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How to Build a Culture of Appreciation in Your Organization   
-by Brian K Wright

Brian: Tell us a little about your 
story and how you got to where 
you are now.

Dr. Bob: I think it was John Lennon 
that said, “Life’s what happens to 
you when you’re making other 
plans.” I grew up always interested 
in the topic of motivation. Why do 
people do what they do? Psychology 
was my favorite topic in college. I 
got a BA in that, communication 
and speech, went on to get a 
master’s degree in business from 
UC Berkeley in Organizational 
Behavior and ultimately, a PhD 
working with Dr. Peter Drucker, “The 
Father of Modern Management,” 
in Management Education and 
Human Behavior.

We know that “you get what you 
reward” is the most proven principle 
of management. What you reward, 
what you inspect, what you notice, 
what you incentivize, you’ll get 
more of—guaranteed! We’ve got 
400 studies that say that’s true.

What I wanted to learn in my 
dissertation research was—with 
all that proof—why don’t more 
managers systematically thank 
and recognize their employees 
when they do good work? Why is 
it some managers recognize and 
thank their employees and most 
do not? I did a three-year study to 
answer that question, working with 
47 national companies. In each 
one, I found managers that were 
great at recognition using a three-
way validation (an organizational 

sponsor, self-report and up to 16 
direct reports), and in the same 
company, I identified managers 
who didn’t use recognition, also 
with a three-way validation.

I ended up with these two groups 
of “doers” and “non-doers,” and 
then I looked at 167 variables 
that potentially separate those 
two groups. Through the power 
of statistics, I was able to identify 
the most significant variables that 
most influenced the behavior I was 
studying.

To take three years’ work and boil 
down to a couple of sentences, I 
found that the top reason managers 
don’t recognize their employees is 
“they don’t know how to do it well.”

I had the honor of interviewing Dr. Bob Nelson, author of many books including 1,001 Ways to Reward 
Employees. We discussed many topics including why employees feel underappreciated and what 
we can do about that, his consulting work, how to build a great corporate culture, how to manage 
organizational change, how to keep employees motivated, and much more.
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That was followed by “they didn’t 
really believe it was that important,” 
and “they were busy” (and who has 
time to do things that they don’t 
think are important to begin with?). 
That was followed by “no one 
recognizes them,” “they’re afraid of 
leaving someone out” and several 
other reasons, which all seemed 
like excuses to me.

When I looked at the managers that 
used recognition and harnessed 
this proven principle to drive 
desired behavior and performance, 
I didn’t find a whole list of reasons. 
There was just one common 
denominator: Those managers 
that recognized their employees 
had internalized the importance 
of the concept so that they felt as 
a leader in their organization, they 
were in charge of the motivational 
environment of the people that 
worked for them. They looked 
for opportunities to thank their 
employees and then acted on those 
opportunities whenever possible 
on a daily basis.

They owned the fact that they 
need to thank and acknowledge 
their employees to get a better 
result from them. Not Human 
Resources, not the CEO, not 
Corporate Headquarters—but they 
themselves were responsible to 
take this action in their sphere of 
influence. Ever since these findings, 
I’ve been trying to get managers 
into that frame of mind by saying, 
“Look, it’s not optional. If you do 
this, it’ll work. Here’s what it looks 
like. Try it, you might like it. It’s not 
difficult to do, but it won’t happen 
by magic—you’ve got to make it 
happen.”

Brian:   How did you get interested 
in the employee recognition 
industry? It’s a pretty specific niche.

Dr. Bob: I love the topic and 
then I found out that there was 
actually a big industry around 
it. The recognition and rewards 
business in America is a $100 
billion industry—gift cards, gift 
certificates, merchandise, years of 
service awards, incentive travel, etc. 
The industry has changed over the 

years. It used to be very formal items 
such as crystal and Rolex watches 
given for formal milestones, such 
as when an employee retires.  

Since then it has expanded to 
include more lifestyle-oriented 
merchandise and experiences 
and more. Any way you can 
spend money, you can incentivize 
someone. You can allow them to 
donate to a charity or to use points 
for special events and activities or 
career development opportunities. 
The number and types of things 
you can do is infinite. 

But I’ve become convinced that the 
foundation for employee motivation 
consists of simple behaviors that 
have no cost: a simple thank you, 
asking someone for their opinion 
or ideas, two-way communication, 
involving employees in decisions 
that affect them and their jobs, 
autonomy and flexibility of working 
hours, and supporting them when 
they make a mistake. Focus on 
these simple behaviors first and 
then you can always build on this 
foundation with other things as 
your budget permits.

