The Manager’s
Holiday Playbook

Twelve days of recognition your team will actually feel.
And the how-to behind each one.

Nobody sets out to be the manager whose team feels invisible. It happens the way most things do in
December: gradually, with good reasons, one busy day at a time. The work has deadlines. The calendar is full.
A quick “great job everyone” feels like enough, right up until you realize it wasn't.

This playbook exists to make the good version just as easy as the busy one. Inside are twelve small
recognition moments, one for each of the days leading into the holiday, along with the words to use and the
how-to for the people who are hardest to reach: the frontline, the remote, the quiet, and the ones working
while everyone else is off. None of it takes longer than a coffee break. Most of it is free. All of it is the
difference between a team that suspects it's appreciated and one that knows it.

Do one a day. Your team gets all twelve.

Everything in this playbook is built to close that single gap:
: / say the specific thing, to the specific person, at a time and in
Th e g a p ISN t a way they'll actually receive it.
I
effort. It's
specificity.

Fifty-nine percent of managers say
they give recognition regularly. Only
35% of employees say they receive

And timing matters more in December than any other month.
Sixty-one percent of workers are negatively affected during
the holiday season (Monster Holiday Work Life Balance
Poll). The end of the year is exactly when recognition does
the most good, and exactly when it's most often forgotten.
Twelve small moments, spread across the days before the

it (Gallup). That gap is not because
managers don't try. It's because
“great job this year” doesn't register
as recognition, while “the way you
handled that specific situation”
does. One is a greeting. The other is
being seen.

Inspirus ©2026

break, is how you make sure it isn't.

A note before you start: you will not have every one of these
situations on your team, and you should not force the ones
you don't. Use the days that fit your people, and skip the ones
that don’t apply. The goal isn’t to check twelve boxes. It's to
make sure no one on your team ends the year unseen.

The information and concepts contained in this document are the proprietary property of Inspirus.
As such, they cannot be reproduced or utilized without permission.
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[,7:—] DAY 1: One thank-you, said specifically.

The moment: Recognize one person for one specific thing they did. Not “great work,” but the actual thing, and
why it mattered.

Why it matters: Specificity is the entire difference between recognition and noise. A general compliment tells
someone you're being nice. A specific one tells them you were paying attention, which is the thing people
actually want to know.

Try this: “The way you handled that resident’s family yesterday, calm, patient, kind even when they weren't,
that's exactly who we want on this team. Thank you.”

Make it real: Before you speak, answer one question in your head: what specifically did this person do, and why

did it matter? Then say that, and only that. Skip “keep it up” and “great job,” which dilute it. Thirty seconds of
specificity beats five minutes of general praise.

If it's harder than that: If you genuinely can't name something specific this person did, that’s not a reason to fall
back on a vague compliment. It's information. It means this person has drifted out of your view, and the real

fix is to go find out what they’ve been working on before you recognize them. A vague thank-you to someone
you've lost track of often lands as proof you weren’t watching.

Z\ pav2: A quiet win, named out loud.

The moment: Recognize someone whose good work usually goes unnoticed. The steady, reliable one who
never asks for credit.

Why it matters: The people who never seek recognition are often the ones running on the least of it. They hold
the place together and assume nobody notices, and too often they're right.

Try this: “You never make noise about it, but you're a big part of why this shift runs the way it does. | notice.
Thank you.”

Make it real: Look past the people who are easy to praise, the loud wins and the obvious stars, and find the
person whose absence you would feel immediately if they left. That's usually who this is. Recognize the

reliability itself, because reliability is the thing that most often goes unthanked precisely because it never
causes a problem.

If it's harder than that: Some quiet people are uncomfortable with attention and will deflect it. That's not a
reason to skip them, it's a reason to do it privately and specifically. A quiet word or a written note reaches them
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sa2 DAY 3: A word the boss hears too.

The moment: Make sure your own manager, or the wider team, hears about something one of your people did
well.

Why it matters: Recognition your boss hears is worth more to the person and costs you exactly the same. It
signals that you're not just watching their work, you're advocating for it where it counts.

Try this: Forward the win up the chain and copy the person: “Wanted you to see what Maria pulled off this
week. She saved us on the audit deadline.”

Make it real: This one takes two minutes and pays off twice: the person feels recognized, and they learn you'll

speak well of them when they're not in the room, which is the foundation of trust with a manager. Be specific in
the upward note for the same reason you're specific to their face.

