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incentives
beyond sales

ith the economic forecast shining ever
brighter, companies are placing more than
just their sales-team stars in the spotlight. 
In fact, an increasing number of human
resource executives are developing incentive
and reward initiatives designed to motivate,
inspire and excite their entire workforce. 

To gain insight into this burgeoning—and results-producing—sector,
Incentive magazine surveyed randomly selected HR and management
executives to discern what makes their non-sales incentive program
catch fire—and what causes it to flounder. 

Most respondents cited “individual achievement” as the determining
factor for recognition, while nearly 59 percent claimed that better
communication would help enhance the success of their programs. 

Whether you head up a venerated non-sales recognition program, or are
launching your organization’s first incentive strategy, The HR Guide to
Incentives is the perfect primer. Inside is also a rundown of the HR exec’s
most-effective and inspiring motivators: products and programs that are
proven to help a wide range of employees reach their full potential.

Special Offer—In recognition of your status as an influential decision-
maker with your organization’s motivation and performance challenges,
I would like to offer you a FREE subscription to Incentive magazine.
Claim your free subscription now. Visit www.incentivemag.com.

Incentive magazine will help you learn what drives top-notch employee
and sales performance and discover new incentive trends. Every issue
has great case studies that show how companies across all industries
use merchandise and travel to motivate their workforces. 

Enjoy The HR Guide to Incentives, and I’m confident you’ll take 
advantage of this special offer. Please visit us at www.incentivemag.com.

All the best!

Jackie Augustine, Group Publisher
Incentive, Potentials, 
Sales & Marketing Management and Training
(646) 654-7284
jaugustine@vnubuspubs.com
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nce the exclusive
domain of the sales
team, incentive pro-
grams are making their
way into virtually every
nook and cranny of the

corporate structure. However, a suc-
cessful incentive program isn’t just
about winning that trip to Hawaii for
selling the highest number of widgets,
but part of a broader view of what
spells success and contributes to the
bottom line of a corporation. Building
morale, encouraging new ideas, retain-
ing good people and rewarding model
behaviors—these are just a few of the
ways incentives are being used to
maintain and build the strength of a
corporation, and the trend is growing. 

“The non-sales employee is finally
becoming a strong focus of attention,”
says Jennifer Rosenzweig, global
employee practice leader for

Minneapolis-based Carlson Marketing.
“The economy is becoming more
robust, causing executives to take
more notice of what is happening in
their business, and the opportunities
are more plentiful. Corporations are
realizing how important all employees
are to raising the level of their game.
They see that treating their employees
well is part of maintaining a productive
business. Within that world is a place
for the creative use of incentives.”

The types of employee recognition
and incentive programs within the non-
sales realm vary. Some of the most
popular programs include rewarding
leadership, innovation and the willing-
ness of the employee to tackle extra
training, as well as rewarding good
attendance, length of service, quality of
customer service, and safety within the
workplace. One of the newest uses of
incentives is to promote employee

wellness. By rewarding employees who
exercise or take preventative measures
regarding their health, corporations
create a positive culture and may be
able to reduce a portion of insurance
costs as employees make healthy
lifestyle changes.

The common purpose of all types of
incentive programs is what Michelle M.
Smith, CPIM, calls aligning the lunch
room with the board room. “It is about
getting everyone in the company on
the same page and focusing on exactly

what they can do to help the company
reach their goals,” says Smith, who is
vice president of business development
for Salt Lake City-based O.C. Tanner.
And while this may sound like a no-
brainer, getting an entire company on
board can prove a challenge—and
that’s where incentives can work to 
a corporation’s advantage.

Planning for Success
Throwing products and trips at chal-
lenges in the workplace is not the defi-
nition of an incentive program. To find
success, companies must take the time
to plan a logical and simple method of
rewarding behaviors that work toward
achieving a well-defined goal. 

Define the Goal. “You have to get specif-
ic,” says Smith, “asking, ‘why are we run-
ning this program and what are we trying
to accomplish?’” The basic goal could be

anything from improving morale to
increasing productivity or cutting operat-
ing costs. But for a program to work,
planners must drill down further, defining
exactly what success will look like. 

