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BUILDING A 
HEALTHY CULTURE 
AT ALL LEVELS

The Normal 
The pandemic changed everything. When events of this 
magnitude occur, the future becomes even more uncertain 
and people react in different ways. Some hope for a return 
to normal. Others seek to make peace with a definable 
“new normal.” But what if there is no normal except 
for the one we create for ourselves? And what if that has 
always been the case?
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the no normal and proactively grow 
the deep roots of well-being that keep 
us grounded and conscious regardless 
of external factors. That’s what it takes 
to lead ourselves, lead teams, and lead 
organizations through good times and bad. 
In fact, there has never been a better 
opportunity to embrace change.

In the years to come, if there is a single 
organizing principle that will separate 
people and organizations who thrive, it is 
healthy leadership. And if the pandemic  
has taught us anything, it is that we must 
be well to lead well. 

Sure. People are going to eat in restaurants 
and go to the movies again. But there 
are material changes to the way we live 
and work that will play out over decades 
and generations. We have entered an 
unprecedented era of flux and flow, trial and 
error, mistakes and breakthroughs. For the 
next decade or more, people at all levels 
within organizations will search for new 
ways forward in a world that has evolved in 
breathtaking ways.

The fact remains that change is a constant. 
Rather than waiting for a return to normalcy 
(old or new), we could choose to embrace 
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This new burning platform lies at the 
intersection of leadership, well-being, and 
culture. As many observed, the pandemic 
squeezed 10 years of change into less 
than a year. As COVID-19 shrinks in the 
rearview mirror, such estimates may appear 
conservative in retrospect. The “quickening” 
pace of change and the exponential growth 
of uncertainty demand a fundamental 
rewiring of people who must become more 
resilient, agile, and adaptive inside their 
healthier cultures. 

This is not a false rallying cry. 

Organizations that get 
leadership, well-being, and 
culture right will prosper. 

Those that do not, will fall further 
behind their competitors for 
talent and revenue.
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What Keeps CEOs Up at Night
A review of several CEO surveys by The Healthy Leader reveals 
a clear narrative of concerns and priorities emerging among 
senior executives in the pandemic era. In short, despite massive 
uncertainty and organizational stress, success metrics remain largely 
unchanged. They understand in a visceral way that their people will 
be the difference between success and failure, but they recognize 
that the pandemic exacted an unprecedented toll on leadership 
effectiveness, general well-being, and culture.

 • Increased Uncertainty and Organizational Stress: volatile markets, wary    
  consumers, a cynical public, diminished loyalty, global competition, escalating    
  people costs, and anxiety for the future 

 • Unyielding Success Metrics: profit, growth, reputation, long-term value     
  creation, competitive advantage, legacy

 • Beleaguered Workforce: longer work hours, job stress, layoffs, lack of     
  work-life  balance, reduced benefits, job insecurity, and damaged cultures
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Most good CEOs have a keen sense of what drives success for the business. They must 
master four agendas inside their company—the finance agenda, marketplace agenda, 
operations agenda, and human agenda. Of these four, the human agenda is the most 
important driver of business performance, and the leading indicator of success. The 
human agenda includes attracting the best talent and building healthy values, relevant 
skills, and a healthy culture. Continuous learning and fostering meaningful relationships 
for people and teams are also critical. This pursuit of the human agenda has never been 
more difficult than during the pandemic era.

Only 29% of leaders report they have the talent  
they need to meet business requirements. Gartner, 2021

So, what keeps CEOs        
up at night? People.
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Health as a Metaphor 
for  Organizational Life 
and Performance

Just as professional athletes must care for all aspects of their 
well-being to maximize their performance on the field, so too 
must organizations attend to all aspects of their health.   

The field of organizational health and well-being has evolved over the last 20 years. We 
were involved in the early years of corporate wellness in the early ’80s when the field 
focused primarily on medical benefits management, corporate medicine, and employee 
assistance. We remember well those early days when we ran the first evaluation effort to 
determine the ROI of corporate wellness from companies such as Ford, Goodyear, AT&T, 
and more. Over the years, the field moved into fitness and stress management, to health 
and well-being (career, purpose, financial positive thinking, work/family). In the last couple 
years, the field has expanded into a more organizational culture approach focusing on 
leadership, environment, growth, innovation, skills, employee experience, and so on.
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inside and outside the company. The knowledge 
and skills required of leaders at all levels in the 
new world order has changed considerably. 
Today, both approaches have come together to 
tap into the true power of people and culture. 

The onslaught and upheaval of COVID-19 acted 
merely as a catalyst and accelerated the process. 
Faced with the stress, chaos, and disruption 
brought on by the pandemic, CEOs are truly 
waking up to the fact that their companies cannot 
survive, let alone compete, if they are not cultivating 
healthy individuals, healthy teams, healthy leaders, 
and a healthy culture where all can thrive.

83% of CEOs want employees 
to return in person. Only 10% 
of employees want to come 
into the workplace full time. 
Best Practice Institute, 2021

During the earlier days, the focus was on employees as 
costs and how to prevent absenteeism and escalating 
healthcare costs. As the field evolved, however, 
there was a shift toward viewing people as assets 
with a direct link to engagement, growth, innovation, 
and performance. At the same time, there was an 
evolution going on in the top executive suites. Here, 
the evolution went from cost reduction and labor 
productivity to a greater understanding of knowledge 
and service workers, and what was required to fully 
engage hearts and minds and enhance people’s 
human potential and productivity. Needless to say, 
the whole field of people strategy has expanded 
into an integrative, enterprise approach to people, 
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Well-being is the foundation of performance. 

