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Welcome to the  
Relationship Economy
In today’s rapidly evolving workplace, companies 
face unprecedented challenges. Distributed teams 
are the new normal, workforce expectations have 
fundamentally shifted, and artificial intelligence is 
accelerating change at breakneck speed. Amid these 
transformations, one glaring truth emerges: the most 
successful organizations are those that foster strong 
relationships.

This is the essence of what we call “the relationship 
economy,” where the strength of human connections 
defines high performance. In this economy, 
connection is the new currency, and recognition is 
the bridge that strengthens these bonds.

A decade-long decline in employee engagement 
has reached a critical boiling point. According to 
Gallup, the primary reason is a decline in connection 

to the company’s mission and purpose among 
employees. Yet the data is clear: companies with 
high engagement are 23% more profitable and 
outperform their competitors financially by 147%.

The building blocks of high-performing, highly 
engaged workforces are deceptively simple: 
an employee’s relationship with their company, 
colleagues, and manager. By strategically 
investing in these three foundational relationships, 
organizations can create thriving cultures that drive 
extraordinary business outcomes.

https://bonusly.com/post/improve-employee-engagement-critical-relationships
https://bonusly.com/post/improve-employee-engagement-critical-relationships
https://bonusly.com/post/the-future-of-work-is-built-on-relationships
https://bonusly.com/post/the-future-of-work-is-built-on-relationships
https://www.gallup.com/394373/indicator-employee-engagement.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/394373/indicator-employee-engagement.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236441/employee-recognition-low-cost-high-impact.aspx
https://bonusly.com/report/2025-state-of-recognition
https://bonusly.com/report/2025-state-of-recognition
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Part I: Building Trust  
Between the Employee  
and the Organization
The Foundation: Mission, Vision, and Values

The relationship between an employee and their 
organization begins before the employee ever steps 
into the picture. Today’s workforce—particularly Gen 
Z, who will make up more than a quarter of workers 
by 2025—wants to feel part of something bigger 
than themselves.

A clearly articulated mission, vision, and core values 

establish this shared sense of connection and 
purpose from the get-go. These elements of your 
company’s identity should be at the center when 
making decisions around recruiting and hiring, day-
to-day operations, employee recognition, and how 
feedback contributes to growth within the company.

Ideally, your employees have been hired in 
part because they share a strong belief in your 
organization’s mission and demonstrate behaviors 

https://bonusly.com/post/employee-employer-relationship-engagement-outcomes
https://bonusly.com/post/employee-employer-relationship-engagement-outcomes
https://www.mckinsey.com/quarterly/the-five-fifty/five-fifty-the-gen-z-equation
https://www.mckinsey.com/quarterly/the-five-fifty/five-fifty-the-gen-z-equation
https://bonusly.com/post/mission-statements
https://bonusly.com/product/performance-management
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Part I: Building Trust Between the Employee and the Organization

that align with your core values. This relationship 
becomes more meaningful and lasting when 
that shared purpose is consistently referenced 
throughout their experience at the company.

Seeing the Human Behind the Employee

For companies to build trust and loyalty, it’s 
crucial that employees feel valued as humans, not 
just workers. This doesn’t require overthinking: 
celebrating personal events like birthdays and work 
anniversaries, and being supportive during personal 
challenges, are non-negotiables in building this 
bond.

What matters here is consistency and fairness. 
The moment you miss a significant milestone, 
your employees’ relationship to your organization 
starts to erode. We’re a quarter of the way into the 
21st century—it’s time to invest in modern tools 
to celebrate teams in ways that are predictable, 
consistent, fair, and that employees actually value.

Transparent Communication and Recognition

Open, transparent, and frequent communication 
about values and expectations is crucial for 
employees to understand how they’re expected 
to behave within a company. When leaders 
highlight examples of core values in action through 
storytelling, it creates powerful real-world examples 
and encourages employees to embody those 
principles in their daily work.

Public recognition highlighting exceptional behavior 
or progress on key priorities makes it easy to 
reinforce the work that matters most. By celebrating 
both individual and team successes, organizations 
create an environment where employees feel valued 
for their contributions.

Moreover, flexible and tailored recognition programs 
can help motivate employees based on what matters 
most to them. By personalizing recognition efforts, 
companies can deepen relationships and create a 
more committed and motivated workforce.

