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Principle 21

Reward Employees with Praise

Q

A

young man walked into a diner and asked to use their
phone. The waitress pointed him toward the end of the
counter and then eavesdropped as the man made his call.
“Hello, Mr. Anderson?” she heard him say in an enthusiastic voice. “My name is Patrick Cummings and I was
just calling to ask whether you’d be interested in hiring a
bright, hard working sales manager to oversee your staff…
Oh…I see…You already have a bright, hard working sales
manager? Okay. Well, thanks anyway.”
The young man walked back toward the door with a
smug grin on his face, an expression that perplexed the waitress. “What are you smiling about?” she asked with a touch
of attitude. “You just got turned down!”
“Well, actually, I didn’t,” the young man replied. “You
see, I am that ‘bright, hard working sales manager.’ I just
wanted to make sure that my boss thought so, too!”
This modern-day parable has become well-worn in both
pulpits and business schools across the country. Pastors and
professors alike remind us about the power of recognition
and encouragement. In fact, many employees value this
more than almost anything else in the workplace. That’s not
to discount the importance of things like fair pay, job secu273
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rity, interesting work, and advancement opportunities. But
beyond these basics, people also want to hear they’re doing
well and that their effort is appreciated.
In fact, they’re starving for it. The hunger runs so deep
that many people, like our fictitious sales manager, will
actually manufacture ways to feed that hunger. Consider
the all-too-familiar scenarios. Doesn’t almost every workplace have at least one person who’s in the habit of walking
around (often with a coffee cup in hand), telling people how
busy he or she is? Aren’t there some people at work who
regularly steer conversations in the direction of what they’ve
achieved or expect to achieve? Hasn’t each of us, at one time
or another, subtly sought positive reinforcement from a boss
or other co-worker? And if none of that resonates, consider
this in the context of a household: How many spouses and
parents thirst for a simple thank you from those they serve?
You see, the desire for affirmation is part of the human
condition. At the same time, though, the practice seems to
be diminishing in our super-busy and increasingly-narcissistic culture. Although the affirming boss is not yet extinct,
this person has been on the endangered species list for some
time.
That’s unfortunate because employee recognition is a
powerful and low-cost (usually free) motivational tool. It’s
even more unfortunate in light of the copious counsel that
God offers to us about praise and encouragement.
Proverbs on Praising and Encouraging Others
Proverbs has a lot to say on this topic, a testimony to the
issue’s significance. In particular, it teaches us the value of
praise, as well some specifics about how and when to offer
it. It’s remarkably practical advice and strikingly transcendent, so let’s take a close look at it.
274
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Offer Praise as a Reward
From a scriptural perspective, how important is praising
others? So important that God punctuates His wisdom book
with this very lesson. You might recall that the Book of
Proverbs concludes with a discourse lauding “The Wife of
Noble Character” (Proverbs 31:10-31), a truly a remarkable person by any standard. The woman celebrated in this
passage makes clothing and linen by hand, brings food from
great distances, cares for her family day and night, speaks
with wisdom and has no anxiety about the future. If that were
not enough, in her spare time she also takes care of the poor
and needy, plants vineyards, and runs a profitable business.
With such impressive attributes, how should we reward
this woman? What does she deserve as recompense for her
extraordinary character and productivity? The last two verses
of Proverbs tell us:
Charm is deceptive a beauty is fleeting;
but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.
Give her the reward she has earned,
And let her works bring her praise at the city gate
(Proverbs 31:30-31)
We could say so much about this passage, but let me
highlight just three quick things for our purposes. First,
praising someone is a reward for them, and not just any
reward. Praise is the consummate reward for a job well
done. Proverbs doesn’t say that this prolific worker should
get a merit raise, a bonus, a new Lexus chariot, or a weekend
at the Jerusalem Spa. Instead, the ideal reward for this ideal
woman is that she be praised.
Second, verse 31 indicates why we dare not neglect
our responsibility to recognize people for a job well done:
It’s something they have “earned.” It’s, in fact, just like a
paycheck. The employee has done his or her part and now
275
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we must do ours. From a proverbial perspective, the praiseworthy individual is essentially entitled to our affirmation.
