How Al
is reshaping
career milestones

Lori Martin

Vice President
Recognition

BIWORLDWIDE

Most organizations don’t have
a career milestone problem.
They have a visibility and consistency problem.

Career milestones — also known as service anniversaries —
were never just about a date on a calendar. They were meant
to honor the contribution built across years. Yet across many
workplaces, anniversaries are inconsistent, rushed, or missed
entirely. When they do occur, recognition often defaults to
tenure rather than the work that mattered along the way.

Traditional anniversary programs were built to track dates while
relying on manual effort and human memory to reconstruct years
of contribution in a single moment. In a fast-moving, distributed
workplace, that model doesn't scale. What does scale are intelligent
recognition systems designed to surface moments, connect context,
and preserve stories, so recognition happens consistently and meaningfully.

When impact isn't visible, its power is diminished

Employees consistently rank recognition as a critical driver of engagement
and performance. Yet only about one-third of employees strongly agree they
received recognition or praise in the past seven days!

Our research shows employees who receive a career milestone award feel
significantly stronger belonging, inspiration, and recognition than those
who don't.? In fact:

* 74% report a strong sense of belonging (vs. 56%)
* 67% feel inspired by their work (vs. 50%)
* 51% feel recognized for their contributions (vs. 28%)?

Recognition clearly matters.

But meaningful contribution rarely lives in one system. It's scattered across
peer recognition moments, certifications, project milestones, promotions,
honors, and everyday efforts that move the business forward. When impact
data is fragmented, leaders can't see the whole story, and if they can't see |t
they can't reflect it back.

Shrinking tenure raises the stakes

Median employee tenure in the private sector is just under four years,
according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics® Five- and ten-year Sy
milestones are no longer routine. They're significant.
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How Al That makes career milestones one of the few structured moments
is reshaping organizations have to pause and ask:

career milestones | What impact has this person made and have we made it visible?

Gallup research shows employees are more likely to leave because they don't
feel valued or well led, not because of compensation alone.* When anniversaries
are done well, they reinforce pride, purpose, and momentum. When they're
done poorly, they reinforce invisibility. And invisibility compounds.

Inconsistency is more than a cultural issue

Recognition varies significantly by manager, team, and function. Employees
consistently report wanting more frequent and meaningful recognition than
they receive.® Relying on a manual system makes that hard to do.

When recognition depends on who remembers, who has time, or who
happens to be more expressive, employees doing equally meaningful work
have fundamentally different experiences.

Research on organizational justice shows that when employees perceive
fairness in workplace treatment, trust in leadership, job satisfaction, and

organizational identification increase.® When recognition is inconsistent,
equity erodes quietly but measurably.

Intelligent systems introduce consistency without stripping away humanity.
They surface context and remove the burden, so leaders can focus on what
only they can do: tell the story.

Cognitive overload is the problem rather than leaders

Managers are among the most burned-out groups in the workforce,
according to Gallup’s State of the Global Workplace report.® They consistently
cite lack of time and clarity as barriers to delivering meaningful recognition.

Yet we expect them to manually assemble multi-year impact narratives,
pulling from emails, systems, performance notes, and memory while
managing daily operations which is unrealistic.

Research on HR automation shows that automating routine administrative
work improves efficiency and consistency, freeing human attention for
higher-value activity.” Applied to recognition, intelligent systems act as
partners by surfacing context, prompting participation, and preserving
history so leaders can focus on authenticity rather than logistics.

More celebrating. Less work.

Recognition endures when it creates meaning

Another hidden flaw in traditional career milestone programs is over-reliance
on cash and gift cards. Drawing on Dr. Ran Kivetz's rewards efficacy
continuum, research shows non-cash rewards are more effective than cash
equivalents at creating lasting motivation and impact.®

4

BIWORLDWIDE® 20f3 biworldwide.com WorLoWIDE




career milestones

BIWORLDWIDE®

How Al
is reshaping

30f3

Psychological research helps explain why: rewards that are intentionally chosen
and emotionally meaningful are more likely to stand out and endure than
rewards like cash that can be spent and forgotten.® The monetary value doesn'’t
last, but the meaning attached to it does.

Recognition that connects contribution over time like what someone delivered,
who they influenced, and how they grew creates a story employees carry forward.

What leading organizations are doing differently

Companies that understand career milestones redesign recognition systems
around visibility and intelligence.

Their programs are:
* Reliable: Milestones are proactively surfaced.

* Consistent: Every year is acknowledged; significant milestones
are elevated.

e Contextual: Leaders see contribution history, not just tenure.

e Enabled: Systems ensure recognition happens both digitally and
live so meaningful moments are never missed.

They move from reactive recognition to intelligent celebration ecosystems.

The future of service awards

The next generation of career milestone recognition will be defined by whether
impact is visible or not. In a connected, intelligent celebration ecosystem:

Stories accumulate

Contributions build year over year
* Recognition becomes a living narrative
* Employees experience their careers as one connected journey

When career milestones are designed this way, they do more than mark time.
They create intentional pauses: moments employees remember, carry forward,
and build upon.

Visit our blog to read or share this article.
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