We’re a quarter of the way into the 21st 
century—it’s time to invest in modern 
tools to celebrate teams in ways that are 
predictable, consistent, fair, and that 
employees actually value.

https://bonusly.com/product/automated-milestones
https://bonusly.com/product/employee-communications
https://bonusly.com/get-a-demo
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Part II: Cultivating Strong  
Peer Connections 
The Growing Challenge of Workplace Loneliness

If you’ve ever taken Gallup’s famous engagement 
survey, you might remember an unusual question: 
“Do you have a best friend at work?” This simple 
question carries profound implications. The data is 
clear: peer relationships in the workplace are critical, 
and their importance has only increased since 2020 
as remote work reshaped how we collaborate and 
connect.

Harvard Business Review recently highlighted an 
epidemic of workplace loneliness. More than one in 

five employees worldwide report feeling isolated—a 
number that has a significant impact on absenteeism, 
engagement, and turnover. Gallup reports that 20% 
of the world’s employees experience daily loneliness, 
with rates highest among remote workers.

In the modern, distributed workplace, employees 
transition from one virtual meeting to the next 
without the benefit of hallway conversations and 
breakroom interactions. This isolation makes it 
increasingly difficult for employees to build organic 
relationships.

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/397058/increasing-importance-best-friend-work.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/397058/increasing-importance-best-friend-work.aspx
https://hbr.org/2024/11/were-still-lonely-at-work
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The Business Case for Strong Peer Relationships

When employees have meaningful relationships at 
work, they are more likely to:

• Be engaged with peers and customers

• Work more productively

• Commit fewer errors and improve reliability

• Think creatively and push boundaries

• Recommend their workplace to others

• Stay with the company longer

• Have fun while working

The bottom line? Fostering connections between 
employees moves the needle on business results.

Creating Space for Connection

Even in hybrid or remote setups, connections need 
a home, and endless Slack channels and back-to-
back Zoom meetings don’t cut it. Organizations must 
intentionally create space, both in schedules and in 
mindsets, for genuine interaction.

Consider local hub meetups or virtual coffee breaks 
that aren’t tied to work tasks. When budgets are 
tight or proximity is challenging, casual, low-cost 
gatherings can be just as effective. The key is to 
carve out time for employees to bond outside of 
their day-to-day roles.

Leveraging Technology and Investment

The right tools make all the difference. Modern 
platforms that champion meaningful employee 
recognition are crucial in helping employees foster 
stronger workplace relationships. Through shared 
stories of achievements, milestone celebrations, 
and recognition of wins — both big and small —
employees can see and feel the real impact their 
peers have on one another and the broader team.

Strong cultures don’t happen by accident. They’re 
built, and that takes investment. Companies should 
consider repurposing traditional office perk budgets 
to support initiatives that foster a strong culture, 
particularly in remote and hybrid work environments.

Democratizing Recognition

Culture isn’t a top-down mandate. The best 
companies empower everyone to contribute to 
building their culture. Instead of leaving recognition 
solely to managers, giving that power to employees 
themselves allows them to highlight each other’s 
contributions.

When recognition is done right, every team member 
is empowered to reinforce the behaviors that drive 
tangible business outcomes. By sharing these 
stories publicly, leaders and managers gain a more 
comprehensive view of their teams, enabling them to 
coach more effectively.

Part II: Cultivating Strong Peer Connections

Modern platforms that champion 
meaningful employee recognition are 
crucial in helping employees foster  
stronger workplace relationships

https://bonusly.com/post/work-relationships-peer-to-peer
https://bonusly.com/post/work-relationships-peer-to-peer
http://www.bonusly.com
http://www.bonusly.com
http://www.bonusly.com
https://bonusly.com/post/why-your-performance-budget-isnt-actually-driving-performance
https://bonusly.com/post/recognition-done-right-vs-wrong
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Part III: Strengthening 
the Manager-Employee 
Relationship
The Linchpin of Organizational Success

We often talk about company culture and individual 
performance, but frequently overlook the most 
crucial relationship in any organization: the one 
between a manager and their team. A motivated 
team can overcome significant obstacles, while 
a disengaged one can squander even the most 
promising resources.

The numbers don’t lie: the presence of a supportive 
manager can more than double employee 
engagement, and managers account for more than 

70% of the variance in team engagement. When 
employees are fully engaged, they give more 
discretionary effort, which has a tangible business 
impact—moving from low to high engagement can 
result in a performance improvement of 20 percentile 
points.