For example, if the goal is to improve
productivity, the program should clearly
state by how much productivity should
increase, in what time frame, and the
specific steps each participant will take 
to improve their performance. By strictly
delineating the parameters of the pro-
gram, it becomes much easier for partici-

employee
incentive 
initiatives 
will exceed
expectations
with these 
creative 
strategies 
for success.
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“The non-sales employee is
finally becoming a strong
focus of attention.”
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pants to identify success and for program
administrators to benchmark progress.

Know the Participants. Once program
operators understand the goal, the next
step is to understand the participants.
They key, says Smith, is for manage-
ment to do their homework, asking
questions that will home in on who the
audience is, how they work, and what
motivates them. Are these employees
team-oriented or are they analytical
types who like to work alone? What is
their knowledge and skill level? And
how hard will it be to get buy-in about
the value of the goal as it is defined by
the program and what they will be
asked to do?

“The answers to these questions
drive decision-making about many
aspects of how the program should be
designed,” says Smith. They will help
program designers to know whether the
program should incorporate a team
award or individual awards, the choice
of award, whether there should be a
theme, and how to communicate the
program. This is all important because
you can’t truly change behavior in peo-
ple if you don’t understand them.

Reality Check. With the company goal
in one hand and knowledge of the par-
ticipants in the other, it’s time for pro-
gram designers to stop and take stock.
Do program participants have the tools
and skills necessary to achieve the
desired goals? Are there market condi-
tions that would make the initial goal
unreachable—even with great efforts
on the part of employees? Will man-
agers roll out the program to their
reports and push participation? These
are all areas that program designers
must assess very clearly before launch-
ing a program. If areas such as train-
ing, equipment or lack of direct man-
agement buy-in present challenges,
they must be addressed first. 

Communication is Key. Everyone
knows it, but it can’t be stated too
many times—communication is the
glue that holds incentive programs
together. Smith advises program plan-
ners to identify the types of communi-
cation media the target audience
prefers. If space is tight in a cubicle,
don’t give a participant a fold-out
poster—instead, keep communications
to a single page or booklet and follow
up in the form of e-mail reminders.
Conversely, if employees don’t work at
a computer station on a regular basis,
e-mail isn’t going to be very effective. 

But one thing is for sure—when it
comes to communication, the more the
better, according to Smith. “Use every-
thing at your disposal that is applica-
ble: e-mail, posters, brochures, the
company newsletter,” she says. “It is
important to create an ongoing com-
munication that keeps the program
top-of-mind because people get busy
day to day. You have to work at it;
human nature is working against you.”

Picking the Right Carrot
When determining exactly what award
to offer, the more personal and rele-
vant to the individual the better. Clearly
no reward is going to work for every

getwith the
program

Deciding to take a fresh approach to the fact that its worker’s compensation, medical and
accident rates were all rising at a dramatic rate, a major truck rental and logistical company
asked Maritz Incentives for an incentive-based solution. “Deeming their worker’s awareness
of and management’s commitment to safety inadequate, the executives came to us to create
an incentive program that would reduce worker’s compensation costs as well as lost-time
and vehicular accident rates,” explains Stillman St. Clair, director of the workforce perform-
ance group for Maritz, based in St. Louis, Missouri.

The program focused on the company’s maintenance operations and was structured so
that all technicians and mechanics had multiple opportunities to be awarded points they
could then redeem for a variety of gifts. Each month a work group came in under their
assigned “recordable accident” target, all members of the group had points deposited to their
personal accounts. And if the individual employee worked accident free during a given quar-
ter, they were eligible for more points. There was also a year-end bonus if both the group was
under target and the individual was accident free, along with a competition that recognized
top-performing maintenance centers in each region. In addition, when a team scored 80 per-
cent or above on a quarterly safety quiz, they received a scratch-off, lottery-type card with an
award value of up to $500. 

The core program ran for nine years, ending in 2003, but the company has continued to con-
duct a scaled back version because of its initial success. The results have been as dramatic
as were the original concerns, with the number of recorded accidents and medical costs
reduced significantly the first year and continuing to improve in subsequent years. The pro-
gram was the most visible employee program in their operations, with employees continuing
to identify more and more with its objectives to impact safety. As a result, safety awareness
and commitment improved. The program, which was part of the organization’s overall commit-
ment to safety, also contributed to the company winning a National Safe award in 2002.

