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David vs. Goliath:
Recognition Strategies
for SMBs

How to punch above your weight in hiring
and retaining top talent.



The state of the workplace

Something has broken in how organizations show appreciation for their people, and the data backs it

up. Gallup’s 2025 State of the Global Workplace report found that only 21% of employees worldwide are
engaged at work, an 11-year low, and the drop in engagement cost the global economy an estimated $438
billion in lost productivity in 2024.

Recognition is one of the few workplace investments

that moves the needle on engagement, retention, and
performance without requiring a massive budget or a total
culture overhaul. That makes it valuable for every organization.
But it matters differently, and arguably more urgently, for
small and medium-sized businesses (SMBs).

Small businesses run on something bigger companies
often lose along the way: a small-town feel. Everyone knows
everyone. Wins get celebrated in real time. A struggling
teammate gets noticed before a problem becomes a crisis.

That closeness is a genuine competitive advantage, butit’s
fragile. Maintaining the intimate culture your people love takes
intentional effort—especially as your organization grows.

The current recognition gap

Despite how much research points to recognition as a driver of engagement and retention, most
employees still aren’t getting enough of it. Awardco’s 2026 State of Recognition report found that only 62%
of employees had received meaningful recognition in the past three months, meaning more than a quarter
of the workforce is going regularly unnoticed.

The impact? A 40 point drop in engagement scores
between employees who were recognized and Large enterprise:

those who weren't. ﬁ| Formal program

For a large enterprise, that gap will most likely be gap gets noticed

noticed and fixed by an HR team building out a formal

recognition program. .
9 prog Small business:

For a small business, there’s often no one whose job No clear owner
it is to notice the gap, let alone do anything about it. gap can stay hidden


https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx
https://www.awardco.com/white-papers/the-state-of-recognition-2026
https://www.awardco.com/white-papers/the-state-of-recognition-2026

Why recognition matters in

Small businesses aren’t just smaller versions of large enterprises. They face a distinct set of pressures that
shape how (and whether) recognition happens.

e No dedicated HR support. According to BambooHR, 88% of employees have worked for a small
company with no dedicated HR person. Culture-building—including recognition—tends to fall to
owners, office managers, or whoever has the bandwidth that week, which means it’s the first thing to
slip when things get busy.

o Tighter budgets and fewer perks. SMBs typically can't
match enterprise compensation, benefits, or perks dollar for
dollar. That puts pressure on every other lever available to
attract and keep good people.

¢ A harder hiring market. Pipedrive’s State of SMB Hiring
Report found that half of small and mid-sized businesses
struggled to fill open roles in 2025, which makes
every current employee more valuable to retain.

e Turnover costs hit harder. Small businesses
spend an estimated 12.5% of their annual payroll on
turnover costs. On a lean team, losing even one or ")%
two people can disrupt daily operations in a big way. =

e Burnout from wearing more hats. Small teams
mean employees often absorb multiple roles.
Research shows the burnout levels among employees has jumped 15% in the last few years, up to 51%
of people experiencing burnout in the past year. For small business owners, 84% of them say their
mental health has suffered from stress.

None of this means small business are at a disatvantage when it comes to culture.
It means the tools they reach for need to work within these constraints
rather than around them.

Recognition is one of the few tools that allows for such flexibility in tackling specific cultural challenges.

How recognition solves SMB-specific challenges
More recognition instead of greater compensation

Budgets are tight, and SMBs may not be able to win a bidding war on salary. The good news? They don't
have to.

A McKinsey survey of more than 1,000 employees found that non-cash forms of recognition were rated as
being just as effective as the top financial incentives, including cash bonuses and increased base pay.

