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Healthy at Work: 

A New Model for “Health” in the Work Place.  

By Bob Greenfield

W
      hat is a “healthy” person in a

business or work context?   An

employer would likely describe an

absence of medical maladies and

symptoms, a favorable risk for company-

provided health insurance, and an energy

level suitable to the demands of the job. 

While I wouldn’t disagree with such an

answer, as a management consultant and

executive coach, I’ve come to view

“health” at work in several additional

dimensions.  Healthy at Work is more than

having the right statistics associated with

blood pressure, cholesterol, and weight.  It

is about more than taking the right

vitamins, maintaining a good diet, and

gaining the stamina that results from a

useful exercise regimen.  In addition to

having those classic characteristics of

physical and emotional health, Healthy at

Work is possessing the awareness and skill

needed to author one’s own story as a

professional.  It is being able to create the

particular impact you want, and in doing so

to find your place and hit your stride at

work.  And it is being able to self correct

as you author your story.  

Finding one’s place and hitting one’s stride

at work could be the subtitle for this

article.  What do I mean with those

phrases?  Finding one’s place answers the

critical questions of where do I belong, and

how do I contribute?   Humans have a hard-

wired need to seek out their “place”, as

much to clarify an individual sense of

purpose as to create a sense of belonging.  

From purpose we can create meaning. 

Finding one’s place is discovering and more

importantly arriving where you are

uniquely equipped and perhaps even

destined to contribute.  It is that

wonderful convergence of passion, need,

and capability where you care deeply

about what you’re doing, those you’re

doing it for deeply need you to do it, and

you’re capable of doing it in a way that

produces spectacular results.  That’s your

“place” with respect to work.

It’s one thing to figure this out

conceptually; it’s quite another to be able

to do it.  Being able to function optimally

in your “place” is what hitting one’s stride

is all about.  Think about a runner’s stride. 

He’s moving, covering great distance, and

at speed, but putting forth minimal

energy, and actually feeling good as

opposed to laboring – all in a manner that

is sustainable.  When you’ve hit your

stride, you have confidence and you’re

effective.  You’re in the zone.  This

doesn’t happen by luck.  People who hit

their stride in life and at work have
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increased the odds of achieving that state

by cultivating both the skill and awareness

they need to operate at a peak level within

their craft or profession.  

When we’ve found our place and hit our

stride, creating the impact we want

becomes a by-product rather than a

struggle.  When we are not in the right

place, or when we are laboring, results

don’t follow, and I would argue our

“health” at work is diminished.  Over the

last fifteen years of working with individual

and organizational clients, I have

synthesized a model for Health at Work

comprised of six separate but related

components that I’d suggest as

prerequisites to finding one’s place and

hitting one’s stride at work.  “Work” refers

to one’s professional endeavors and not

necessarily to a place.  My notions of being

healthy at work are as applicable to the

artist working out of a studio in her home

as to the line manager working in a factory

with 1500 other employees.  

Six Dimensions of Being Healthy At Work 

1.  Self awareness and Curiosity.  

It all starts here.  If we’re not aware of

how we show up, then not only are we

unable to intervene and adjust, but we

may compound our problems by resisting

the feedback or suggestion from others

that we need to adjust in the first place. 

We cannot be aware unless we want to. 

There is no substitute for the curiosity that

promotes open-mindedness.  Owning too

many blind spots and lacking curiosity

about how we are and how we can change

is a recipe for failure.  Failure, especially

in a work place, is unhealthy.  

2.  A clear compass – a sense of

direction, clarified values, and actionable

priorities.

Nothing reduces stress better than having a

clear sense of where you are going and a

trustworthy framework for making

important decisions.  Uncertainty about

direction makes every step an adventure

(in the worst sense of the word), rather

than a purposeful act.  Being at purpose

inspires self-confidence.  Decision making,

especially for executives, can be one of

the most stressful aspects of job

performance.  Decisive executives make

decisions quickly and easily not because

they are naive about what is at stake or

don’t care enough, but precisely because

they have already figured out what their

values are and how they will serve as

criteria in making those important

decisions.  

3.  Effective relationships with

colleagues, bosses, subordinates, etc.  

We can be self-aware and crystal clear

about where we’re going, but if we are

unable to get along and work well with

others, it won’t matter.  Few challenges

create stress at work like broken,

dysfunctional relationships.  For optimal

health at work, we have to be skillful at

managing all of our relationships, not just

with our bosses, but with our peers and

subordinates as well.  Relationship

difficulty with even one of these groups is

enough to at least stall and possibly derail

an otherwise promising career.  

4.  Confidence.  

We can have all the assets we need, yet

for some reason not believe that we do. 

Many people, including some in positions of

power, struggle with self-doubt and

insecurity.  It is difficult to maintain a

healthy outlook and posture at work when

we fundamentally lack confidence in our

ability to perform.  A moment of

uncertainty is all it takes to break our

stride.  Confidence is rooted in our skills,

experiences, and in how we translate both

into our identity.  

5.  Know when and how to act with

courage.  
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Many of us exercise good judgement and

perform beautifully...most of the time. 

But which are the times when we don’t?  If

the times that we struggle are the “big

moments” requiring a willingness to

venture outside of our comfort zone, our

careers and our professional impact can be

doomed.  It takes courage to be able to

step up to the big moments, the defining

moments in our careers.  We can get it

right 99 times out of 100.  Unfortunately, if

that one goof was a bonafide “big”

moment, then that single failure may

outweigh an impressive track record of

accomplishments.  We’ve all worked with

and perhaps been people who shrink from

the important moments.  Even if nobody

else actually was paying attention, the

personal impact of subsequently

questioning our self is too large and

damaging to maintain a healthy posture at

work.

6.  Balance.  

To be healthy at work, we must have some

measure of balance across the different

domains of our life: relationships,

financial, physical, mental, emotional,

spiritual, and social.  An executive can be

a renowned success in her field...but if

she’s lost her groundedness and doesn’t

see any deeper meaning in her success, her

drive can evaporate in a heartbeat.  A

leader can succeed at a job that requires

100 hours of effort per week...only to find

himself incapacitated with the demands of

a collapsing marriage and home life.  A

professional can muster the energy needed

to keep the boss, customers, spouse, kids,

and church happy, but break down

physically.  The bottom line is that there is

simply no way to be “healthy” without

being healthy in each of the critical

domains of life.  This is the essence of

being well balanced.  

The medical field has been shifting away

from a disease model towards a greater

emphasis on wellness.  I think this shift has

applicability to how organizations work

with their employees and engage outside

consultants.  In my work as a management

consultant, I am looked to at different

times as an organizational “therapist”, a

firefighter, and a handyman.  These are all

effective ways to utilize a consultant with

my skills.  However, as I continue to help

my clients address their “problems”, I

would observe that nearly every such

problem could be proactively located in

the six dimensions outlined above.  While

it is certainly appropriate to go to a doctor

when sick, patients and their doctors are

increasingly talking about how to stay well

and avoid sickness in the first place.  Is it

easy to be healthy at work?  The evidence

suggests not.  Having a better-rounded

conceptual framework for what it means to

be Healthy at Work can be an important

step in the right direction.  
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