Who is responsible for administering non-
sales/employee recognition awards programs?

> Driving Safety with Incentives
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Human Resources department 65.9%

Direct Managers 42.8%

Vice Presidents/divisional heads 34.7%

President/CEO 26.6%

>

When it comes to 
communication, the more
the better.

continued on p. 10 



person, so it is imperative to make sure
the awards are compelling to that spe-
cific audience. “Know as much as you
can about the employees,” says
Carlson’s Rosenzweig. “Know about
what motivates them and is important
to them, so you can really choose
something that speaks to their heart.” 

O.C. Tanner’s Smith keeps two other
ideas in mind. “What our research
unequivocally demonstrates is that non-
cash incentives—merchandise and trav-
el—really provide the best reward. There
is trophy value and it anchors the memo-
ry of their success every time they use
the item,” she says. In addition, she notes
that program planners should steer clear
of loading the programs with items they
want for themselves. “Be sure you don’t
approach it with any preconceived
notions; with ‘I really love this and want it
in the program.’ What the deciding man-
ager loves may not resonant at all with
the group.” 

Keeping that attitude in mind has
proven successful for Mark Servodidio,
executive vice president of human
resources for Avis-Budget Group and
an O.C. Tanner client. Being open to
the ideas of his team has helped the
company introduce exciting new
awards to the menu, which they
refresh every 18 months. A recent addi-
tion to the product mix proved espe-
cially popular. “It happens that I have a
lot of women working on my team and
they wanted to include a spa certifi-

cate. It never crossed my mind, but it 
is a big hit,” he says. “That is why you
don’t want the rewards to be some-
thing only the executives pick out, but
instead the folks who are going to be
working directly with the program and
receiving the awards.”

Strategic Structure
After all this planning and preparation,
a successful awards program boils
down to one simple idea: If the work-
force can’t understand it, they won’t
use it, making the program dead in the
water before it is even launched. Fancy
and intricate won’t do, according to

Cheryl Hutchinson, director of field
human resources for Wilbraham,
Massachusetts-based Friendly’s Ice
Cream Corporation. “Make sure the
program is simple and useable,” she
advises. “You don’t want to have a lot
of rules, because if there is a lot of red
tape, the program never gets used.” 
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Although renowned for its tasty frozen
desserts, the executives at Friendly’s Ice
Cream Corporation felt the company lacked
an incentive program that rewarded the
other vital component of its success: the
secondary managers and 50 members of
the front line crew at each of its 519 stores
across the United States. “They are the
face of Friendly’s and they impact our guest
service every single day. What we needed
to do was set up a program that was going
to recognize our front line people for all 
of their efforts and encourage them to 
continue those behaviors,” says Cheryl
Hutchinson, director of field human
resources for the Wilbraham,
Massachusetts-based company. 

Hutchinson and her team worked with
O.C. Tanner to design something that was
built around Friendly’s core values, such as
teamwork and turning the ordinary into the
extraordinary.  The “Wow Recognition
Program” rolled out in two phases last year:
in April to the crew level, followed by the
managers in December. The point-based
program is straight forward: A manager
within a restaurant can recognize any crew-
level person, and the district managers can
recognize any employee (crew or manager),
for exemplary service and award them
points. The employee can then either accu-
mulate points or redeem them immediately,
simply going to an online catalog and choos-
ing their gift, which is then mailed out within
48 hours. “This approach really works for us,
because we have 10,000 employees and it
would be impossible to stock everything that
each person would love,” says Hutchinson.
“This way, there is inevitably something in
O.C. Tanner’s catalog they want.”

A critical component to the program is
communication, beginning with teaser
posters prior to rollout, then a payroll stuffer
flyer the week of rollout that introduced the
program and the rewards Web site. “That
way they could log on right then, see what
they could win and get excited,” explains
Hutchinson. To maintain enthusiasm,
Hutchinson selects success stories and
highlights them in the monthly newsletter,
along with revising the posters quarterly.
“You have to keep communication fresh,
constant, eye-catching and fun,” she says,
adding that the program has really caught
fire throughout the organization. “Focusing
on the people who really drive our success
invigorates the entire company.” 