In our present cultural context, we might bristle at this
notion, in light of the endless parade of contrived entitlements that some people demand. But any distaste we have
for today’s entitlement mentality shouldn’t blind us to a
timeless truth: God does not regard praising employees as
optional. It’s not just another way to manage or some politically-correct pacifier for “people who need that sort of thing.”
Rather, praise is something earned and as such, something
owed by faithful managers to their worthy employees.
Praise in Public Whenever Possible
A third lesson from the passage is that we should praise
one another “at the city gate.” In ancient times, cities were
like fortresses, built with huge, protective walls surrounding
them. The walls were continuous except for the several city
gates that were opened during daylight hours to permit people
to come and go. Because the gates were in high-traffic areas,
business people routinely set up shop and sold goods there.
It’s in this hub of activity that Proverbs 31:31 says that
the Wife of Noble Character should to be praised. In other
words, the recognition of someone’s good works, the verse
says, is best done publicly. Why? Because public affirmation
elevates the honor. It transforms our words into something
even more rewarding for this person, since now everyone
knows what this person has accomplished. That also, by the
way, has the effect of reinforcing laudable behaviors in the
culture—or in your corporate culture, for that matter.
Jesus also publicly praised people. When He commended
Peter for confessing Him as Messiah, Jesus did so in front
of all the other apostles (Matthew 16:17-20). When Jesus
praised a sinful woman at His feet for her repentance, He
was surrounded by Pharisees (Luke 7:44-47). And when the
centurion expressed faith in Jesus’ power, Jesus turned to
276
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those following Him and said: “I tell you the truth, I have
not found anyone in Israel with such great faith” (Matthew
8:10). It would seem that by doing these things, Jesus not
only validates public praise as a reward, He also models for
it for those who follow Him.
Praise Should Be Timely
Notice, too, that in each of these instances, Jesus praised
both publicly and immediately. He didn’t delay, but instead,
seized the moment to extend some well-timed and welldeserved affirmation. Proverbs presents the principle this
way:
A man finds joy in giving an apt reply—
and how good is a timely word!
(Proverbs 15:23)
Untimely praise is often empty praise. As with any
behavior, a significant gap between the behavior and the
reward can undermine the value of that reward. By contrast,
Proverbs says, “timely” words are fruitful words. They are
an “apt reply” to a deserving individual.
The New Revised Standard Version and the King James
Version further illuminate the lesson, rendering the Hebrew:
“a word in season, how good it is!” (NRSV; “is it” KJV).
Those translations highlight an important nuance that we
know from our own experience, namely that praise doesn’t
have to be instant, but it should be in reasonable proximity
to the behavior. God invites us to affirm deserving people
sooner rather than later—“in season” rather than a few
seasons down the road.
Praising Others is Gratifying
Proverbs 15:23 also says that the timely, “apt reply” also
brings joy to the one who delivers it. Surely you’ve had this
277
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pleasant sensation. It follows almost automatically when
we recognize and encourage someone. And as we’ll discuss
shortly, another type of “joy” may come to us as well when
we habitually praise our employees—the joy of working with
more satisfied, more productive, more committed people.
Praise Can Be Nonverbal As Well
One last lesson: Proverbs indicates that we can affirm
people without saying a word. In fact, even a mere smile
goes a long way with our people:
A cheerful look brings joy to the heart,
and good news brings health to the bones.
(Proverbs 15:30)
When a king’s face brightens it means life;
his favor is like a rain cloud in spring.
(Proverbs 16:15)
These verses not only underscore the value of praise
(praise “bring joy to the heart” and “health to the bones”),
they remind us that the mere expression on our face speaks
volumes to the people around us, and that it provides lasting,
positive effects. We have lots of options for recognizing a
job well done, and we should avail ourselves of all of them,
but especially when we’re pressed for time, a “cheerful
look” is itself a valuable reward. When the “[leader’s] face
brightens,” Proverbs 16:15 tells us, that’s akin to something
that was life-giving to the community that originally received
this wisdom: A spring rain cloud that would nurture their
crops.
You’ll no doubt have ample opportunity to experiment
with this. Try it, for example, in your next meeting after
someone makes an insightful comment. It’ll take no time
278
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and it’ll costs you nothing. Building “life-giving” morale
doesn’t get any easier or more affordable than this!
