
 
 

 

 

 

 

Cutting Through Cynicism with 
Authentic Appreciation  

 

“Are you kidding me?  They don’t care about us.” 
 

“They don’t give a rip about me.  It’s all about my performance.   
 If I bring in the sales, they’re happy.  If I don’t, I’m gone.” 

 
These are the comments from training participants I’ve interacted with, over the past 

few months.  As I’ve worked with more groups across the country, I’ve become aware that a 
large number of employees have a very cynical reaction to any discussion of positive 
communication from their supervisors, management, and sometimes, even their co-workers.  
In fact, I have come to believe that the lack of genuineness in communicating appreciation 
may be the single biggest barrier to positive workplace relationships.   

I have written previously [link here] about the differences between recognition and 
appreciation, and why most employee recognition programs are not working in organizations 
and businesses.  Two themes have become clear:  (1) the resentment of only being valued 
when one performs well; and (2) a deep distrust of the genuineness of any positive messages 
sent by supervisors and managers to their team members.   

While the concept of authenticity is not that difficult to understand, there are some 
deeper questions that create some challenges -- specifically in addressing the issue of 
perceived inauthenticity.  Although I will not fully answer each of these questions now, I want 
to bring them to your attention for your consideration and reflection:   

 
1) Who determines authenticity? 
2) Is authenticity based in reality or perception? 
3) What causes people not to believe others are genuine?  

 
As I work with work groups and employees from a variety of settings, it is interesting to 

me that: a) rarely do we question our own authenticity; and b) most people feel like they are 
good judges of whether or not others are being genuine and sincere in their actions.   

 
Common Reactions 
 

Currently, there are some work settings that just “ooze” cynicism, sarcasm, and a lack 
of trust.  Probably the most intense cynical environments I’ve experienced recently are 
medical settings and hospitals, public schools, and government agencies.  Why might this 



 
 

 

be?  It appears that in many of these institutions they’ve tried to communicate recognition and 
praise, or have done training on “How to build a positive team” and it has been largely done 
through a program-based approach. This leads, almost by definition, to a perceived belief of 
insincerity on the part of the participants.   

When employees do not believe that others are genuine or sincere in their 
communication of appreciation, a number of (mostly negative) reactions occur.  These 
include: 

 Cynicism  
 Sarcasm 
 Lack of trust 
 Disbelief 
 “I’ve heard it before” 
 “Wait and see”  
 A variety of additional emotional reactions occur such as hurt, defensiveness, self-

protective behavior, resentment and even anger.   
Why is this?  Largely because people have not been communicated to with genuine 

appreciation.  Unfortunately, although well intentioned, many characteristics of employee 
recognition programs undermine perceived genuineness.  (These issues are addressed in 
our Appreciation at Work training).   

 
Potential Causes of Perceived Inauthenticity 

From my discussions with numerous groups, I’ve gathered a number of reasons why 
people question others’ sincerity of communication.  Let me cite a few: 

 

• Tone of voice does not match what they are saying. 
Some individuals (stereotypically, engineers or computer programmers) can 

have a fairly monotone tone of voice and not show much excitement.  If they are 
talking about how appreciative they are of you but say it in a flat tone of voice you 
may question how much they mean it.  Alternatively, some people may give a 
compliment with a sarcastic tone of voice such as:  “Boy, it’s great that you got your 
report in on time this month” (with the implication that this is the first time in six 
months that you’ve done so). 

 
 Non-verbal cues are incongruent with the message. 

 
Some individuals who are more introverted become quite anxious when 

speaking one-on-one with a colleague.  They may have poor eye contact, a “jittery” 
tone of voice and seem quite tense and uptight while speaking.  This may contrast 
with the message they are trying to send about how much they appreciate their 
coworker. 

 



 
 

 

 Demonstration of new and different behavior than in the past. 
    

If your supervisor starts to (seemingly all of a sudden) communicate 
appreciation and positive messages, when they haven’t done so in the past several 
years, you may ask yourself, “Where did this come from?”  One trainee bluntly 
stated:  “I haven’t heard any appreciation for 10 years and now you want me to 
believe they value me?” 

 
• Acting differently in front of others in contrast to private behavior. 

 
   It seems reasonable to question a person’s genuineness when what they say to 
you personally (saying that they really enjoy hanging out with you) is not 
consistent with how they act towards you in front of others (ignoring you or even 
putting you down in front of others).  Alternatively, they could compliment you in 
front of others but then ignore you and not interact with you at any other time.  
Obviously, this creates a problem.  

 
 

• Inconsistent verbal messages across time. 
 

     Obviously, if there is an inconsistency between how they treated you last week 
(reaming you out for making a mistake or not meeting a time  deadline) and then 
complimenting you for the quality of your work this week, that leads to questions of 
authenticity.   

 
 Lack of consistency between what they are saying and how they treat you. 