> Employee-Friendly
Incentives

“If you…
look at who
is achieving
awards, it
tells you a
story.”

What types of formal non-sales/employee 
recognition awards does your organization offer?

Length of service 74%

Innovation/suggestion box 33.5%

Excellent performance (non-sales) 64.7%

Safety awards 25.4%

Excellent attendance 17.3%

Employee of the month/quarter/year 36.4%

Wellness/health 13.9%

Employee/new hire referral 38.7%

Training 40.5%

None 0%

Other 8.7%

>

continued from p. 6 



Your best people have
unique talents…

reward them with unique 
gift opportunities.

For a free catalog or for more information
about corporate gift discounts, call our

Corporate Sales Manager, Joe Jamrosz,
toll free at 1-800-892-1063, or send an

email to jj@hammacher.com

Hammacher Schlemmer
Offering the Best, the Only, and the Unexpected for 158 Years

To that end, Hutchinson has three
basic rules that guide Friendly’s employ-
ee recognition program: The recognition
has to be immediate, it must be publicly
noted, and it has to be specific.
“Immediate means that when the
employee does something great on
Friday, I as the manager don’t wait until
Monday to tell them. If they do some-
thing spectacular, I stop what I am doing
and reward the person now,” says
Hutchinson, adding that publicly noted
means the manager doesn’t just pass by
saying “good job” under their breath.
“We want everyone to see it, so the
manager stops and asks employees to
gather around.” The last rule, is that an
award must be specific, encouraging a
particular behavior that hopefully will be
repeated. “If the manager just says
‘Good job,’ the employee may not know
what they did to receive the praise.
Instead, our manager will say something
like, ‘Great job making that child feel
excited about their birthday celebration.
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The key is for management
to do their homework, 
asking questions based on 
who the audience is and
what motivates them.

What could help your organization’s 
programs to be more successful?

>

Better communication/awareness
of programs among employees 57.8%

More support from upper management
to create a culture of recognition 37%

Better award selection/individualization 36.4%

Organized award presentation 
events for recognition among peers 35.1%

Other 8.4%

For more information circle #42 on Rapid Info Card



I’m going to give you 2,000 points.’”
Hutchinson finds that two things hap-

pen when she follows those simple rules.
Most importantly, the recognized individ-
ual feels so good that they will continue
the rewarded behavior. The secondary
result is that the people working around
this person see a specific behavior that
recognized, and they get on board. “It is
contagious,” says Hutchinson. “They
want to perform so they can be the next
person to get points.” 

A Solid Anchor
Although it is easy to look to a recogni-
tion or incentive program as a “magic
pill,” to be truly effective the effort must
be part of a larger picture and part of
broader plan for the future. And with 
any kind of employee recognition pro-
gram, a company should collect valuable
data along the way, which will prove to
be an excellent resource when planning
even more effective program the next
time around. 

Smith firmly believes that gathering
information about the process is vital for
long-term success. “If you set your goal
and look at who is achieving awards, it
tells you a story. The majority may not be
a surprise to you, but I guarantee there
will be some creative interpretations of
getting to the goal that you never thought
of,” she says. “It is also a great way to
lobby for additional budget to do more
recognition, and it’s the best way to com-
municate the benefits of such programs
to senior management.” 

At the end of the program, compare
the actual results with the expectations
and review some of the factors that
influenced the effects. “This is the data
you are going to use to help evolve the
program,” says Smith. “It breaks my
heart to see so many companies run
programs and never stop to analyze.
They get caught in a vicious cycle—
never assessing their mistakes or build-
ing on their successes. Taking the time
and the effort will benefit them 10-fold
going forward.”

Servididio, of Avis-Budget Group,
offers even more fundamental advice.
“A recognition program really needs to
be anchored to something of substance

in the company culture,” he says.
Because the Avis-Budget Group pro-
gram is grounded in company values
like respect for the individual, communi-
ty responsibility, and teamwork,
Servodidio is able to key every project
(big or small) where someone has
demonstrated behaviors into to those
values. “If the company doesn’t have
something like that culture as an anchor,
you really have to be careful about
implementing a recognition program,
because it can fall apart,” he says. “We
may refresh how we communicate our
values, using contemporary language,
but I don’t see a value like respect for
the individual every going away.   �

A successful
awards 
program
boils down 
to one simple
idea: If 
the work-
force can’t 
understand
it, they won’t 
use it.