If it's harder than that: If your own relationship with your manager is strained, this still works, and may help.
Passing along a genuine win about your team is neutral ground, and it quietly reinforces that your team is
performing, which serves you both.

DAY 4: The night shift, seen.

The moment: Recognize someone who works overnight, on weekends, or during hours when you'’re usually not
there.

Why it matters: Recognition that only happens during the day shift misses everyone who isn't on it. Off-shift
workers often feel like a separate, lesser tier, thanked less simply because they're seen less.

Try this: Leave it where they'll find it at the start of their shift, or send it timed to when they clock in: “Thank you
for holding it down overnight. The morning crew walks into a running start because of you.”

Make it real: The key is timing it to them, not to you. A message sent at 3 p.m. to someone who starts at 11
p.m. is fine, but a message waiting for them when they arrive lands better. If you manage a night shift you

rarely see, put a recurring reminder on your own calendar to reach them, because out of sight is exactly how
they fall out of mind.

If it's harder than that: If you genuinely don't know what the off-shift team has been doing, that's the gap
to close first. Ask their shift lead, walk in at a shift change once, or start a simple channel where their wins
surface. You can't recognize what you can't see.

Inspirus ©2026 ° °
The information and concepts contained in this document are the proprietary property of Inspirus. I n s p I r u s
a

As such, they cannot be reproduced or utilized without permission.
pluxee company




-
DAY 5: Five gold minutes, fully present.

The moment: Give someone five minutes of your undivided attention. Phone down, notifications off, door open,
just listening.

Why it matters: Attention is the rarest form of recognition, and the one people remember longest. In a busy
season, the message “I have time for you” is itself a gift.

Try this: “I've got five minutes and they're yours. No agenda. How are you actually doing this week?”

Make it real: The discipline here is presence, not duration. Five genuinely undistracted minutes beats thirty

minutes of half-attention with one eye on your screen. Put the phone face down where they can see you do it,
because the visible act of setting it aside is part of the message.

If it's harder than that: If someone opens up about something real, resist the urge to solve it on the spot.
Often what they need is to be heard, not fixed. “That sounds hard, thank you for telling me” is a complete and
sufficient response.

\_

P
3 DAY 6: A hand reached from afar.

The moment: Recognize a remote or hybrid team member by name, out loud, in a moment other people can
see.

Why it matters: Remote workers attend the meeting but rarely get named in it. They show up on the screen and
assume that's the same as being visible. It isn't.

Try this: At the start of your next call: “Before we dive in, | want to call out the work Jordan did on this, because
not everyone saw how much of it happened behind the scenes.”

Make it real: The two ingredients are by name and where others hear it. A private message to a remote worker

is good, but a public callout does something a private one can't: it tells them, and everyone else, that distance
hasn't made them less part of the team.

If it's harder than that: With a remote report you barely know, recognition can feel awkward or hollow. The fix is
to get specific about their actual output, which you can see even if you don't see them. “The turnaround on that
report was faster than anyone expected” works precisely because it's about the work, not a relationship you
haven't built yet.
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DAY 7: Thanks for the frontline.

The moment: Recognize someone who is deskless or on the floor, in person or on paper, not through an email
they will never open.

Why it matters: A company email cannot reach someone who doesn’t have one. Around 80% of the workforce
is frontline or deskless, and they are the people traditional recognition misses most completely.

Try this: Say it face to face on the floor, or hand them a written note: “| wanted to tell you in person, because
you've earned it. You set the standard on this line.”

Make it real: For the frontline, the medium is part of the message. A physical note or an in-person word carries
weight precisely because it took effort to deliver, and because it reached them where they actually are. If your

recognition system runs on email or a login, assume it isn't reaching these employees and plan a parallel way
to get to them.

If it's harder than that: If you manage a large frontline team and can’t reach everyone personally, work through
your shift leads and give them the same specificity you'd use yourself. Recognition delegated well still counts.
Recognition skipped because it's logistically hard does not.

282 DAY 8: Peers encouraged to praise.

The moment: Prompt your team to recognize each other, rather than waiting for all recognition to come from
you.

Why it matters: Recognition that only flows top-down leaves most of it unsaid, because you can't see
everything. Peers see the moments you miss, and peer recognition often means as much as a manager’s.

Try this: Open your next huddle with: “Before we start, who's got a shout-out for someone on the team?
Something they did this week that helped you out?”