What I wanted to do with the book 
1,001 Ways to Reward Employees was 
to open peoples’ eyes to the topic 
that recognition is all around you 
every single day. In that book, there 
are 28 chapters covering no-cost to 
low-cost to team-based activities 
to organization-wide practices, 
all of which are 100 percent real 
examples from actual companies 
of all types and sizes.

Along the way, I kept getting people 
contacting me with additional 
things they do to recognize their 
employees. So the latest version 
of the book is entitled 1,501 Ways 
to Reward Employees. It’s the same 
concept only expanded with added 
context for why this activity is 
no longer optional with today’s 
employees given the tight labor 
market and today’s fast-moving, 
high-tech, constantly changing 
world of work. You’ve got to show 
your employees that they have a 
good place to work and that you’re 
a good person to work for.

If you have a good boss, you have 
a good job. That’s true the world 
around. And on top of the list of 
things that good managers do is to 
consistently catch their employees 
when they do things right and 
thanking them for those things.

Brian: Absolutely. Let’s talk about 
some of the material that you 
discuss. It’s no secret that many 
employees in their respective 
companies feel underappreciated. 
Why do you think that is?

Dr. Bob: Eighty-five percent of 
today’s employees feel overworked 
and underappreciated. That’s often 
because the work they are doing 
no one notices or thanks them for, 
so they don’t feel valued. It could 
be a great company and you could 
be doing great work, but if no one 
ever notices or says anything to 
thank them, they don’t feel special, 
they don’t feel valued. And that 
is reinforced when the old line 
company manager says, “Everyone 
should be grateful to have a job” 
or “The way we recognize people 
around here is we give them 
a years-of-service award or a 
summer picnic or do something on 
their birthday, and that’s enough.”

Those aren’t the types of things that 
make employees feel special today. 
You’ve got to be more personal 
to make someone feel valued. It’s 
got to be explicitly in response to 
desired behavior or achievements 
the person did. It’s not just being 
nice, it’s recognizing the behavior, 
the performance they did, or the 
project they finished. And doing so 
in a timely way, thanking them and 
being specific, and talking about 
the context as to why what they did 
is important to the success of the 
group, the goals of the department, 
and the values and strategic 
objectives of the company.

You can do a 10-second thank you 
in the hallway and still provide a 
simple context that says, “Hey, that 
was a great job you did and I’m 
proud of you for doing it.” And that 
resonates with people.
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According to a Maritz Inc. poll, 
only 12 percent of employees 
today say they get recognition 
that’s meaningful to them, while 
34 percent say, “The things that 
our company does to recognize 
people don’t resonate with me.” 
Take for example, years-of-service 
awards. With Millennials, the largest 
generation in the workplace today, 
average tenure in the organization 
is just 1.8 years.  They’re not going 
to be around for the five-year 
service award, let alone the 20-year 
one. It’s out of sync with the times.

Brian: You mentioned meaningful 
appreciation, what does that look 
like?

Dr. Bob: It’s different from person 
to person. One size doesn’t fit 
all. Cut to the chase and ask your 
employees: “Hey John, if you’re able 
to finish this project, that will be a 
significant accomplishment and 
I’m going to want to do something 
thank you. What would you like me 
to do?” Most managers don’t do that 
because they’re afraid he’s going 
ask for more money, and maybe 

he will. But in my experience, that’s 
typically not the response, but 
instead “Could I have more flexible 
working hours?” Or “a software 
upgrade?” Or “Could I present my 
findings to the management team?”
As an example in one company 
where I was a manager, I had an 
employee named Jackie. We had 
just set some aggressive goals and 
I said, “Jackie, you’re a key part of 
this success. If you’re able to help 
us make these goals, I’m going 
be pretty excited. What can I do 
to thank you?” If I had a hundred 
guesses, I never would have 
guessed what she wanted. She said, 
“Bob, if I’m able to be successful at 
this, I would love more visibility.” 
I said, “Visibility?” She said, “Yes, 
I’m over here working on the Mac 
all day. I think most people in the 
company don’t even know who I 
am, let alone what I do.” I told her, 
“Jackie, if you make this happen, 
you’re getting visibility.”

And sure enough, she did make 
things happen. She was under 
budget on the project and we 

received a complimentary letter 
from a key client. I promised her 
visibility, so I gave her visibility. I 
could have done a dozen things. I 
could have said something in front 
of the staff or I could have publicly 
given her flowers.