Because of its geographically dispersed workforce, a major railroad company struggled with
low levels of employee engagement and poor performance that eroded the company’s pro-
ductivity and decreased overall business results. To turn things around, company executives
partnered with Carlson Marketing to reach several objectives, including increasing employee
engagement, promoting an ownership attitude by managers in the field and standardizing
methodology for generating, evaluating and implementing process improvement ideas. 

The program was launched to the company’s almost 60,000 employees in a phased
approach, with each operating group educated individually on how to use an online system,
which was both the method for choosing the award from a catalog and the vehicle for the
various ways employees could win points to choose their award from that catalog. 

In the Suggestion Module, an employee could go online and enter into the system their
idea—which might address anything from cost savings or generating revenue to improving
health and safety. The idea was then reviewed and, if moved to test-implementation and then
implementation, the team members received points based upon the value of the idea. “Not
only did this part of the program gather valuable new input, but it emphasized that the
employees’ improvement ideas are key to the railroad company’s overall success,” says
Kristen Senden, product and development manager, recognition and rewards, for Carlson
Marketing. When using the Peer-to-Peer and Manager-to-Peer recognition modules, the per-
son logged onto a Web site to recommend someone, then a certificate (with points if from a
manager) was sent to the winner via e-mail. “This provided managers with the ability to rein-
force desirable performance by instantly rewarding points,” says Senden. Employees could
also receive 4,000 points twice a year if they took a health and wellness survey. 

The entirely self-funding program has brought smiles down the line, with annual savings
exceeding program costs by a 10:1 ratio. The employee innovations have saved more than
$19 million, along with being responsible for more than $400,000 in incremental revenue. And
the suggestion module generated more than 2,000 innovative ideas even as the railroad
workers presented more than 70 important safety ideas.

All Aboard for Success

June 2006 / HR Guide to Incentives 13

<

How effective are your recognition/awards 
programs overall?

>

1 2 3 4 5

Effectiveness 3% 10% 32% 43% 12%

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “not at all effective” and 5 being “extremely effective”?
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hen it comes to
rewarding and
recognizing
employees,
understanding
your group’s
demographics 
is critical to
launching a 

successful incentive program. Once 
this key piece of data is mined, however,
human resource executives have a 
bounty of product options from which 
to choose. Incentive rewards popular in
today’s HR recognition programs include
everything from cutting-edge electronics
and classic heirloom items to uniquely
branded gift cards—all boasting a per-
sonalized touch, of course.

“It is important to give recipients
something where the perceived value is
great and the memories associated with
the gift are more lasting than money,”
notes Ira Almeas CITE, president of
Impact Incentives & Meetings, Inc. head-

quartered in East Hanover, New Jersey.
“Rewarding employees with money just
comes across as compensation. Human
resource executives want the gift to
focus on a genuine ‘thank you.’”

Ally Kirchman, senior director of 
fulfillment for Pine Brook, New Jersey-
based Rymax Marketing Services, Inc.,
agrees: “In order to successfully moti-
vate the employee, the reward and/or
experience should be geared towards the
individual.” A personalized touch, rather
than a cookie-cutter presentation, makes
the recipient feel like an individual. 

Overwhelmed HR managers need not
tread into incentive waters alone, however.
Turning to an integrated incentive servic-
es provider can help produce maximum
reward results. Consumer Benefit
Services, Inc., based in Naperville,
Illinois, for example, utilizes sales repre-
sentatives, account managers, executive
buyers and a design team to collabora-
tively develop incentive programs that
grab attention and generate enthusiasm. 

these 
incentive
options are
enticing
employees
and human
resources
execs.

>

By Alison Golub

W

JW Marriott

Movado

theHR
hot list
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Keeping these points in mind, below
are some of the popular options human
resource executives use to reward, moti-
vate and thank employees.

Get Carded
For most human resource recognition
programs, gift cards are ideal because of
the built-in flexibility these items offer
recipients as well as the ease of inventory
control presented to HR managers.
“Reward cards work well for human

resource executives because there are no
worries with housing the merchandise,”
Almeas points out. “Personalization is
also doubly important when you’re giving
a reward card because this type of item
should have what we call ‘wallet share.’
Every time a recipient opens their wallet
they should see the name of the company
they work for—it goes a long way.”