For a small business competing against larger, better-funded rivals for talent, this is the opening:
you may not be able to out-pay the competition, but you can out-recognize them.


https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/does-small-business-need-hr
https://www.pipedrive.com/en/newsroom/pipedrive-releases-state-of-smb-hiring-report-majority-of-businesses-plan-to-expand-headcount-in-2026
https://www.pipedrive.com/en/newsroom/pipedrive-releases-state-of-smb-hiring-report-majority-of-businesses-plan-to-expand-headcount-in-2026
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https://www.sfweekly.com/marketplace/inside-the-epidemic-of-small-business-owner-burnout/article_12817a22-7e13-4411-aa5c-561132522b01.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/motivating-people-getting-beyond-money

Building a positive culture foundation

For a small business, culture isnt a slide in an onboarding deck. It's the actual, felt experience of working
there, and it's shaped by leadership more directly than it would be in a company with layers of middle
management between the CEO and the front line.

Recognition gives that culture a deliberate shape instead of letting it form by accident.

Research from Bersin by Deloitte found that companies with strong, recognition-rich cultures see 31% lower
voluntary turnover than those without. A large-scale, peer-reviewed study of more than 25,000 employees
backs this up further, finding that recognition significantly boosts engagement.

SMBs have the amazing opportunity to create a culture by design, not default, that recognizes good work,
reinforces productivity, and folds company core values into daily activities. Recognition is the key to all of it.

Improve retention and lower burnout with recognition

That same academic research found recognition plays a measurable role in reducing burnout by
counterbalancing job demands and improving emotional and physiological wellbeing.

Well-recognized employees are also 45% less likely to have left their organizations, reinforcing the idea that
employees who feel recognized are less stressed, happier, and less likely to quit.

This is especially important for an SMBs since every departure means a bigger percentage of the team
walking out the door, plus the time and cost of rehiring and retraining on already-thin margins.

You can read the full Crumbl story here.

crumbl.

CASE STUDY

Crumbl, the dessert company founded

in 2017, is a useful example of exactly this
challenge. As the business rapidly grew to
more than 1,000 franchise locations and
300-plus corporate employees, informal, in-
person praise stopped being enough to reach
a workforce that was increasingly remote and
spread across warehouses, field teams, and
corporate offices.

Rather than let recognition become an
afterthought, Crumbl partnered with Awardco
to launch “Glaze the Bar,” a values-based
recognition program built directly into Slack,
where employees already spend their day.

Every recognition is tied to one of Crumbl’s
core values, turning culture from something
written on a wall into something people
actually do and see happening. Employees
receive quarterly points to recognize each
other directly, so appreciation doesn’t have to
wait on a manager’s schedule, and leadership
has expanded the ability to recognize people
publicly and often.

For a company scaling as fast as Crumbl,
that’s proof that a growing business doesn’t
have to trade its small-town feel for its next
stage of growth. It just needs a system that
scales alongside it.



https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/services/consulting/blogs/human-capital/future-of-total-rewards.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11717283/
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Strategies for implementing recognition:
data from the Awardco platform

We dug into our own platform analytics of over 1,300 SMB clients spread across multiple countries around
the globe, and we pulled specific SMB data to help provide strategies for all small business owners.

Start with a strong foundation, not bells and whistles

In our platform, the most common recognition programs among SMBs fall into five categories:

B .

Service awards Birthdays Peer-to-peer Manager-to-peer Onboarding
spot recognition spot recognition

None of these require complex infrastructure or a big budget to get right.

For small businesses, consistency matters far more than complexity. A simple, reliable cadence of
recognition, showing up the same way every time, will do more for culture than an elaborate program that'’s
too much for alean team to sustain.

Best practice? Start with the basics, do them well and often, and resist the urge to build something more
sophisticated than your current headcount and bandwidth can support.

