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Your company may pride itself on being a good employer. But even with

the best of intentions, your company could be hurting employees’

health and well-being because of the way the work is organized.

Working conditions and the demands of the work environment are a

significant source of stress for many Americans, and research has found

that the design of work can have substantial effects on employee well-

being and health as well as health care expenses.
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The good news for managers is that there are feasible ways to redesign

work to support well-being and yield long-term benefits to the

organization. For instance, recent research suggests that strategically

changing workplace conditions to foster worker well-being not only

improves worker health but can also bring about beneficial business

outcomes such as improved job performance (including increased

productivity) and lower levels of employee burnout.

It doesn’t have to be costly to redesign work to improve employees’ well-

being. In fact, it can often be a good investment. For example, one work-

redesign initiative at the IT division of a Fortune 500 firm generated a

positive ROI for the company because it reduced turnover costs.

Moreover, such strategies have the potential to improve overall

organizational resilience.

With support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, we recently

reviewed and synthesized research on the specific work conditions that

affect employee well-being. We then developed a “work design for

health” framework and toolkit that employers can use to revamp their

work practices in ways that benefit both employees’ health and the

organization. A good starting point is to consider adopting the following

seven approaches:

1. Give workers more control over how they do their work.

Research indicates that having little discretion over how work gets done

is associated not only with poorer mental health but also with higher

rates of heart disease. What’s more, the combination of high work

demands and low job control significantly increases the risks of diabetes

and death from cardiovascular causes. Even relatively small changes in

worker autonomy can make a difference in employee well-being. A

study in a customer service call center, for example, found that giving

its employees more training so they could take on new tasks and resolve
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more customer complaints on their own improved both the employees’

well-being and their performance on the job.

2. Allow employees more flexibility about when and where they work.

Several studies have found that giving workers more choice or control

over their work schedules improves their mental health. This can

involve simply permitting varied starting and stopping times and easier

trading of shifts in jobs that must be done on-site. A more extensive

work redesign at a Fortune 500 company — where IT employees were

given control over when and where they did their work but still

collaborated with their teammates to ensure needed coordination —

resulted in physical and mental health improvements for employees as

well as reduced turnover for the business.

3. Increase the stability of workers’ schedules.

Many retail and service companies today use “just in time” scheduling

to try to match labor to fluctuating demand. But erratic, unpredictable

schedules make it hard for frontline workers to manage their personal

lives and family responsibilities. Research finds a range of negative

outcomes occur for workers who have this kind of erratic work

schedule — including poorer sleep quality and greater emotional

distress.

Conversely, a study at Gap found that greater schedule stability can

benefit both companies and employees. Increasing scheduling stability

for workers led to a 7% rise in the participating stores’ median sales and

a 5% increase in labor productivity. The added stability also improved

sleep quality and reduced stress among employees with children.

4. Provide employees with opportunities to identify and solve
workplace problems.

Giving employees opportunities to participate in workplace

improvements can be an effective approach to fostering their well-

HBR  /  Digital Article  /  7 Strategies to Improve Your Employees’ Health and Well-Being

Copyright © 2021 Harvard Business School Publishing. All rights reserved. 3

This document is authorized for use only by Christine Williams (christine@2connect.co.za). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.

https://www.sjweh.fi/show_abstract.php?abstract_id=3306
https://www.sjweh.fi/show_abstract.php?abstract_id=3306
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691179179/overload
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691179179/overload
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33311716/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33311716/
https://worklifelaw.org/projects/stable-scheduling-study/report/


being. One study of doctors, physician assistants, and nurse

practitioners found that those who were invited to participate in a

structured process of identifying and addressing problems in their

workplace exhibited decreased rates of burnout and increases in job

satisfaction. Employees who had had opportunities to problem solve

together were also less likely to say they wanted to leave their jobs — a

key benefit for organizations trying to retain valuable employees.

5. Keep your organization adequately staffed, so workloads are
reasonable.

Research has found that high work demands — for instance, long hours

or pressure to work very hard or fast — can take a substantial toll on

employee health and well-being. In fact, numerous studies find that

high demands coupled with low control create health risks, including

higher rates of symptoms of depression, high blood pressure, and

cardiovascular disease. Staffing up to spread out the demands may seem

costly, but employers also pay a real price when exhausted or ill

employees burn out, are absent, or quit. The solution may lie in

changing staffing in a targeted way; for example, one study found

improvements in efficiency and job satisfaction when doctors were

provided with a medical scribe trained to take over some of their

charting tasks.

6. Encourage managers in your organization to support employees’
personal needs.

Many employees are also caregivers for children or elderly parents, and

they benefit from supervisors who are more supportive of the challenges

they face in trying to balance their work and personal lives. A study in

nursing homes found that employees whose managers were more

accommodating of their family needs had fewer risk factors for

cardiovascular disease and also slept better. Studies in health care and

grocery store settings have examined training programs for managers to
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increase family-supportive behaviors, with promising findings for work-

life balance and health. Employers also benefited because workers

whose managers had this training reported higher job satisfaction,

better job performance, and less interest in leaving their jobs.

7. Take steps to foster a sense of social belonging among employees.

Creating a work culture in which employees can develop supportive

relationships with their colleagues can be an important strategy for

increasing worker well-being. Research has found that such

relationships at work are associated with lower psychological distress,

an indicator of poor mental health.

Fostering a sense of social belonging doesn’t have to be a complex or

expensive proposition. One study of 911 dispatchers, who have highly

stressful jobs and high rates of burnout and turnover, had supervisors

send one email a week prompting dispatchers to provide support to one

another by sharing affirming stories about their work. For instance, one

email shared the story of a dispatcher who was able to save the life of

someone who called 911 by connecting the caller to appropriate

resources. Dispatchers who received the emails encouraging them to

share such stories with one another reported a significant decrease in

burnout and were 50% less likely to quit.

As these examples illustrate, many management practices that improve

worker well-being also benefit employers. That shouldn’t be surprising.

In the long run, companies that care about their employees’ health and

well-being will be more likely to have employees who care about the

company’s health and well-being too. And that’s an outcome all good

leaders want.
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