Target Corporate GiftCards, for exam-
ple, offer versatile rewarding options that
come in volume discounts and can be

personalized with signature images and
emblazoned with statements like “Great
Job” and “Thank You.” Executives can
even pick up a GiftCard Fast Pack,
prepackaged bundles of 10, 20, and 50, 
all with the same design, at the Guest
Service counter of their neighborhood
Target store.

Like many major retailers, Lowe’s
design sales specialists assist HR 
managers with their gift card incentive
program. The cards themselves are 
available in volume discounts, making it
easy for managers to stockpile these
items at their desks for instant rewards.

Similarly, TJX Gift Certificates are
available with free personalization and
messaging for each gift certificate, no
expiration date and free shipping 
to individual recipients. Such a flexible
reward option lets employees choose
what they find memorable and 
desirable from a wide selection of 
merchandise. 

Appealing to anyone with a home,

“Rewarding employees with
money just comes across as
compensation.”

NASCAR experience

For more information circle #110 on Rapid Info Card



apartment, lawn or garden, gift cards to
outlets like The Home Depot (THD) are
among the most customer-friendly avail-
able, with no service fees or expiration
dates. All sales are supported by a dedi-
cated gift card team and if the recipient
loses their card, THD can track and
replace it. These kinds of best practice
redemption and fulfillment policies make
corporations feel confident when using
gift cards as employee rewards.

Some Experience Required
Experiential gifts are a making an impact 
on HR-based incentive programs; recipients
are offered a unique or customized oppor-
tunity they are virtually guaranteed to
enjoy. “Spa rewards are terrific, and travel
rewards are great because people will
always remember that the company award-
ed them a great getaway,” Almeas says.

HR managers seeking a program in this
arena need something both effective and
flexible. With more than 2,600 properties
worldwide, the portfolio of travel options
available from Marriott Incentive Awards
includes both domestic and international
travel as well as weekend or weekday

awards. There are even several non-stay
awards that can satisfy recipients with a
day at a luxurious spa or a romantic 
dinner for two.

For the uber-adventurous, Hallmark
Insights offers Premiere Choice Awards
that give recipients the option of redeem-
ing from a group of exciting experiential
adventures. Hot air balloon rides, a round
of golf for one—even a NASCAR Racing
Ridealong experience is available through
the program. 

It’s particularly easy to say “thank you”
or acknowledge a work-related anniver-
sary with a night out of food and drink on
the company. A manager can select from
a variety of restaurant gift cards. Those
from Darden Restaurants are redeemable
at more than 1,300 restaurants nationwide,
with one gift card offering four distinct din-
ing options so that recipients can choose
both where and when they’d like to dine.

Tech Savvy 
“In terms of trendy incentives, electronics
are always popular,” Almeas notes. “I’m
a big supporter of having perceived value
when things are cutting-edge and trendy,
so with electronics you always want to go
with a hot name brand.”

Thankfully, there is no shortage of
state-of-the-art, aspirational gadgets
entering the market. HR managers unsure
where to focus their attention should turn
to trusted names in the industry, which
resonate not only with tech-savvy recipi-
ents but with techie neophytes well.

Managers who want to offer an array
of up-to-the-minute electronics can offer
employees a gift card to a leading elec-
tronics retailer, such as Best Buy. This
option allows recipients to select from
the latest must-have digital items, be it
a plasma television or a point-and-shoot
digital camera.

Selecting incentive rewards from a 
luxury brand-name electronics giant, like
Bose, is also a good place to begin build-
ing an incentive program. Bose, as well as
other electronics companies, works with
executives to customize a program based
on a company’s specific needs and 
objectives. Recipients in a Bose incentive 
program have more than 30 items from
which to choose, ranging from a cutting-
edge digital music system for iPods to a
dramatic home entertainment system.  �

Some precious things never go out of style—and classic reward items are among them.
Heirloom-quality and evergreen products such as watches, clocks and crystal keepsakes
are perennially popular. Such products are ideal for a recipient to display at work or
home, and can even be passed down as a family heirloom. However, items like these
must be of “extraordinary quality” as Almeas describes it, otherwise they will not serve
as good rewards or motivators.