AS YOU GROW:

When you have the HR team, the resources,
and the bandwidth:

e Layerin custom recognition programs to fit
your specific culture

e Allow teams and departments to create their
own programs

e Develop incentives to drive behaviors you
want to see




Balance monetary and non-monetary recognition

Not every recognition moment needs a reward attached, but some clearly benefit from one. Data from
Awardco’s platform shows how monetary and non-monetary recognition typically break down across the
five most common SMB programs:

Program Monetary Non-monetary

Service awards 86% 14%

g Birthday programs 58% 42%
@

Peer-to-peer spot recognition 53% 47%

Manager-to-peer spot P °

recognition 96% o
2 Onboarding 61% 39%

The pattern here is instructive. Service awards

and manager recognition lean heavily monetary,

which makes sense given that they typically mark

a milestone or a specific performance moment Build budget into your recognition strategy
where an employee expects something tangible. deliberately rather than reactively. We
recommend devoting 1-2% of payroll to
recognition and rewards, so as headcount
and revenue grow, plan to aim to hit that
target so the program scales with the
business instead of getting squeezed out
For SMBs, this is good news. Monetary during a tight quarter.

recognition matters, and service awards and

manager recognition in particular should carry a

reward. But non-monetary recognition, a public

shoutout, a handwritten note, a peer nomination,

can and should make up a meaningful part of your

overall strategy.

Birthday, peer, and onboarding recognition, on the
other hand, can lean more on appreciation and
culture-building without needing a big budget
behind them.



Focus on frequency

Gallup’s research shows that employees who receive recognition from their manager at least once a week
are significantly more engaged than those who receive it less often. For a small business, that means
favoring small, frequent moments of appreciation over occasional, elaborate ones.

Awardco’s research provides more context for this. We looked into how long the good feelings from
recognition stuck around from each source. From peers, the glow faded within days. From managers,
engagement was boosted for up to three months. From senior leaders, engagement stayed high for around
ayear.

These two findings show that frequent recognition is vital because the engagement benefits don’t last
forever—however, the source of recognition is just as important as the frequency, and that should factor into
your strategy.

How to make it happen:

e Create a spot recognition program where
managers and peers can recognize each other on
the spot—no hoops to jump through or inconvenient
techin the way.

o Train managers how to recognize. Showing
appreciation is a soft skill, and many managers may
not feel comfortable with it yet.

o Consider manager budgets. Larger companies
often give every employee a monthly budget to
reward their peers with. For SMBs, start with giving
managers 20 points a month that they can give to
their teams.

¢ Highlight recognitions to the company. In your

weekly all-hands meeting, through email, or on your
AS YOU GROW: company’s communication app, highlight a weekly
recognition. Shoutout the giver and the receiver to

reinforce appreciative behaviors.

As your company grows and executive

involvement gets more difficult, it's even more Awardco research shows that the most impactful
important to delegate frequent recognition forms of recognition are company awards,

to managers and peers. Add more budget manager emails, and 1:1 conversations. So by

to spot recognition programs, and consider training managers to recognize more and highlight
building company-wide incentive, holiday, and recognitions at the company, SMBs can quickly
culture building programs to accompany your implement the most effective form of recognition—

spot recognition. with barely any budget.


https://www.gallup.com/workplace/651812/organizations-redefine-feedback-including-recognition.aspx
https://www.awardco.com/white-papers/the-state-of-recognition-2026
https://www.awardco.com/white-papers/the-state-of-recognition-2026

Make recognition effortless to use

For a lean team, recognition needs to be something
a manager or employee can give in seconds, not
something that requires filling out a form or waiting
for approval. The lower the friction, the more often it
will actually happen.

Find an affordable recognition vendor that offers
quick and easy access and usability for your people.
Mobile access is important for offline, frontline, and
remote employees, as well.

One of Awardco’s priorities is to be as seamless

as possible for all users—admins, managers, and
direct reports—regardless of where they work or
their access to technology. (To see more about how
Awardco ranks for usability, see our G2 rankings.)

Tie in core values

AS YOU GROW:

Invest in your chosen platform to truly centralize
recognition data so leadership can measure
what’s working, spot who might be getting
overlooked, and make the business case

for further investment in the program as the
company scales.

