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It wasn’t too long ago that retirement was a celebrated milestone, a capstone achievement, in most people’s lives. After 

devoting decades of their adult life supporting the mission and goals of their chosen employer, individuals were thanked 

for their years of dedication and hard work with a meaningful send-off and token of the company’s gratitude.  

Times have changed. Today, a significant number of organizations are 

forgoing the tradition—a conundrum when you consider that 10,000 

Baby Boomers have reached retirement age every single day since 

2011. By 2035, the U.S. Census Bureau calculates the number will 

total 78 million.1

Still, in their 2017 Trends in Employee Recognition Survey, WorldatWork reveals that only 34 percent of organizations 

have a retirement recognition program in place.2 No one really knows why. Maybe it’s because the cradle-to-

grave work style that so defined the Baby Boomer generation is gone and employers don’t feel compelled to reward 

employees for anything less than a lifetime of loyalty. Maybe they skip it as a cost-saving measure. Or maybe they 

don’t think anyone really cares or is paying attention. Whatever the reason, failing to recognize retirees is a missed 

opportunity—especially during a time when many HR professionals view employee engagement as their top human 

capital challenge.3 The omission could even be detrimental to employee morale and the organization’s culture.  

Why Retirement Recognition Matters

Retirement recognition sends an important message to everyone in your organization: 

employees are valued. In today’s landscape, this sentiment is instrumental in building employee 

satisfaction, loyalty and retention. Millennials (now the largest segment of America’s workforce) 

aren’t just looking for a job. They’re looking for “meaningful work” according to Gallup’s How 

Millennials Want to Work and Live. The Gallup survey also found that nearly 60 percent  

of Millennials say they’re open to a different job opportunity, and 36 percent say they’ll look 

for a job with a different organization within the next 12 months. 

If you want to retain good employees, you have to persuade them that they’re working for an organization that is 

involved in meaningful pursuits. Pursuits that have inspired others to spend a significant chunk of their life supporting. 

Retirement recognition is an ideal way to do so while tapping into another important employee psychographic. 

The Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) reveals that while financial factors play a role in employee 
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1   United States Census Bureau. Older People Projected to Outnumber Children for First Time in U.S. History. 2018.
2   Society for Human Resource Management. Business and human capital challenges today and in the future. 2015.
3   World at Work. 2017 Trends in Employee Recognition Survey. 2017.
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engagement, many workers place a lot of weight on their relationships 

at work. In fact, relationships with coworkers scored the highest in 

conditions for engagement. Retirement can bring carefully focused 

attention to the positive, long-term relationships that make your 

organization a workplace of choice.

Perhaps the greatest value of a retirement recognition program is its ability to reinforce a larger culture of recognition. 

Along with service award programs, retirement recognition is a foundational building block. In companies that have 

recognition programs, it is the fifth most popular form of recognition following (1) length of service; (2) above-and-

beyond performance; (3) programs to motivate specific behaviors; and (4) peer. As SHRM noted, employees believe 

recognition programs “add humanity to the workplace.”5  And approximately 91 percent of those organizations  

have had their retirement recognition program in place more than five years.6   

Best Practices for Retirement Recognition

Based on published research and decades of experience at Inspirus, nine best practices have emerged as guideposts 

for effective retirement recognition.

1. Timely recognition and advanced notification of retirement date

2. Involve the most meaningful leader in the recognition ceremony

3. Present the award with flair to ensure the moment is memorable

4. Incorporate a personal touch

5. Provide a parting gift tailored to the retiree

6. Equip managers with the right tools and training

7. Reflect your corporate brand and image

8. Celebrate significant milestones leading to Retirement

9. Integrate retirement within a broader recognition strategy

Let’s look at each practice in greater detail.

1. Ensure Timely Recognition and Notification of Retirement Dates

Good: Recognition during month of retirement

Best: Recognition during week of retirement 

Plan to host the retiree’s recognition presentation near the actual date of their retirement. If possible, avoid holding  

it on the individual’s last day with the organization as they may have a lot going on that day—final paperwork to 

submit, an exit interview with HR, clearing out their office, and saying goodbyes. When planning the event, think of 

it similar to life events celebrated outside the company. Wedding anniversaries and birthdays are typically celebrated 

very close to the actual day. An employee’s retirement should be celebrated in the same timely manner. 