Make it real: The first time you ask, expect silence, because people aren’t used to it. Prime it by going first with

a specific example, and do it again next time. Within a few weeks it becomes a habit, and you'll start hearing
about contributions you'd never have known about otherwise.

If it's harder than that: If your team culture is heads-down or competitive, don’t force a public round that falls
flat. Start smaller: ask one person privately to tell you who's helped them lately, then recognize that person
yourself. Peer recognition can grow from the top before it flows sideways.
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,@\ DAY 9: A new face, welcomed warmly.

The moment: Recognize a newer hire for something specific they’ve done since joining.

Why it matters: A new hire often can't yet tell whether anyone notices they're there. First impressions of being
valued, or overlooked, set the tone for how they’ll show up for a long time after.

Try this: “You've only been here a few weeks, but the way you jumped into that project already, without waiting
to be asked, tells me we hired the right person.”

Make it real: Early recognition does outsized work because the new person is still forming their read on

whether this place sees people. Catch them doing one thing well and name it. It tells them the effort they're
putting in to prove themselves is landing, which is exactly what a new hire is anxious to know.

If it's harder than that: If a new hire is struggling, recognition still has a place, aimed at effort and trajectory
rather than results. “You're asking the right questions, that's exactly what the first month should look like”
recognizes them honestly without pretending the ramp is finished.

DAY 10: A milestone, properly marked.

The moment: Acknowledge someone’s tenure or a work milestone specifically, not with a form or a stamped
card.

Why it matters: A milestone met with an automated, impersonal gesture says the opposite of what it should.
Twenty years marked by the same card everyone gets can land as proof that the years weren't really noticed.

Try this: Name what the tenure has actually meant: “Eight years, and this team runs on the standard you set. A
lot of what people think of as ‘how we do things here’ is really just you. Thank you for staying.”

Make it real: The fix for impersonal milestones is one specific sentence about what this particular person’s

time has meant. You don't need a speech. You need to prove, in a line or two, that you know who they are and
what they’ve built, which no form can do.

If it's harder than that: If you've inherited a team and don’t know the history behind a long-tenured person’s
milestone, ask around before you mark it. A peer or their prior manager can tell you what they’ve meant, and
borrowing that specificity is far better than a generic “congratulations on your years of service.”
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DAY 11: Said the way they'd want it.

The moment: Tailor one recognition to how that specific person likes to receive it. Public for some, private for
others.

Why it matters: Recognition delivered the wrong way can land worse than none at all. Praising a private person
in front of a crowd can feel like a punishment, not a gift. Knowing the difference is part of knowing your people.

Try this: For someone who dislikes the spotlight, skip the team announcement entirely: a one-on-one word or a
handwritten note. For someone energized by public praise, do it in front of the group where it'll mean the most.

Make it real: If you're not sure how someone prefers to be recognized, that uncertainty is worth noticing, and

you can simply ask, or observe how they react the next time they're praised. Watching whether someone leans
in or shrinks back tells you almost everything.

If it's harder than that: When you truly don’t know a person’s preference and can't easily ask, default to private
and specific. A quiet, genuine, detailed word is almost never the wrong choice, whereas a public spotlight on
the wrong person can backfire. Private is the safer default until you know better.

n
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2| DAY 12: Twelve days that become a habit.

The moment: Put a recurring five-minute recognition hold on your calendar for the new year. Make the twelve
days permanent.

Why it matters: Recognition that depends on remembering will always lose to the work that has a deadline.
The only way it survives past the holidays is to give it a standing place on the calendar, the way you would any
other thing that matters.

Try this: Block it now, before the season ends: a weekly fifteen-minute hold titled “Recognition check.” In it, ask
yourself one question: who did something worth naming this week, and have | told them?

Make it real: The habit is the whole point. Twelve days proved to you how little recognition actually costs in

time, and how much it returns. A standing weekly slot turns that from a seasonal effort into simply how you
manage. Most managers who do this find it becomes the fifteen minutes they'd protect most.

If it's harder than that: If a weekly cadence feels like too much to sustain, start with every other week, or tie it
to something you already do, like the end of a standing team meeting. The frequency matters less than the fact
that it's scheduled rather than left to memory.

Inspirus ©2026 ° °
The information and concepts contained in this document are the proprietary property of Inspirus. I n s p I r u s

As such, they cannot be reproduced or utilized without permission.
a pluxee company