For SMBs, building culture needs to be an intentional practice, not an accident. By tying your company core
values into your recognition strategy, you not only build engagement and retention through appreciation, but

you also reinforce the behaviors you want to see.
What does that mean?

If one of your core values is
collaboration, and you see someone
collaborate effectively, their manager,
peers, or leadership should recognize

CASE STUDY

them for that. When everyone else A budget-constrai ned

sees that recognition, they realize the
company values collaboration—they
know that core value isn’t just a word
on the wall.

nonprofit example

Southern Oregon Head Start, a nonprofit early

childhood education organization operating

Through repeated reinforcement, dozens of centers, is a good example of what a
organizations can shape their culture disciplined recognition foundation can do even
for the future. with a limited budget. After adopting Awardco

across its locations, the organization cut attrition
from 45% to 8% over two years, saving thousands
of dollars per retained employee in an industry
known for brutal turnover.

That kind of result doesn’t require a large HR
department or an unlimited rewards budget. It
requires making recognition a consistent, visible
part of how the organization operates every day.



https://www.awardco.com/solutions/use-cases
https://www.g2.com/products/awardco/reviews
https://www.awardco.com/blog/10-recognition-program-case-studies-that-drive-measurable-roi
https://www.awardco.com/blog/10-recognition-program-case-studies-that-drive-measurable-roi

The ROl case for

The financial argument for recognition is not abstract, and it matters more, not less, on a small business's
tighter margins. Here are the real results Awardco customers have seen after implementing recognition:

42 249 120% 40%

increase in eNPS reductionin increase in reductionin
over two years turnover YoY performance YoY attrition risk

2X 8 x 30+ 5.79

greater employee returnon admin hours savedin
engagement investment saved monthly turnover costs

Put simply, recognition is one of the highest-leverage investments a small business can make, and one of
the few that gets more valuable, not less, as budgets get tighter.

Small-town feel, at any scale

Small businesses can’t always win on compensation. But they can win on culture, and recognition is one
of the most direct, most affordable levers for building that culture on purpose rather than hoping it holds
together as the business grows.

None of the strategies in this paper require a 20-person HR department or a large budget to get started.
They require consistency, specificity, and a willingness to make recognition part of how the business
runs rather than an occasional nice-to-have. And as the business scales, from a handful of employees to
hundreds, these same strategies scale with it.

The goal isn’t to reinvent your approach to recognition at every stage of growth. It’s to build a foundation now
that grows alongside you.

That's the real promise of getting recognition right as a small business: keeping the small-town feel that
makes your company worth working for, no matter how big it gets.


https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/greenfield-global
https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/pmg
https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/wow-mobile-boutique
https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/4refuel
https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/lockton
https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/nibco
https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/citizens-business-bank
https://www.awardco.com/customer-stories/southern-oregon-head-start

About EXTETELE)

Awardco’s employee recognition and rewards platform builds culture, incentivizes performance, and
powers modern engagement strategies for organizations of every size. With the largest reward network
in the world and one of the most customizable and flexible recognition solutions available, Awardco
helps businesses, from small teams to global enterprises, turn everyday appreciation into measurable
business results.

Explore more in Awardco’s 2026 State of Recognition report, see
more real results in Awardco’s customer case studies, or learn
more about building a recognition strategy on our Employee
Recognition page.

Ready to build a recognition program that grows with
your business? Get in touch to see how a right-sized

recognition strategy can work for your team, at any 4
stage of growth. i Q

Ready to build a recognition program that grows with your business?
Get in touch to see how a right-sized recognition strategy can work for your team,
at any stage of growth.


https://www.awardco.com/white-papers/the-state-of-recognition-2026
https://www.awardco.com/blog/10-recognition-program-case-studies-that-drive-measurable-roi
https://www.awardco.com/employee-recognition
https://www.awardco.com/employee-recognition
https://www.awardco.com/
http://www.awardco.com