Five Insights from the Academic
and Practitioner Literature
Interestingly, the academic research on this issue dovetails nicely with the scriptural teachings we’ve seen above.1
First, there’s little debate about the biblical and intuitive
notion that employee recognition can have a positive effect
on employee performance.2 Academics and practitioners
widely acknowledge that recognizing an employee’s contribution increases learning and motivation.
Second, researchers say that most managers don’t offer
enough praise, in part because managers tend to underestimate the importance that employees attach to feedback
and to overestimate the value of other rewards.3 That’s one
of the reasons why we see so many employees seeking out
positive feedback from anyone who will offer it, as we said
earlier.4 Popular business books have said much the same
thing, with best-selling authors like Ken Blanchard and Bob
Nelson being the staunchest proponents of narrowing the
praise gap.5
Third, positive reinforcement tends to be most useful if
it actually indicates why the employee’s performance was
good.6 The statement: “You did a first-rate job on the report,
Jim. Nice work!” is certainly better than saying nothing, but
it also omits essential information Jim needs. Taking the
time to explain why it was “nice work” (e.g., the report was
clearly written, it was succinct, it was creatively formatted)
increases the chances that those specific attributes will appear
in Jim’s future work.
Fourth, in situations where we give positive and negative feedback to an employee (e.g., a performance review),
research suggests that employees are more likely to accept
279
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the negative feedback as accurate if we offer the positive
feedback first.7 Whenever possible, though, provide positive
and negative feedback in separate conversations. Praising an
employee but following up with an immediate correction,
some say, has the effect of nullifying any beneficial aspects
of the praise.8 So whenever possible, avoid presenting bad
news on the heels of good.
Lastly, it’s not always the case that more praise is better.
There comes a point of diminishing returns. A classic field
study, for example, concluded that feedback every two
weeks is about as effective as feedback every week.9 And
from practitioners, we often hear that employees can be
quite cynical about excessive affirmation, inferring that their
manager may be using it manipulatively.10 So to get the most
out of this practice, be sure to use employee recognition in
an authentic and judicious manner.
Ordinary Ideas, Extraordinary Results
We’ve all been there, and it’s not a happy place. We
earned a major thank you but didn’t get it. Few things frustrate like ingratitude.
Over time, whether this occurs in the workplace, in
a home, as a church volunteer, or in some other service
capacity, a lack of recognition can cause resentment, a “dothe-minimum” mind-set, and in some cases a severing of the
relationship—natural reactions to the withholding of something earned. Scripture suggests an alternative path, though,
encouraging each one of us to make affirmation our standard
operating procedure.
One CEO did this by placing five coins in his left pocket
at the beginning of each day and then moving one coin to the
right pocket each time he complimented someone. Another
manager, a restaurant owner whose schedule was too hectic
to recognize his staff during working hours, took a few
280
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minutes after closing time each day to jot personal notes to
those who made a real difference that day.11 Ordinary ideas,
extraordinary results.
There are no organizational constraints tying your hands
in this area. Simply make a choice. Make a commitment.
Make God’s wisdom your own. It doesn’t matter that you
may not have the gift of encouragement and it doesn’t matter
that no boss has ever been an encourager to you. In faith, get
in the habit of rewarding the people entrusted to you with the
praise they have earned.
For Reflection and Discussion
1. What do you think of the argument, advanced in
the chapter, that praise is something that we owe to
employees?
2. If you don’t recognize employees’ contributions as
much as you probably should, why not? What are the
obstacles to making this a habit?
3. The conclusion of this chapter suggested a powerful
technique for making recognition more of a habit:
Keeping five coins in your pocket. What practical
ideas do you have for becoming more of an encourager to those around you at work?
4. Do you think that some people desire affirmation and
recognition more than others? If so, how should this
affect the way you manage people?
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Principle 21: Reward Employees with Praise
Much of the following is derived from the literature
review of Wayne F. Cascio in Applied Psychology in Human
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1001 Ways to Reward Employees (New York: Workman,
1994).
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Jacob Jacoby et al., “When Feedback Is Ignored: The
Disutility of Outcome Feedback,” Journal of Applied
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