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The Incentive Research Foundation (IRF) recently published a large study entitled Building a
Culture of Recognition. This practitioner-focused report was based on a survey of more than
1,000 workers, contributions from more than a dozen incentives and recognition professionals,
and an extensive literature review. Below, recent and specific findings from academia - related
to worker recognition — complement and reinforce findings from the IRF study.

Each of the practices recommended by academic researchers below are grounded in
experimentation, surveys, and empirical evidence, and each supports the principles of
recognition described in the IRF study. Common themes across the research emphasize
recognition sincerity, reciprocity, timeliness, personalization, and collective experiences as
crucial for maximizing reward effectiveness and enhancing overall organizational performance.

The Impact of Leaderboards and Peer Recognition

Employee recognition and rewards significantly influence workplace dynamics, impacting
engagement, collaboration, productivity, and proactive “citizenship” behaviors among co-
workers. Peer-to-peer (P2P) recognition systems can shape employee behaviors, particularly
proactive helping (i.e., positive citizenship behavior). Specifically, Presslee et al. (2024)
highlights that leaderboard design within these systems significantly influences outcomes:

* Recognition Received Leaderboards: Leaderboards emphasizing received recognition foster
competition, negatively impacting citizenship behaviors. Employees may prioritize visibility
over genuine cooperation, diminishing sincerity and weakening collective organizational
culture.

+ Recognition Given Leaderboards: Leaderboards highlighting recognition given by
employees promote genuine cooperation, positively reinforcing citizenship behaviors.
Employees feel motivated to support colleagues genuinely, enhancing overall teamwork and
organizational cohesion.

The IRF’s practitioner research presented in Building a Culture of Recognition states that: “the
more recognition one receives, the more genuine it feels,” suggesting that frequent recognition
significantly enhances perceived sincerity, trust, and job satisfaction. Leaders should experiment
with tools like giving leaderboards that encourage more frequent peer recognition.
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https://theirf.org/research_post/building-a-culture-of-recognition-2/
https://theirf.org/research_post/building-a-culture-of-recognition-2/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4126324
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Leveraging Leisure Time as an Incentive

In the IRF report Building a Culture of Recognition, more than three-quarters of survey
respondents agreed that when they “go above and beyond” at work, recognition combined with
a tangible reward - ranging from options including cash, points, merchandise, gift cards and time
off —improve the impact of appreciation.

After cash, time off was the most preferred reward. Granting workers extra time off as a
component of recognition may benefit organizations as well, influencing better performance
than a cash reward, for example. In his 2024 paper, Time is (Not) Money: Incentive Effects of
Granting Leisure Time, Professor Timo Vogelsang advocates the strategic use of leisure time as
a reward, highlighting its effectiveness in boosting productivity and engagement:

Based on laboratory experiments and a survey of HR professionals, Vogelsang found that
workers rewarded with leisure time significantly increased their productivity, reducing
unproductive activities during working hours, whereas cash rewards had no effect on either.
This approach demonstrates mental budgeting — employees allocate leisure carefully, leading to
greater reciprocity and productivity gains.

“A cash gift neither alters employees’ on-the-job leisure time nor performance. A gift
of more off-the-job leisure time, however, does reduce the on-the-job leisure time of
employees and increases their performance.”

Leaders should integrate leisure time incentives into recognition programs, particularly for
significant achievements or sustained performance. Building a Culture of Recognition suggests
that rewards equivalent to less than $100 suffice for the great majority of workers, suggesting
that ending work early on a Friday afternoon, for example, might pay outsized performance
dividends versus a spot bonus of $100. Leaders should understand individual worker
preferences to maintain the appeal and effectiveness of leisure rewards.
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09638180.2022.2096089
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09638180.2022.2096089
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Tangible Rewards in Team Contexts

In the report Building a Culture of Recognition, survey results and practitioner insights pointed to
a sometimes less appreciated aspect of workplace appreciation — team recognition and rewards.
The report stated that “while individual performance is the most common trigger for recognition
team contributions, collaborative behaviors, and cultural citizenship (e.g., helping colleagues) are
under-recognized. Shifting toward more balanced recognition criteria can encourage teamwork,
trust, and shared purpose - critical for modern work environments.”

Research by Kachelmeier et al. (2023, 2024) underscores the effectiveness of tangible rewards
- such as merchandise or experiences — particularly within team contexts. Based on the results
of three experiments, the authors find that when leaders structure tangible non-cash rewards
as shared experiences (team outings, group events) they significantly enhance motivation

and team cohesion, especially when positive relationships already exist. However, individually
consumed tangible rewards within teams may create uncertainty and undermine group
motivation. By ensuring rewards are group-oriented and collectively enjoyed, the authors argue
that organizations can significantly enhance reward appeal and motivation

“The uncertain attractiveness of a less-fungible tangible reward [non-cash] can
depress effort more in a group incentive setting than in an individual incentive setting
because workers must consider variability in how other group members are likely to
perceive the reward, but combining a tangible reward with a shared experience among
coworkers who like each other can mitigate this effect by increasing the perceived
attractiveness of the reward and reducing group uncertainty.”

This aligns with a previous IRF Academic Research in Action article on team vs. individual rewards,
and insights from Building a Culture of Recognition, both of which found that shared experiences
strengthen collective bonds and team-oriented behaviors. Leaders should expand recognition
programs to reward collaboration, values-based behavior, and team achievements — not just
individual output.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1911-3846.12844
https://theirf.org/research_post/academic-research-in-action-individual-or-team-based-incentives/
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Practical Recommendations for Leaders
Prioritize Effective Recognition Systems:
o Use leaderboards emphasizing recognition given.

e Ensure frequent, sincere, timely recognition practices are consistently communicated and
reinforced.

Integrate Non-Cash Incentives Thoughtfully:

« Implement leisure-time rewards strategically, aligning them with employee preferences.
e Regularly reassess and refresh incentives to keep them motivating and relevant.
Optimize Tangible Team Rewards:

e Structure rewards as collective experiences to enhance team engagement and cohesion.

o Clearly communicate reward purposes and personalize them to align closely with team
interests.

Enhance Recognition with Technology:
o Utilize user-friendly P2P recognition platforms to democratize and streamline recognition.

e Continuously monitor platform effectiveness and ensure all employees have access,
fostering inclusivity.

Across both academic and practitioner research, clear themes emerge: recognition sincerity,
timeliness, frequency, personalized rewards, and collective experiences significantly impact
employee motivation and organizational performance. By carefully designing and implementing
recognition programs, strategically leveraging non-cash incentives, and structuring tangible
rewards as meaningful shared experiences, businesses can enhance employee engagement,
productivity, and overall organizational health. Leaders should consistently evaluate and evolve
their recognition practices, ensuring alignment with employee needs and organizational values,
to realize sustained benefits.
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