What I did was I went to the 
president of the company. I said, 
“We’ve had a whole turnaround 
in our area, and a key part of that 
success was Jackie. Her project is 
under budget and look at this letter 
from the client. Could you stop by 
Jackie’s office and thank her for me? 
Soon, because timing is important.”
It’s a no-cost idea to ask someone 
above you to thank someone on 
your behalf.

The president of the company paid 
Jackie a visit in her office and said, 
“Bob’s been singing your praises. He 
said your project was under budget 
and he showed me the letter from 
the client. He said he couldn’t have 
done it without you and I don’t 
think we could have either. I’m so 
glad you’re on our team.”
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The whole interaction took 30 
seconds and the president left. 
What did Jackie do? She immediately 
called her husband, “Guess who 
was just in my office?” She was 
all abuzz and on Cloud Nine for a 
couple of weeks. When she started 
to come off that, she came to talk 
to me and said, “Bob, I’ve never 
worked for anyone who showed 
me the power of doing great work. 
You haven’t seen anything yet!”

That’s the power—if you press the 
right buttons, I’m convinced that 
you can get fantastic results from 
any employee.

Brian: How does employee 
recognition relate to employee 
engagement?

Dr. Bob:  Recognition is the primary 
driver of engagement according to 
research reported by The Harvard 
Business Journal. It accounts for 56 
percent of the feeling employees 
have when they report being 
highly engaged in their work.  And 
research by The Aberdeen Group 
found that the Number One Best-
in-Class strategy for improving 
employee engagement came from a 
strategic, integrated organizational 
recognition and rewards program.

Brian: Excellent. Let’s talk about 
your consulting. You work with 
corporations in a consulting role, 
to improve their corporate culture, 
improve their morale, and drive 
results, correct?

Dr. Bob: Yes, along with being 
able to better attract and retain 
talent that the organization needs 
to be successful. I probably state 
improving morale as a side benefit. 
The best way to improve employee 
morale is to improve your focus on 
performance. People that perform 
well, feel great about themselves. 
Our job as managers and leaders 
is to help people be performers. 
If you do that, they will love their 
work and they will love working for 
you because you’re always helping 
them—helping them grow, talking 
about their future and what’s next. 

Why would they go somewhere 
else? They’ve got someone on their 
side here. With most managers, 
your experience won’t be that good. 
Only one out of every four or five 
managers you’ll have in your career 
you will consider to be good. So 
when you’ve got a good manager, 
you think twice about leaving him 
or her because what you most 
want from work is happening with 
that person.

I help companies that want to 
improve their workplace to have a 
culture of recognition and more of 
an engagement culture. Research 
by Maritz, Inc. shows that when 
you have a culture of recognition, 
employees will be 5 times more 
likely to feel valued, 6 times more 
likely to tell others they work for a 
great company, 7 times more likely 
to stay with the organization for 
their career, and 11 times more 
likely to be completely committed 
to their job, their manager and to 
the organization.

Again, it can be as easy as starting 
staff meetings with some type 
of recognition and allowing your 
team members to publicly thank 
each other. Or, when I recently 
worked with NASA at the Johnson 
Space Center in Houston (which, 
incidentally, is ranked the number 
one best place to work in Federal 
government) you could just feel the 
positive culture when you walked 

into the building. You could hear 
it in the interactions and see it on 
their walls.

One of the things I picked up from 
them is whenever they get a group 
of leaders together, they always 
save 10 minutes at the end of the 
meeting to go around the group and 
have everyone share something 
they’ve done to recognize someone 
on their team since they had last 
been together. Whenever they did 
this, they could feel the pride and 
energy of the group rise. And they 
said, “We noticed that our leaders 
would take notes on each other’s 
ideas: ‘Jerry, that’s a good one, I’m 
going to try that’.”

They became a self-learning 
organization on this topic. They got 
better and better by learning from 
each other. They’ve tried things and 
what works they tell others. It’s not 
a matter of how big your budget is, 
it’s the things you do and how to 
do more of those things that work. 
It starts with the behavior, the 
creativity, and the fun and builds 
from there, spreading throughout 
the organization.

I help companies first assess where 
they are on this topic. Whatever 
data they have to start with will 
serve as a foundation and we build 
from there. That might involve 
some training, it might involve 
some tools. But the foundation for 
success is the behavior. Getting 
leaders to know what to do to 
thank and help their people—and 
then having them do those things, 
that is, holding them accountable.