4   Society for Human Resource Management. Research Overview: Employee Engagement. 2016.
5   Society for Human Resource Management. Research Overview: Employee Engagement. 2016.
6   Society for Human Resource Management. Research Overview: Employee Engagement. 2016.
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2. Involve the Most Meaningful Leader for Recognition Experience

Good: Senior leadership presents recognition

Best: Manager presents recognition

Studies show that individuals feel the most meaningful recognition comes from one’s direct manager. It makes sense. 

Managers know their employees best and can personalize the presentation most effectively since they are familiar 

with the individual’s company tenure, skill set, competencies and contributions to the organization. It doesn’t mean 

that senior management can’t be involved in the presentation, too. They should be encouraged to share fond work 

memories of the employee, but the direct presentation should come from the retiree’s manager or supervisor.

3. Present with Flair: Make the Moment Memorable

Good: A scripted presentation given by senior leaders in a group setting

Best: A personalized presentation by the employee’s manager in an individual setting

An effective retirement celebration highlights an individual’s accomplishments and reveals something about that  

person’s unique qualities while reinforcing the organization’s culture, mission, and goals. Managers and senior  

leaders responsible for recognition need advanced training to understand the appropriate timing, message, delivery  

and follow-up.

While practicality often dictates that recognition is administered in a group setting (quarterly or annual ceremonies),  

it is a best practice to recognize an employee’s retirement during a special individual event—a luncheon  

or afternoon break with cake and refreshments. This allows the individual’s direct team members and  

co-workers to share the celebration in a meaningful way. 

4. Incorporate the Personal Touch

Good: A personalized retirement certificate 

Best: A personalized recognition experience

While good retirement programs will include a personalized recognition certificate, best-practice programs take  

it further by personalizing the entire recognition experience. Today, technology makes it easy to personalize almost 

everything—from brochures and certificates to e-cards and gifts. It’s even possible to incorporate a personalized digital 

experience to deliver special messages and well wishes from leadership and co-workers. 

5. Provide a Parting Gift Tailored to the Retiree

Good: Retirement gift selected from catalog options

Best: Meaningful retirement gift related to the individual’s interests 



Not too long ago, an engraved watch was a customary retirement gift. Now companies are being more creative. 

Some organizations give retirees an item related to a personal interest. For example, if the retiree is an avid hiker,  

an engraved water bottle or compass are options. If baseball is a passion, a baseball signed by colleagues and 

enclosed in a commemorative glass case could be appropriate. Many times, gifts are symbolic items that reflect  

the organization’s brand or history, along with the individual’s role with the company. 

If your organization prefers to allow retirees to choose from a selection of gifts, provide a wide variety of online  

or catalog options. Along with a choice of items, employees appreciate items from trusted brands. In today’s 

consumer-driven world, employees gravitate toward known brands for everything from electronics to housewares. 

Keep in mind that retirement awards are often socialized among peers, family and friends. You may also want  

to provide gift options that reflect your organization’s image, along with branded and personalized engraved  

item that includes years of service or commemorates important milestones. 

6. Equip Managers with the Right Tools

Good: Keep managers informed of upcoming anniversaries and retirement announcements

Best: Keep managers informed of upcoming retirements, and provide best-practice presentation    

tips, celebration guidelines and sample scripts

It may sound like common sense, but its importance can’t be overstated: a little guidance can go a long way when  

it comes to helping your managers be consistent and effective when bestowing recognition upon your employees.

7. Reflect Your Corporate Brand and Image

Good: Incorporate your company logo throughout the recognition experience

Best: Incorporate your company brand, history, mission, vision, values, and key imagery,  

throughout the experience

Your company is unique. Your people are unique. Retirement is a time for appreciation, reflection and introspection. 

Organizations can use recognition to distinguish themselves as an employer of choice while reinforcing the company 

brand. The company brand can easily be incorporated into several elements of the retirement recognition experience, 

including: 

• The way the retiree is notified of their upcoming celebration

• The recognition presentation

• The gift selection process

• A symbolic add-on gift



8. Celebrate Significant Milestones Leading to Retirement

Good: Recognize 30, 40 and 50 years of service 

Best: Also recognize 1, 3, 5, 10, 15, 20, and 25 years of service

When you consider that dedicating a decade of service to one organization can represent 20 to 25 percent  

of a person’s entire career, it’s fitting to celebrate the milestone in a special way—and builds good will among  

your people because it reflects a genuine appreciation for their contributions.

