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10 Ways to Make Your Restaurant
Employees Feel Appreciated (Without
Spending a Dime!)

Picture this. It's Friday night. The restaurant is packed, the kitchen is buried in tickets, someone
called off, and your managers are running in ten different directions. Sound familiar?

Now think about the employees who stepped up. The server who helped a struggling coworker
without being asked. The cook who kept everyone calm when things got crazy. The dishwasher
who stayed a little longer to help the team finish strong.

Here's our question: Did anyone notice? And more importantly, did anyone SAY something?

WHAT GETS REWARDED GETS REPEATED!

At Restaurant HR Group, there's a saying we love: What gets rewarded gets repeated! And we're
not necessarily talking about money, bonuses, gift cards, or elaborate recognition programs.
We're talking about something much simpler: making people feel appreciated for the work they
do and the difference they make.

The good news? Some of the most meaningful ways to recognize your restaurant team won't cost
you a single penny. Here are 10 ideas you can put into practice right away!

1. Stop Just Saying "Good Job" and Start Saying WHY!
There's nothing wrong with telling someone they did a great job, but specific recognition is so much more
meaningful. Instead of a quick "Great job tonight," try, "I noticed how you jumped in to help Sarah when
her section got slammed. That's exactly the kind of teamwork that makes us successful!" When
employees know you're paying attention to their contributions, they're more likely to repeat those
behaviors.

2. Make Recognition Part of Your Pre-Shift Meetings
Restaurant managers spend plenty of time talking about what needs to improve. Ticket times, customer
complaints, labor costs, and mistakes from the previous shift. All important, of course! But how often are
we talking about what's going RIGHT? Take 30 seconds during your next pre-shift meeting to recognize
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someone who demonstrated great teamwork, handled a difficult situation, or delivered an exceptional
customer experience. And don't forget those quieter employees who consistently do great work without
drawing attention to themselves.

3. Give Them a Little More Choice
Sometimes appreciation can be as simple as letting an employee choose their preferred station, section,
or assignment for a shift. Of course, restaurant operations come first, and decisions should always be fair
and consistent. But when you have some flexibility, use it! A little choice can be a meaningful way to
acknowledge someone's contributions.

4. Put Them in the Spotlight (If They WANT to Be There!)
Your restaurant's social media shouldn't just showcase beautiful food and happy customers. What about
the PEOPLE who make those experiences possible? Highlight an employee who accomplished something
great, celebrate a work anniversary, or share a story about someone who went above and beyond. Just
remember that not everyone enjoys public recognition. Some employees love the spotlight, while others
would much rather receive a personal thank-you. Great leaders understand the difference.

5. Let Your Team Recognize EACH OTHER
Recognition shouldn't always come from the manager. Your employees see things you don't! They notice
the coworker who helps them close, the cook who jumps in when they're overwhelmed, or the teammate
who makes a difficult shift a little easier. Create a simple recognition board in an employee area or find a
spot somewhere in the restaurant where team members can leave notes thanking one another. It's a
great way to encourage teamwork and build a culture where people genuinely appreciate each other.

6. Let Other Leaders See Their Great Work!
When someone does something exceptional, don't keep it to yourself! Share their accomplishment with
the owner, general manager, district manager, or another leader. Better yet, recognize the employee
while that leader is present. Knowing their contributions are noticed beyond their immediate manager
can be incredibly meaningful. And when you share an employee's success with other leaders, you're not
just recognizing their work. You're helping others see their potential.

7. Remember They're People, Not Just Positions on Your Schedule
Your employees have lives outside the restaurant! They're graduating from school, celebrating birthdays,
reaching personal goals, and experiencing important milestones. Take an interest. Ask how their big
exam went, congratulate them on their graduation, or remember an upcoming work anniversary. You
don't have to become everyone's best friend, but you SHOULD make an effort to know the people you're
leading. People want to feel like they matter, because they do!

8. Celebrate the Behaviors You Want MORE Of
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Consider creating a rotating Team MVP recognition based on the behaviors that make your restaurant
successful. But don't automatically recognize whoever sells the most, works the fastest, or has been
there the longest. What about the employee who consistently helps others, stays positive under pressure,
or takes ownership instead of making excuses? When you celebrate those behaviors, you're showing the
entire team what great looks like. Remember, what gets rewarded gets repeated!

9. Don't Keep Customer Compliments to Yourself!
A customer tells you their server was fantastic. Someone leaves a glowing online review mentioning an
employee by name. A customer compliments the kitchen for an exceptional meal. What happens next?
Hopefully, that feedback makes its way directly to the people responsible! Share the compliment and let
employees know the difference they made. Your team probably hears plenty about customer complaints.
Make sure they're hearing about the compliments, too!

10. Show Them You Believe in Their Potential
Sometimes the greatest recognition isn't a compliment. It's an opportunity. Ask a promising employee to
help train someone new, invite them to share an idea for improving operations, or give them an
opportunity to lead part of a pre-shift meeting. And tell them WHY you chose them. When employees
know you believe in their potential, they're more likely to believe in it themselves. That's not just
appreciation. That's leadership development!

Appreciation Isn't Something You DO Occasionally. It's
Something Your Employees Should FEEL Regularly.

You can have the best employee recognition program in the world, but it won't make up for poor
leadership. A gift card doesn't mean much if an employee feels ignored the other 364 days of the year.
And a pizza party certainly isn't going to fix a workplace where employees feel disrespected,
unsupported, or unappreciated!

Real appreciation happens in the everyday moments. It's how you communicate, how you listen, how you
recognize effort, and how you treat people when the restaurant is busy, stressful, and everything seems
to be going wrong.

At Restaurant HR Group, we spend a lot of time helping restaurant operators understand that building
great teams isn't just about having the right HR policies and procedures. It's about developing leaders
who know how to bring out the best in their people. It's also a philosophy reinforced in our founder Carrie
Luxem's newly updated book, Restaurant Operator's HR Playbook. Because while restaurant operations,
technology, and workforce expectations continue to evolve, one thing hasn't changed: The success of
your restaurant depends on the people who show up every day to make it happen.

So here's our challenge for your next shift. Find ONE employee doing something great. Tell them exactly
what you noticed, why it mattered, and how much you appreciate it. Then do it again tomorrow. And the
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next day.

Because great restaurant cultures aren't built through occasional grand gestures. They're built through
the little things leaders do every single day.

About Restaurant HR Group
Restaurant HR Group partners with restaurant owners and operators to simplify HR, payroll, compliance,
and employee relations while developing stronger leaders and building stronger cultures.

Better HR. Stronger Leaders. Thriving Restaurants.
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