Fifteen or 20 years ago, employees 
would say, “It’d be nice if my boss 
did something to thank me.” Today, 
they don’t say that. They say, “I 
expect my boss to do something 
when I’ve done good work,” and they 
notice if you don’t. The first time 
you miss the opportunity to thank 
them, they might be surprised and 
disappointed because they thought 
you’d be a better leader. But 
the second or third time, they’re 
already looking for another job.
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Brian: How do you build a great 
corporate culture?

Dr. Bob:  To do it right, you want 
to start with a stated philosophy. 
You want to set the goal posts that 
say, “This is what we’re aiming for.” 
You want to evaluate your current 
culture—what’s currently working 
in the organization--and what’s not 
working. And you have to have a 
means of measuring your success, 
because if you can’t—or don’t—
measure your progress, you can’t 
manage the solution.

You need to have a system, so 
it’s not just arbitrary. If someone 
does something significant, ideally, 
you’d have a more significant 
way to recognize them for that 
achievement. Again, it could be 
monetary, but it could also be 
giving them a choice of next work 
assignment or providing them 
a personal coach. There’s just 
so many different ways you can 
deploy.

At ARAMARK, the food service 
company, they name days after 
employees. And then on that day, 
the manager will pick the employee 
up at their home and chauffeur 
them to work. When they come in, 
the whole department is lined up 
in the lobby to give the employee 
a standing ovation. They have 

fun with celebrating someone’s 
success and what they did. Maybe 
there’s a lunch with the president, 
or their photo is added to the Wall 
of Fame in the hallway.” You could 
just come up with stuff out of the 
air as it resonates with your people, 
and it will be fun AND it will have an 
impact.

Brian: When a lot of things 
change at once, that can be very 
disorienting to employees. How do 
you handle that effectively?

Dr. Bob: This topic is especially 
important during times of change 
because there’s so much insecurity. 
Employee recognition becomes 
a stress release valve. So in the 
midst of change, you’ve got to be 
calling out who’s doing a great job. 
We’ve got some new goals, who’s 
making it happen? You need to 
use recognition to rally around the 
change you’re trying to make.

Then if you’re successful in 
the whole change—maybe it’s 
implementing a new computer 
system—then do something to 
celebrate as a department, or as 
a company. Employee recognition 
is a very powerful management 
technique during times of change.

One time, I was presenting to 800 
people in Seattle. I noticed a person 
in the front row and said, “You 
look really familiar.” She replied, 
“Yes, I heard you speak six weeks 
ago. I had to come tell you what 
happened. I took seven pages of 
notes from your presentation. I left 
the room with one thing in mind—
I’m doing this. I’m not going to ask 
for permission, I’m doing this in my 
group.”

And she did. And other managers 
noticed and, “Your people are so 
pumped up. What’s going on over 
there?” She’d reply, “Come to the 
next meeting and see for yourself.” 
Her manager noticed and said, 
“Can you do whatever you did for 
the whole facility?” “Yes, I can.” 
And then she did it for the whole 
company.

From that initial conversation after 
she heard me speak in Seattle, 18 
months later, Perkins Coie, a law 
firm, entered the Best Places to 
Work in America at #23. I contend 
that this happened because of 
one person. Not the CEO, but 
one person in the middle of the 
company, who happened to be a 
finance manager.

So change can happen like that, 
although it doesn’t always happen 
that way. It’s easier when it comes 
from the top, but sometimes you 
can have success and it can bubble 
up and bring top management into 
it.

Brian: Let’s talk about keeping a 
workforce motivated and engaged. 
You mentioned that Millennials 
are the largest demographic in our 
workforce right now. They want 
things differently than the rest of 
us do, right?

Dr. Bob:  By 2025, three out of 
every workers in any workplace will 
be Millennials. In some companies, 
it’s already beyond that depending 
on the industry. But yes, they have 
different expectations. They are 
the “trophy generation” who got 
trophies just for participating. 
They grew up on the internet, so 
they’re very good with technology. 
They’re very resourceful, they tend 
to be very bright. And I find that 
instead of complaining about them, 
companies need to tap into what 
they have to offer and get them 
into the game of business.

I’ll give you an example. I was 
talking to a conference of CEOs of 
apartment complexes, and we got 
on this topic and one CEO from Los 
Angeles said, “I had a new complex 
in which construction was running 
behind schedule. It just got online 
and we had 640 units we needed 
to get rented, and I did something I 
never did before: I went to a group 
of Millennials, and I threw the keys 
to the building on the table. I said, 
‘I don’t care what it takes. I need 
this new apartment complex filled. 
Do whatever you want to make it 
happen’.”