The Current State of Manager-Team Relationships

Recent research from Gallup has uncovered a 
concerning trend: employee engagement has 
declined to its lowest level in over a decade, 
particularly among younger workers and those in 

https://bonusly.com/post/building-stronger-manager-employee-relationship
https://bonusly.com/post/building-stronger-manager-employee-relationship
https://bonusly.com/post/report-new-data-value-of-an-engaged-workforce
https://bonusly.com/post/report-new-data-value-of-an-engaged-workforce
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/654911/employee-engagement-sinks-year-low.aspx#:~:text=Employee%20engagement%20in%20the%20U.S.,%25%2C%20also%20reflects%202014%20levels.
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industries such as technology, professional services, 
and finance. The study found three critical gaps 
where engagement currently lacks:

1. Clarity of expectations

2. Feeling that someone at work cares

3. Opportunities for development

All three are controllable. Yet, it’s not just disengaged 
employees—more than two out of every three 
managers are disengaged, too.

The “Accidental Manager” Problem

According to research from CMI, 25% of the 
workforce holds management responsibilities, and 
a significant 82% of managers fall into the category 
of “accidental managers,” having been promoted to 
leadership positions without proper training or the 
necessary skills to manage a team effectively.

The shift to remote and hybrid work has 
compounded this. It changes how managers 
must build effective relationships, communicate 
expectations, and stay informed on their team’s work 
and challenges. Economic uncertainty, inflation, and 
persistent layoffs have created additional pressure, 
requiring managers to do more with less.

The Essential Ingredients for Success

What makes the manager-employee relationship 
successful boils down to a few simple ingredients:

• Trust: Creating an environment where team 
members feel safe to take risks, voice dissenting 
opinions, ask for help, and admit mistakes.

• Psychological Safety: The bedrock of high-
performing teams, where team members feel 
safe to be themselves without fear of judgment 
or reprisal.

• Transparency: Clear expectations, regular 
feedback, and active listening to address 
concerns.

• Mutual Respect: Respecting team members’ 
expertise, acknowledging their contributions, 
and treating them as individuals with unique 
strengths.

Practical Approaches to Stronger Relationships

Begin with regular, dedicated one-on-one meetings 
that are rarely, if ever, canceled. These meetings 
should be beneficial for both the manager and 
employee, featuring a solid agenda that strikes a 
balance between work discussions and personal 
connections. A successful one-on-one should cover:

• Relationship building

• Goal and growth conversations

• Celebrations

• Feedback

For maximum impact, these conversations should 
align with the company’s goals and values. When 
check-ins focus on both personal development and 
business objectives, employees get the guidance 
they need to adjust, improve, and grow.

Managers should also maintain an ongoing log of 
key moments, such as significant achievements, 
growth opportunities, and coaching conversations, 
rather than relying on scattered recollections during 
annual review time. This creates more accurate, 
fair, and meaningful performance discussions while 
supporting employees in the moment and building 
lasting relationships.

Part III: Strengthening the Manager-Employee Relationship

A significant 82% of managers fall into the 
category of “accidental managers,” having 
been promoted to leadership positions 
without proper training or the necessary 
skills to manage a team effectively.

https://fortune.com/europe/article/how-bosses-land-job-accidental-no-formal-training-workers-quitting/
https://bonusly.com/post/what-makes-a-manager-great
https://bonusly.com/post/what-makes-a-manager-great
https://bonusly.com/post/psychological-safety
https://bonusly.com/post/why-effective-feedback-starts-with-recognition
https://bonusly.com/post/why-effective-feedback-starts-with-recognition
https://bonusly.com/post/one-on-one-meeting-questions-for-managers-and-employees
https://bonusly.com/post/better-approach-performance-reviews
https://bonusly.com/post/better-approach-performance-reviews
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The Relationship Trifecta
When these three critical relationships—employee-
company, employee-employee, and manager-
employee—are strategically cultivated and valued 
by all stakeholders, the result is a highly engaged 
and high-performing culture that drives business 
outcomes and delivers an outsized impact.

All three relationships are needed to achieve a 
thriving culture and a foundation of transparency 
and trust. People and companies reach their full 
potential when both recognition and performance 
are intentionally developed in each relationship.

In the relationship economy, connection is indeed 
the new currency. By investing in these foundational 
workplace relationships, organizations can navigate 

today’s complex challenges while building resilient, 
high-performing teams that are well-equipped for 
tomorrow’s opportunities.

Ready to rethink your 
recognition program?
Learn how Bonusly can help you celebrate  
and fuel great work that drives results.

Book a demo

https://bonusly.com/get-a-demo