Any individual, team, or company can perform well in bursts, but only a healthy 
culture, one built on well-being, can perform well for the long haul. Your goal is to 
improve the collective health and well-being of everyone in the organization. Not as a 
means to an end, but as an organizing principle and framework for success. 

For years, many companies paid lip service to the notion that “people are our most 
important asset.” But what have we done about it? We know that people must be 
engaged and energized to perform, but instead of stoking the fire of human energy, 
we have fanned the flames of the “war for talent.” In other words, we have adopted 
the point of view that people will migrate between companies to pursue their next 
opportunity or escape the reality of their current employee experience. And that’s just 
part of doing business.

Well-being Is Essential to 
Healthy Culture
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Many organizations today have created “new ways of 
working” initiatives looking at the impact of the new 
hybrid workplace. And these companies are finding 
they already have many “people initiatives” in place. 
Maybe now is the time to bring these initiatives together 
under one umbrella. Possibly under “healthy culture,” 
linking all the human initiatives together — enterprise 
mindset, wellness/resilience, flex work, healthy 
leaders, agility, diversity/inclusion/equity, work/life, 
and the employee experience. With healthy people, 
healthy leaders, healthy families, and a healthy culture, 
organizations can bring their human agendas alive.

This fact is most observable in the comparison of 
budgets for talent acquisition versus well-being. 
On average, organizations spend less than $1,000 
per employee per year on well-being. By contrast, 
organizations spend more than $4,000 per hire! 
These numbers send a clear message. It’s easier to 
reload with new talent than invest in the well-being 
of the people we have.

To overcome this bias, it is critical to acknowledge 
that health and well-being are central to an 
organization’s purpose and mission. This 
commitment must be modeled and supported 
at the top of the company, at the top of every 
operating unit and function and at the top 
of every team throughout the organization. 
It cannot be siloed just in benefits. 

No surprise to anyone, healthy cultures are more 
successful. As research continues to show, 
organizations with healthy cultures outperform 
organizations with lesser cultures in virtually every 
measure: revenue, growth, market share, profitability, 
and customer satisfaction. 

31% of employees say their 
organizations offer them a  
unique experience. Gartner, 2021.
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Leaders need to be well to do well. A holistic approach to well-being, touching all aspects of 
life, including their physical, emotional, intellectual, social, vocational, and spiritual wellness. 
This is key to healthy leadership. With this commitment to health, leaders can deeply embed 
this holistic approach into the culture and unlock the leadership potential in everyone. 

Creating a healthier culture often starts at the top of the company, at the top of an operating 
unit and function, or at the top of teams throughout the company. Leaders at all levels set the 
tone, which can be healthy or unhealthy. Yet each level looks at health and culture from its 
own individual vantage point. 

When it comes to top executives, their broad, strategic perspective requires an integrative, 
enterprise approach. By discussing what it means to build a healthy enterprise at the top, 
where business strategy drives leadership strategy that drives culture strategy, executives 
help to move the “health and well-being” agenda forward. 

Healthy Leaders Need Well-being
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In other words, executives need to answer questions like, where is our business going, what 
kinds of healthy leaders do we need, what kind of healthy culture must we create to execute 
and accelerate our business? Involving the top of the house in conversations like these gets 
their best thinking and buy-in, helping to create clarity and ownership at the top. Leaders who 
are healthy will naturally develop business strategies that align with these principles and create 
cultural architecture and norms that reinforce positive, healthy behaviors among employees.

In the middle of organizations, leaders must understand people’s personal desires for health 
and well-being. That means helping them live healthy lives and creating psychologically safe 
and healthy work environments. It is up to the leaders to get to know their people, their diverse 
life experiences, and their feelings and aspirations. In the post-pandemic world, knowing your 
people is more important than ever. 

Many organizations also have successful well-being programs for the masses. However, these 
programs simply will not get off the ground if their leaders are not willing or able to model and  
champion health and well-being. Similarly, leaders often have difficulty supporting well-being 
initiatives if they are not healthy themselves.

80% of business leaders say their organizations most need to 
improve empathy, listening, and understand others. Brandon Hall, 2021.
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Organizations have long known the importance of 
people for business success, but not until recently 
did we fully appreciate the role that health and   
well-being plays in the equation.

Simply put, you hire the right people with the right skills and invest in their health and 
well-being. This leads to a stronger employee experience and greater engagement, 
which translates into better efficiency and effectiveness, leading to higher business 
productivity. By placing well-being in the middle of the chain, we create a strong 
multiplier effect over time because employees are more resilient and adaptive to shifting 
demands and imperatives.

The Return on Health 
and Well-being
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The evidence — and our own experience — shows that investments in organizational health and well-being 
lead to superior talent and financial outcomes. 

These include:

 • Greater loyalty, talent retention, and reduced recruiting costs 

 • Decreased stress, burnout, and stronger resilience

 • Lower absenteeism and presenteeism (where employees only “go through the motions”)

 • Decreased sick days and lower healthcare and disability costs 

 • Higher engagement and employee experience ratings

 • Increasing creativity and innovation

 • Stronger teamwork and collaboration

 • Better customer relationships and ratings

 • Faster execution and higher performance and productivity

The New Human Value Chain

Hire the Right People > Health & Well-being > Engagement & 
Experience > Workforce Effectiveness > Business Productivity
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In an environment of constant change, investing in the health of your leaders and your 
culture is the only way to manage. Those organizations and leaders who are grounded in 
these principles of health and well-being will be the most adaptive, agile, and resilient as 
organizations tackle the new challenges of our time.

Don’t delay. Start building an ecosystem of healthy 
employees, teams, and leaders today. Secure your 
organization’s future.



thehealthyleader.co

http://www.thehealthyleader.co

