technology can also make a big difference 
here. By using an online portal as the hub for all 
recognition-focused activity, organizations can 
make it easy for remote and flexible workers 
to get and feel involved with nominating and 
receiving recognition awards wherever they are. 

The savviest employers are utilizing technology 
that is user friendly (as few clicks as possible) and 
facilitates social recognition via functions such as: 

• The ability to send app-based alerts when 
rewards and gifts are awarded

• A like function which encourages employees to 
publicly support their co-workers awards and 
ensure that recognition is visible to all 

• A publicly visible CEO award
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?

At the same time it is important for employers to use any technology tactically and, 
in certain cases, sparingly. Consider the following questions when deciding the 
emphasis you will place on tech and online platforms. 

?
? Can you integrate your reward and recognition technology alongside 

other benefits on one platform? 

Are you using tech to replace something better achieved in person? 
Recognition is reliant on ‘team moments’ after all. 

? Do you need an ‘app for everything’ or is there a risk of overkill?  
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Recognit ion as part  
of  a company’s ‘Age Strategy’
For the mature workforce, recognition has an important role 
to play as part of an organization’s wider age strategy, from 
celebrating long-service to developing specific awards that are 
relevant and applicable to older generations. Strategies must 
be tweaked to ensure that they are not just focused on younger 
generations e.g. not always favouring online, social recognition 
over face-to-face awards and initiatives. Health, well-being and 
lifestyle awards can be tailored to the specific needs and interests 
of individual workers.   
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