HR managers seeking a program in this category might utilize an internationally 
recognized brand for their incentive program. Timepieces from companies such as
Movado Group, Inc. are marketed throughout North America, Europe and Asia and retail 
from $500 to $2,000, giving them a high perceived value among consumers. 

Of course, personalization is critical to any incentive reward. Classic timepieces and
display keepsakes remain excellent reward options because they are easily engraved 
or etched with customized inscriptions for special anniversaries, service awards and
exceptional achievements. 

> It’s Easy Being Evergreen
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Apparel 30.1%

Gift Certificates/Gift Cards 70.5%

Food/Beverage 27.7%

Plaques/Trophies 52%

Cameras 8.1%

Books, Music, Video/DVD 9.2%

Electronics 12.7%

Clocks/Watches 22%

Writing Instruments 12.1%

Luggage 12.1%

Outdoor/Leisure Goods 10.4%

Sporting Goods 7.5%

Jewelry 14.5%

Travel 16.8%

Cash 42.8%

None 1.7%

Other 13.3%

What types of items 
are most often given as 
non-sales/employee 
recognition awards?

Bose

Best Buy

>

theHR
hot list



he executive vice 
president at the bank 
was convinced that he
had the perfect recogni-
tion program. Nomin-
ations would be made
over a period of several
months, then he and his

staff would review them and the winner
would “Get to go to a Rolling Stones con-
cert with me.” 

When Stillman St. Clair heard his

friend’s plan he was aghast at the poten-
tial for failure. Would every employee
see it as a great reward to go to a rock
concert with their boss? What if they
didn’t like the Rolling Stones? What if
they were completely intimidated by
that kind of casual intimacy with the top
dog at the bank, or their spouse was
scared silly by the whole idea? 

The usually savvy executive hadn’t
considered any of these questions: He
simply chose the reward because he

Don’t dismiss
the details
when rolling
out your 
next reward 
program.

>

make
itspecial

T
By Heidi Waldrop Bay
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himself loved the Rolling Stones and 
figured it would be what an employee
would want. 

In fact, this notion is exactly opposite
of what makes an employee recognition
program impactful, according to St. Clair,
who is director of the workforce perform-
ance group for St. Louis, Missouri-based
Maritz Incentives. “An effective recogni-
tion is a very personal thing, and making
it special means paying close attention to
the employee’s preferences, interests
and personality,” he says. “It is critical
that you know your people or you could
completely undermine the program.”

Approach to Presentation
Presentation can make or break the
entire award, and for many people it is
more meaningful than the gift item
itself. “We can’t stress enough how
important it is to make presenting the
award compelling and relevant to that
individual. Know your audience and
what they would enjoy,” says Michelle

M. Smith CPIM, vice president of busi-
ness development for Salt Lake City,
Utah-based O.C. Tanner. “For those peo-
ple who love public recognition it is best
to gather the person’s peers around in
the office and say ‘Guess what Joe did
that was so great.’”

Others might like a semi-public
reward, like an awards dinner where
several people are highlighted. But
there will be some people who are

absolutely mortified—and certainly not
feeling rewarded—by a public display.
They might appreciate being brought
into the manager’s office to be praised
and given a reward for their efforts
one-on-one.  

Method of Delivery
Making the recipient feel special is 
critical. It is also important to make
sure the presenter is both sincere and

How are non-sales/employee recognition 
awards presented to individuals?

Dropped off on their desk 12%

Mailed to them at home 7.6%

With a personal note from direct 
manager or upper-level executive 18.4%

Delivered personally by direct 
manager or upper-level executive 55.1%

Presented as part of an event 
or ceremony in front of peers 76.6%

>
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specific, according to O.C. Tanner’s
Smith. “Think of something quantifi-
able that you can speak to and bring in
the details so that the recipient under-
stands exactly what they are getting
the reward for,” she says. “I might say,
‘Jane, the other night when we had the
power failure and you stayed, using
the flashlight to hunt through the files
for that information for a client, that
was great.’” 

