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Sources: Gallup, Workhuman, McKinsey, SHRM, Globoforce, Strategic HR Review. No proprietary data. All statistics traced to
primary research.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Four Findings That Define
Recognition in 2026

Recognition is failing most employees. More than half of U.S. employees — 55% — either receive
no recognition at all or receive recognition that fails to meet any of the five characteristics of meaningful
acknowledgment, according to a 2024 longitudinal study by Gallup and Workhuman. This figure has not
meaningfully improved since 2022.

The engagement crisis is real and measurable. Global employee engagement fell to 21% in 2024 —
matching its lowest recorded level. Gallup estimates the resulting productivity loss costs the global
economy $438 billion annually.

High-quality recognition demonstrably prevents turnover. Employees who received effective
recognition in 2022 were 45% less likely to have voluntarily left their jobs by 2024, according to the
same Gallup/Workhuman study tracking more than 3,400 workers over two years.

Recognition is largely a management execution problem. Senior leaders are increasingly aware of
recognition's strategic value — 42% strongly agree it matters, up from 28% in 2022 — yet the gap
between that awareness and employee experience has not closed at the frontline manager level.

THE RECOGNITION GAP

What the Research Actually Shows

The recognition problem in most organizations is not primarily one of intent. Most managers understand
that acknowledging good work matters. The problem is one of quality and consistency.

Gallup and Workhuman's 2024 research identified five characteristics that distinguish recognition
employees find meaningful: it is fulfilling, authentic, personalized, equitable, and embedded in the
culture of the organization rather than treated as a periodic event. By that standard, the majority of
employees are not receiving recognition that qualifies. Only 22% of U.S. employees say they get the
right amount of recognition for their work — a figure that has not changed since 2022, despite growing
executive awareness of the issue.

The gap between managerial intent and employee experience is well documented. McKinsey's Great
Attrition research found that 54% of employees who left cited not feeling valued by their organization as
a primary reason, and 52% pointed specifically to not feeling valued by their direct manager.
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This gap is compounded by the structure of most recognition programs. Many organizations rely on
top-down, manager-initiated recognition, which scales only as well as individual managers' habits. A
2012 survey of 815 HR professionals by SHRM and Globoforce found that organizations using
peer-to-peer recognition were 35.7% more likely to report a positive impact on financial results, 34.8%
more likely to report improved retention, and 28% more likely to say recognition reinforced company
values — compared to manager-only programs.

BUSINESS IMPACT

What Recognition Produces — and What Its Absence Costs

Replacement cost 40%—-200% of annual salary per employee Gallup

Turnover reduction 45% lower voluntary turnover with high-quality recognitionGallup/Workhuman 2024
Productivity 17% higher output, 23% greater profitability for engaged t&atigp meta-analysis
Disengagement cost 18% of annual salary per disengaged employee Gallup

Macro productivity loss $228-$355M/yr for median S&P 500 company McKinsey
Purpose/belonging 4.4x more likely to feel purpose; 66% less daily lonelinessGallup/Workhuman 2024

WHAT IS CHANGING IN 2026

Three Forces Reshaping the Opportunity

1. Remote and hybrid work has widened the recognition gap unevenly.

Gallup's 2025 data shows 25% of fully remote employees report loneliness versus 20% overall. The
informal recognition that occurred incidentally in physical workplaces does not replicate in distributed
environments without deliberate effort. At the same time, only 23% of remote-capable Gen Z
employees prefer fully remote work, compared to 35% of older generations — meaning HR leaders are
managing a heterogeneous workforce that recognition systems must serve differently.

2. Generational composition is shifting expectations.

Millennials and Gen Z make up approximately 60% of the global workforce. McKinsey's 2024 data
found 77% of employees who receive ongoing, real-time feedback feel motivated, versus 21% of those
receiving only periodic feedback. The implication is structural: programs must shift from annual
recognition events to continuous acknowledgment in the flow of work.
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3. Alis changing the surface area of recognition.

SHRM has documented Al's growing role in recognition: real-time project milestone analysis to prompt
timely acknowledgment, pattern detection to identify chronically underrecognized employees, and
assistance drafting more specific messages. Used well, Al addresses scalability gaps in
manager-initiated recognition. Used poorly, it produces the appearance of recognition while eroding the

authenticity that makes it meaningful.
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WHAT GOOD PROGRAMS LOOK LIKE

Five Structural Characteristics That Predict Outcomes

Frequency and specificity matter more than magnitude. Employees who receive recognition
meeting even one of five quality pillars are 2.9x as likely to be engaged as those receiving none.
Recognition need not be elaborate — it must be specific, timely, and tied to a particular contribution.

Peer recognition is structurally underutilized. SHRM/Globoforce research established that peer
programs outperform manager-only programs across financial, retention, and values-alignment metrics.
Programs enabling any employee to recognize any other create more touchpoints and reduce
dependence on individual manager behavior.

Equity is both a fairness issue and a measurement problem. Programs not audited for distribution
patterns replicate the same visibility biases as performance management. Remote employees and
those in lower-visibility roles are disproportionately underrecognized. Effective programs build in
detection and correction mechanisms.

Recognition must connect to company values. SHRM/Globoforce found recognition programs
explicitly tied to values were 28% more likely to produce positive outcomes. This connection clarifies
what behaviors the organization wants to reinforce and prevents recognition from becoming arbitrary.

Managerial capability is the execution bottleneck. Only 44% of managers have received formal
training (Gallup, 2025). Manager engagement declined significantly in 2024. Because 70% of
team-level engagement variance is attributable to the manager, programs that rely entirely on manager
initiative without peer-level alternatives will produce uneven results.

METHODOLOGY
This report synthesizes findings from publicly available, independently conducted research by Gallup,
Workhuman, McKinsey, SHRM, Globoforce, and peer-reviewed work published in the Strategic HR
Review. All statistics cited include their original source and year of publication. No proprietary data from
Brighten's platform or Palavir's consulting work has been included. Statistics found in secondary
aggregation sources were traced back to their originating studies and excluded if the primary source
could not be verified. This report does not include fabricated case studies, invented testimonials, or
extrapolated projections.
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