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ifting has been a part of life for all of human 
history, from the earliest groups of humans 
forming societies up through today. We give gifts 
to show appreciation, celebrate life events, and 
let others know we care about them.1 

While personal gifting is deeply embedded in our 
society, we have also experienced an expansion 
in the number of corporate gift programs. Since 
the COVID-19 pandemic began, the compound 
annual growth rate for corporate gifting has 
grown by 8.1%, and that growth trend is 
expected to continue at least through 2024. 

When crafting a gifting or recognition program, 
it’s essential to understand the underlying 
principles at work.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL BASIS OF GIFTING

Gifting is rooted in human psychology and the 
principle of mutual exchange. When a gift is 
given, a social bond forms. For the gift giver, 
there is an expectation of a future pay-off 
because the recipient of the gift feels a sense of 
obligation to give in return. It is part of a three-part 
“cycle” of gifting obligations: to give, to receive, 
and to repay.2 

Ritualized occasions are a major focal point 
for gifting.3 Families and friends giving gifts on 
birthdays is probably the most familiar example. 
In the business world, the most common 
ritualized occasion for employee gifts is the 
celebration of a work anniversary, while customer 
gifts are a popular way to celebrate holidays.

GIFTING AND RECIPROCITY

Psychologically, people are only comfortable 
receiving gifts when they have the power to 
reciprocate. A similar phenomenon is seen 
in gift-givers—they may feel uncomfortable if 
reciprocation does not occur in some way.4  

When employees receive a gift as part of 
a ritualized occasion—such as celebrating 
their length of service or marking a personal 
achievement—the gift comes with a sense of 
reciprocity. Employees can feel good because 
the gift was “earned” through their work, and their 
effort was recognized formally. The employee 
reciprocates with ongoing engagement and 
commitment to the organization in return 
for the gift. 

Gifts to customers also promote reciprocity. 
Gift-giving lets customers know they are valued, 
encouraging them to show appreciation by 
continuing the business relationship (making 
more purchases, recommending the company, 
etc.). While giving gifts at the holidays has been a 
long-standing tradition, many companies also use 
gifts when they onboard customers or celebrate 
milestone events. 
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THE POSITIVE IMPACT OF GIFTING

There is ample evidence to show that recognition 
programs correlate with higher productivity, 
retention, and employee engagement.5  As 
a result, more companies are setting up gift 
programs that allow departmental managers to 
reward individual performance or applaud team 
members for exhibiting company values. 

Peer-to-peer recognition programs are also 
expanding. It is an area worth investigating, 
and many companies are already experiencing 
benefits. The Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM) reported that peer-to-peer 
recognition is 35.7% more likely to have a positive 
result on financial performance than manager-only 
recognition.6   

Scientists who have studied gift-giving also 
report another significant psychological benefit, 
this time for the gift-givers rather than the 
recipients. Choosing to give gifts makes people 
feel generous, and positive feelings on both sides 
strengthen the stability of social structures in the 
work environment. Gifting imposes an identity on 
both the giver and the recipient, which helps to 
demonstrate emotional investment on both sides, 
strengthening relationships.7 

THE KEY IS THAT BOTH TYPES OF 
PROGRAMS—RECOGNITION BY 
MANAGERS AND PEER-TO-PEER 

RECOGNITION—SERVE AS MOTIVATORS 
FOR PERFORMANCE. 

WHAT YOU CAN DO

As evidence showing positive benefits grows, 
we see an exciting expansion in corporate gift 
programs. Companies send gifts to onboard 
new customers and celebrate anniversaries and 
milestones. More managers are participating 
in company-sponsored programs to reward 
individual team members, and peer-to-peer 
recognition programs are growing, too. 

At Priority Promotions, we have the expertise 
to help your team develop the right gifting and 
recognition program to meet your goals. 
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