 
If a co-worker says to a colleague, “I’d really enjoy spending some time with 

you; maybe we could hang out sometime,” but then ignores the colleague when 
they pass in the hall, problems will ensue.   Or, if a supervisor offers to help one of 
the team members to work on a project together and then consistently “puts it off”, 
the genuineness of their offer will seriously be questioned. 
 

• Not addressing current (or past) conflict, acting as if it didn’t happen. 
 
    There are those with whom we work that we may have had an “issue” with, in 
the past. Maybe their department did not deliver a product on time, which then put 
a time crunch on your department’s ability to meet your deadlines; and you and 
their department head had a few heated words about the incident.  If past conflicts 
are ignored and not addressed and communicating appreciation is attempted, this 
can create a clear sense of awkwardness.   
 
 



 
 

 

• Timing – you just received training on communicating appreciation. 
 

     One of the most common issues raised is that of people being afraid of being 
perceived as disingenuous as a result of starting to try to communicate 
appreciation to their colleagues directly after we have completed our training on 
the topic.  This is a reasonable concern that has to be addressed.   

 
 Questioning the motivation of others. 

 
    Sometimes we just question the motivation of others.  Are they giving me a 
compliment because they mean it?  Or is it an indirect way for them to get 
something they want?  Or are they trying to look good in front of others?  (The 
ultimate problem with this issue is that we never can truly assess another person’s 
motivation for acting.) 

 
 Issues stemming from the recipient’s prior history. 

 
    At times, the perception of inauthentic appreciation may not lie with the actions 
of the “giver” but rather stems from past issues the recipient is bringing to the 
situation.  This can include a past history with their supervisor or administrator, or 
with the organization at large (for example, they work for a hospital which had a 
recognition program a few years ago that lasted for about less than two months).  
Or it may also come from prior work settings and having been “burned” which 
leads them to be less trustful in the current situation.  And sometimes individuals 
bring past personal history that distorts how they view others.  For example, if 
someone was raised in a family situation where their father would verbally 
communicate love or make promises but then was rarely accessible and did not 
follow through on their promises, a young person could have difficulties trusting 
adult male authority figures.   

 
 High expectations for oneself.   

 
     Some individuals have a hard time accepting praise from others if they have 
extremely high expectations for themselves that they rarely meet.  Therefore, it is 
hard for them to allow themselves to believe that others view themselves positively 
when they are always critiquing themselves because they don’t meet their high 
standards. 

 
These are all potentially valid reasons for questioning the genuineness of the actions 
from others in the workplace.  The challenge becomes:  How do you get past 
perceived inauthenticity?  

 
 



 
 

 

PROBLEM:  You can genuinely appreciate someone and they don’t believe       
you are sincere. 
 

One of the challenges of the concept of authenticity is that it is, at least partially, based 
on the perception of the recipient.  So you can truly value your colleague and be grateful for 
their input into the work process and try to communicate this to them.  But they believe you 
are  just trying to manipulate them.  So the question remains:  Is authenticity reality based or 
perception?   The answer is:  Both.  There is obviously an element of the perception of the 
recipient and this can affect their judgment of your actions.   

At a foundational level, however, authenticity is ultimately reality based.  That is, a 
person either generally values another person or they don’t.  The ultimate judge of this belief 
is the person is sending the message and only they truly know what their thoughts and 
feelings are.   

Unfortunately, this issue can go both directions.  The worker may believe that their 
manager truly does value them, both for what they do and who they are as a person, but in 
actuality the supervisor is fairly talented at deceiving and manipulating others.  Or, the 
recipient so strongly desires to be valued, that they are easily duped by others. 
 
Complicating Factor – Focus on Performance 
 

Many employees (at all levels, including managers and supervisors) have 
communicated to me their resentment of only being acknowledged for their performance, and 
especially if the recognition only occurs when they have achieved “above and beyond.”  This 
is at the heart of a tension for many employers, managers, and supervisors.  They ask 
themselves (and me), “So you want me to show appreciation to them just for doing their job? 
. . . I have a problem with this.”   

It’s not that people want to be praised all the time for doing what they are supposed to 
do, but it is nice to hear a “thanks” or an acknowledgement when you are doing your job.  
Otherwise, most of the communication that they hear is primarily when they make a mistake, 
don’t meet a deadline, or aren’t performing in the way desired.  This then leaves the 
perception that most of the communication towards them is negative in nature.  The fact of 
the matter is— 
how long can people consistently perform “above and beyond”?  In reality, if we do, that 
becomes the new standard we’re expected to meet.  So, it becomes a Catch 22.   

The answer is: Yes, it is nice and helpful to acknowledge, recognize and show 
appreciation for people “doing their job.”  It doesn’t have to be a “big deal” however.  Many 
workers just want to hear a simple “thanks.”   