With  Bill Walsh
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They didn’t do “open houses,” they 
did open parties. They created a 
YouTube channel, they were rocking 
and rolling. They weren’t asking 
permission. They were making it 
happen, and they filled the units in 
record time. They came back to the 
CEO and they said, “To celebrate we 
want to go to Vegas together.” The 
CEO said, “Knock yourself out, have 
fun.” They did and had a blast. 

When they returned, they came 
to meet with the CEO and asked, 
“Do you have any more apartment 
complexes you need filled?” They 
may not have known it then (maybe 
they know it now), but they could 
launch a new business just doing 
that. This is a smart generation, 
and they’re constantly looking at 
needs in the market to adapt and 
use technology to fill those needs.

Brian: Absolutely. Let’s talk about 
your speaking career. What kinds of 
things do you typically talk about?

Dr. Bob: I’ve got about a dozen 
presentation topics that all relate 
to getting better results from 
your employees. I’ve presented in 
every state in the Union and on six 
continents. I work with companies 
of all sizes, types, and industries, 
and it’s always hopping. I’ve worked 
with 80 percent of the Fortune 500 
companies, but I also love working 
with smaller companies, too. I 
like to open their eyes because 
they always say, “We don’t have 
money to do anything and we can’t 
motivate people because we can’t 
pay them more.”

I’d say, “Look at what you do have. 
You’ve got daily visibility with the 
leadership and the ownership of 
the company. You’ve got infinite 
flexibility and are not rule-bound by 
a 300-page policy manual. You have 
lots of things to be done. You need 
people to wear many hats. That’s 
great. That’s opportunity to reward 
someone by giving them different 
tasks because you know what they 
like to do. And now, it’s not just 
another assignment, it’s something 

that ties into what their interests 
are. You have more ability to make 
the connection happen if you open 
your eyes to the possibilities.

Brian: That is awesome. Do you 
have a favorite team building 
exercise that you like to do with 
your clients?

Dr. Bob:  Yes, I’ve got a ton of great 
team-building exercises, but a fun 
one you can do at your next staff 
meeting is called a “praise barrage.” 
The management team at City 
of San Diego does this. In a staff 
meeting, they go around the room, 
pointing to one person at a time and 
ask everyone else to say what they 
most like about working with that 
person, e.g., “Tony’s always willing 
to jump in and help,” or “Sally, is so 
creative at problem solving,” etc. It’s 
a simple but powerful exercise.

Giving people feedback about how 
others see them is valuable in and 
of itself, but seeing what others 
value in them will encourage them 
to do more of those things. You 
can later repeat the activity with 
index cards. In your group, jot 
down thank you notes for different 
people who have helped you that 
you haven’t had a chance to tell. 
Someone gets five index cards from 
their coworkers thanking them for 
specific behaviors, they are going 
to do a better job at those things 
going forward—it’s just human 
nature.

Don’t praise people insincerely or 
just go through the motions. It’s 
got to be real and specific, it’s got 
to come from the heart. It’s got to 
provide context for why what the 
person did is so important. Even 
if it’s 10 seconds in the hallway, 
you can provide a sincere thanks 
and practical feedback with an 
emotional charge that we all need.

Brian: Absolutely. Where can we 
find out more about you? How can 
we find your books? How can we 
hire you to speak or consult with 
us?

Dr. Bob: My website is www.
drbobnelson.com, and all my 
books are there and you can learn 
about my speaking and consulting 
services. Of course, the books are 
all also available in bookstores and 
on Amazon.com as well.

Brian: Thank you Dr. Bob for being 
with us today.

Dr. Bob: Thank you, Brian.

Dr. Bob Nelson is one of the world’s 
leading authorities on employee 
motivation, engagement and 
performance, and president of 
Nelson Motivation Inc, which is a 
management training and consulting 
company that specializes in helping 
organizations improve their 
management practices, programs, 
and systems.

He’s the co-founder of Recognition 
Professionals International, has 
worked closely with Dr. Ken Blanchard, 
“The One Minute Manager,” and 
currently serves as a personal coach 
for Dr. Marshall Goldsmith, the 
number-one ranked executive coach 
in the world.

Dr. Bob has worked with 80 percent 
of the Fortune 500 companies and 
has presented on six continents. 
He has sold over 5 million books 
on management and motivation, 
which have been translated into 37 
languages. His most recognizable 
book is “1,001 Ways to Reward 
Employees,” which is now in its 64th 
printing.

You can learn more about Dr. Bob 
and his consulting practice at http://
drbobnelson.com; contact him 
directly at his company in San Diego 
at bob@drbobnelson.com or by 
calling (858) 673-0690.