When calling out those details it is
vital to make sure they are right, from
pronouncing the name correctly, to
knowing the facts about what exactly
the person did.  “And tie those facts
back to the specific mission, vision or
value of the corporation, saying some-
thing like ‘Boy, when you stayed the
other night Jane, that is what we mean
when we talk about our corporate goal
of supreme customer service. For that
effort, we want to recognize you,’”
says Smith. The added benefit of such
specificity when the presentation is
public is that everyone else learns from
that experience what it looks like to go
above and beyond. 

An Individualized Reward
A little knowledge goes a long way
when it comes to having an effective
award impact. Do recipients value
being able to choose their own
award—and therefore feel special
because they are given that choice—or

How often do you recognize 
non-sales employees?

Weekly 6.9%

Monthly 31%

Quarterly 22.4%

Semi-Annually 8%

Annually 30.5%

Every 2-3 years .6%

Every 4-5 years .6%

>

“Those
handwritten
notes are
worth their
weight in
gold.”

make
itspecial
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would they be bowled over by getting
presented with a specific gift? 

If it is the first, experts emphasize
making sure the assortment of gift
options is broad enough to address the
various demographics of the audience.
If presenting a specific gift is the order
of the day, Stillman St. Clair of Maritz
Incentives suggests spending the effort
to do some brief research and key the
reward into their particular interest. 

“It is easy to make a person feel spe-
cial if you know something about their
interests and their family,” he says,
explaining how just a bit of customiza-
tion goes a long way. “Say you have a
guy who works for you and you know
he is very into golf. He has done some-
thing above and beyond, so you say
‘Why don’t you take the afternoon off
and we’ll cover your work while you go
play a round of golf at this really won-
derful golf course.’ There is a bit of risk
there, because you are choosing for
the person, but it has huge impact.

He’s thinking, ‘Wow. My boss knows 
I love golf, and he went to all this 
trouble to arrange this because I did
something for the company.’”

A Personal Note
In the hearts of most employees, 
nothing beats the power of a personal
note from an executive. The higher the
level of management, the more special
it becomes. “In our industry we tend 
to focus on the big stuff, that ‘wow’
reward, but it really is the simple pat 
on the back that matters most to people.
Those handwritten notes are worth their
weight in gold,” says St. Clair. “They

end up getting posted on office doors
and bulletin boards and stay there for
months, or even years.”  

St. Clair believes it is even okay 
to type some of the notes on the com-
puter, as long as the personal piece is
there. “If I want to recognize someone, 
I might send her an e-mail, but I would
also want to print it out and deliver it 
in person,” says St. Clair, likening this
practice to exercise—something is 
better than nothing. “If I have a frantic
schedule and only have time to do it 
on the computer, then it is better than
nothing. But it is always best if I can
hand-write a note to the person.”  �

“It is critical that you 
know your people or you
could completely undermine
the program.”
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HR executives dish about their company’s
incentive and recognition programs. 
How does your organization measure up?

>

just thestats

How do you determine award-winners?

Individual achievement 77.5%

Top performer against a goal 33.5%

Supervisor’s evaluation 55.5%

Department or team competition 22.5%

Improvement of individual record 19.1%

Peer input 40.5%

>

Where do you obtain your non-sales/employee 
recognition awards?

Retail stores 51.7%

Corporate sales/special market divisions 43.7%

From a manufacturer’s representative 23.8%

Through a full-service incentive house 29.8%

>

How involved is upper management in supporting your
organization’s non-sales/employee recognition programs? 

>

1 2 3 4 5

Level of involvement 1% 9% 23% 29% 38%
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What is your organization’s annual budget for non-
sales/employee recognition awards? Average=$87,800

Less than $50,000 69%

$50,000 to $99,999 15.5%

$100,000 to $249,999 4.6%

$250,000 to $499,000 2.9%

More than $500,000 8%

>How many people are
employed by your 
organization? 

>

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “not at all involved” and 5 being “extremely involved”?

33.1%

25.6%

17.5%

9.4%

14.4%

Less than 100

100-499

500-999

1,000-4,999

5,000 or more

METHODOLOGY
The survey was conducted online in August
2005. The email invitations were sent to 
a total of 10,000 randomly selected profes-
sionals from VNU’s Training and HR data-
base, and included HR, Training and Middle
Management professionals. There were a
total of 173 respondents who use formal 
non-sales/employee recognition rewards.   