The other problem that comes from a focus on performance is that workers essentially 
begin to feel like machines.  They are only valued when they “produce.”  And this is many 
people’s reactions to employee recognition programs based on achievement:  it feels like the 
employee is being manipulated (praised or given rewards) for the benefit of the company.  Is 
this wrong?  Absolutely not.  But if this is as deep as the recognition goes, employees begin 
to resent it.  We all have value above and beyond our performance.  (Do we lose value when 



 
 

 

we make a mistake?)  We are more than “producers.”  We are people.  We have personality 
characteristics, as well as other talents and skills that bring value to life but may not be 
directly productivity enhancing.  Generally, we like to know that people value us as a person, 
not just as a work producer.   

 
Getting Past Perceived Inauthenticity 
 
Given the issues described above, you can never fully “prove” your authentic appreciation for 
a person and you can’t “make” someone believe you.  Nonetheless, there are a number of 
practical steps that can be taken that can help get past challenges of being perceived as not 
genuinely valuing your colleagues. 
 

1) Only communicate appreciation when it is true.  It is not helpful to try to “fake it.”  
People have fairly good “radar” for communication that isn’t true.  Similarly, it is not 
helpful for managers or supervisors to “go through the motions” of trying to 
communicate appreciation and encouragement to their colleagues just because that’s 
what the organization is encouraging at this point in time.  (We address this in the 
chapter in our book on authentic appreciation, helping think through why you may not 
appreciate those with whom you work and then be able to address those issues.) 

 
2) Acknowledge the interfering causes.  Statements like, “I know I haven’t communicated 

much (if any) appreciation to you in the past…” or “I know we’ve had our conflicts and 
differences in the past…” or “I’m not the greatest at communicating with others…” and 
finally, “I know you may think I’m saying this just because we’ve had the training on 
communicating appreciation…” 
 

3) State your desire to be viewed as genuine.  After acknowledging the interfering 
situation, it is helpful to communicate up front your desire to be viewed as genuine.  
The following phrases can be helpful in that regard—“I’m sorry that I haven’t but I 
wanted to let you know…”, “but in spite of that, I wanted to let you know that I do 
appreciate…”, “but I hope you will believe me when I say that I do value you…” or “but 
I really do value…”  A key factor in this part of the process is  -- the more specific you 
can be about what the person does or the character quality you value, the greater 
probability that you’ll be viewed as honest (rather than some vague, general statement 
-- “I’m glad you’re part of the team.”) 
 

4) Be consistent over time.  This almost goes without saying, but is critical.  If you’re “one 
shot Charlie” where you communicate one message of appreciation every six months 
(and it is right after a training session!), the likelihood of being perceived as being 
genuine is low.  Similarly, if you only communicate positive messages in ways or 
settings where it is evident to others (especially your supervisor or administrators), that 
also will lead to a perception of your doing the actions just “for show.”   
 



 
 

 

5) Don’t focus solely on performance or on situations that benefit you directly.  
Employees become skeptical when the only times they are praised is when they have 
done “above and beyond” what is typically expected or that they only hear comments 
about their productivity.  They then start to feel like a cog in a machine.  Similarly, 
praising them solely when their actions bring some sort of benefit to you (for example, 
helping your department meet your standards and objectives, which will make you look 
good to your supervisor) becomes problematic.  Alternatives include: commenting on 
their behavior when it is helpful to others in the organization, when it is beneficial to 
customers or even the community.  And a very nice way to communicate authentic 
communication is to identify non-work related skills that are positive (for example, 
bringing it to the attention to a coworker that you appreciate their cheerfulness rather 
than them being a grump or how they treat others kindly) can be very impactful even if 
these character qualities may not be directly related to their meeting performance 
goals. 
 

6) Communicate appreciation consistently over time.  The importance of this principle 
cannot be overstated and that is why I’m repeating it.  I believe the only true way to get 
past other’s perceptions of whether our actions or statements are not “real” is to 
communicate them repeatedly over long periods of time (months) and potentially in 
different ways and different settings.  It is especially difficult for a recipient to argue 
that you are not being genuine when you try to find out the ways in which they are 
encouraged and seek to consistently and repeatedly communicate to them through 
those actions that are important to them.   

 
Conclusion 
 

Is the lack of perceived genuineness of recognition, appreciation and encouragement 
an issue in the workplace?  Absolutely.  Is it a deserved concern?  Most probably.  Can it be 
addressed and resolved?  In most cases.  Is it worth the time and effort?  Most definitely.   

When employees and staff members truly feel valued and appreciated good things 
happen.  And being forthright, if your appreciation is viewed as authentic, you will “stick out” 
from your competitors.  Genuine encouragement is, unfortunately, the exception rather than 
the rule and authentic appreciation is a powerful tool to cut through the fog of a negative work 
environment characterized by cynicism, sarcasm and a lack of trust.   

* * * * *  

PAUL E. WHITE, Ph.D., is a licensed psychologist who has worked with businesses, families 
and organizations for over 20 years.  He may be reached at (316) 681-4431 or at 
admin@drpaulwhite.com.  For more information, go to www.drpaulwhite.com .  
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