9. Integrate Retirement Recognition with a Broader Recognition Strategy

Good: The organization has a retirement recognition program

Best: Use retirement recognition as a foundation for a more comprehensive recognition strategy

A best-practice retirement program is an important first step toward establishing a culture of recognition. It’s difficult, 

if not impossible, to be a great place to work without a well-designed program that sincerely demonstrates the hard 

work, time and effort employees contribute toward making the company great. 

Conclusion

Retirement recognition sends an important message to everyone in your organization that employees are valued— 

a key component in building employee satisfaction, loyalty, and retention. Despite its importance only 34 percent of 

organizations have a retirement recognition program in place. Failing to recognize retirees is a missed opportunity 

to nurture a workplace where employees know they really matter. In fact, the omission could even be detrimental  

to employee morale and the organization’s culture. 

Remember, a retirement recognition program can serve as a foundation for a more comprehensive  

recognition program.    

How Can Inspirus Help You?

Building a high-performance company takes a high-performance workforce—one that’s both inspired and engaged.

To truly engage employees means implementing a consistent comprehensive total recognition strategy. A strategy  

that can reinforce, recognize and reward behaviors that align with the company’s strategy and do so on a personal 

and meaningful level.

We would welcome the opportunity to help you inspire and engage your organization, maximize ROI  

and demonstrate true Motivation You Can Measure®. Please contact us for additional information.



Capture personal messages and well wishes to the retiree. 
 The messages can be recorded and compiled in a video format that can  

 be shown at the recognition ceremony and given to the retiree as a takeaway  

 memento. Recognition memories can also be captured in a journal. You may ask  

 employees to write about a specific memory about the retiree or to detail a way  

 they made a difference to their department or company at large.

Ask a few colleagues to speak during the ceremony.  
Beyond a senior manager or executive, it can be quite effective to have a few colleagues  

or other department heads the retiree interacted with say something meaningful about  

the individual’s loyalty, dedication, creativity, calm problem-solving skills—whatever  

qualities have distinguished their tenure.

Three Ways to Personalize the Retiree’s Recognition 
Experience for Your Employees:  
Tell Their Story.

Retirement is a capstone moment in an individual’s career. It is the culmination of countless hours spent helping advance 

the goals and mission of an organization. Long-tenured employees invest their ideas, loyalty, goodwill, commitment, 

passion and a significant portion of their lives to their professional pursuits. When it’s time to lay the work down, they 

deserve a genuine show of gratitude and appreciation—not a cookie-cutter, “insert name here” display that leaves 

everyone feeling underwhelmed.

Here are some ways you can personalize your retirement ceremonies so they celebrate the individual. Use storytelling 

to focus on the unique contributions and achievements of the retiree.

Create a personal timeline. Using video, printed materials,  

or a format that is best for your organization, chart a timeline of significant moments  

in the retiree’s time with the company. Candid photos snapped of the retiree  

working with various people throughout the organization or different job sites can  

be included—along with award certificates, promotion and anniversary dates,  

and mementos. Make it a personal tribute that reflects the individual’s personality,  

relationships with others, achievements and contributions. 
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About Inspirus

Inspirus believes employees make up the foundation of culture shaped and evolved through every day experiences 

that are essential to the development of strong, high-performing organizations. Through our technology and integrated 

solutions, we elevate the employee experience and optimize organizational culture by providing a holistic approach 

to the entire employee journey. We seek to influence the employee experience through our six Quality of Life 

dimensions: recognition, health and well-being, personal growth, physical environment, social interaction, and ease 

and efficiency.  

Only Inspirus combines an integrated rewards engine, learning courses, communication tools, and analytics into a 

single platform spanning recognition, service anniversary, well-being, and diversity and inclusion. Through Sodexo’s 

broader mission of improving the Quality of Life of all we serve, Inspirus aims to bring joy to work, one experience  

at a time.

Visit inspirus.com for more information.
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