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Introduction

Companies are redesigning products and services, creating hybrid work strategies, and 

accelerating the process of digital transformation. At the core of every strategy, however, taking 

care of people is central to success. That’s why organizations design retail, manufacturing, and logistics 

systems to prevent accidents. Traditionally, companies have also endeavored to protect people and 

make them feel good by implementing programs spanning health and safety, wellbeing, support, and 

community service. In industries such as energy, manufacturing, mining, and industrial products, these 

programs are essential: a single workplace accident can decimate a company’s brand and even threaten 

its survival.

Today, there are many more risks to consider. All employees have been threatened by the COVID-19 

pandemic, pushing the topic of health straight to the CEO. HR executives and business leaders know this 

trend only too well: nearly all companies now have programs for resilience, wellbeing, mental health, or 

stress reduction. Company leaders are adding new vacation policies, giving people apps and relaxation 

tools, and lavishing wellbeing benefits on their teams. But are they really creating a “healthy” organization? 

Our research says no. The goal of creating a completely healthy organization is too broad to be attained 

by adding a set of benefits and wellbeing programs. Rather than simply applying a healthcentric lens, 

building a healthy organization requires a top-down focus on job and work design, management 

and rewards practices, a snese of psychological safety and fairness, and a commitment to listening 

to employees. In today's service-driven, technology-powered economy, every employee matters. A 

healthy organization can find ways to make everyone feel supported. It is an organization that thrives 

under stress.

Ultimately, the healthy organization brings together healthy people, healthy work, and healthy culture. 

And, as you'll see from our research, it's a company with financial and business results to envy (Figure 1).
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1We’ve undertaken a major global study to help business leaders, HR executives, and benefits managers 

see this broader context and become a truly healthy organization. In this report, you will find the following 

chapters to help you continue the journey.

 O Why a Healthy Organization Matters Now, and why it is a business priority

 O Where You Stand, both within our Healthy Organization Maturity Model and the broader market

 O Working Solutions, providing the findings of our research and leading practices for action

 O Examples of Excellence, showcasing how leading healthy organizations got there

 O Getting Started, with actionable advice for how to advance through the levels of our Healthy 

Organization Maturity Model and make real progress

F I G U R E  1

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Companies leveraging the right wellbeing strategies are . . .

Business Outcomes Innovation Outcomes

People Outcomes

More likely to exceed 

financial targets

More likely to delight 

customers

2.2×

2.7×
More likely to have low annual 

healthcare claim costs5.4×

More likely to innovate 

effectively

More likely to adapt well 

to change

1.9×

2.8×

More likely to engage 

and retain workers

More likely to have lower 

rates of absenteeism

3.2×

10.8× More likely to be able 

to recruit new talent5.4×

More likely to be 

recognized as a great 

work to work2×
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1
Why a Healthy 
Organization 
Matters Now 

Employee wellbeing involves much more than 

keeping people safe. Our Healthy Organization 

Framework identifies seven elements crucial 

to success.
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Key Insights • Keeping employees healthy takes more than adding 

benefits or wellbeing programs.

• Healthy organizations are good for business, people, 

and society.

• Our Healthy Organization Framework identifies seven 

critical elements: Physical Health; Mental Wellbeing; 

Financial Fitness; Social Health and Community Service; 

Safe Workplace; Healthy Culture; and Technology and  

HR Capabilities. 

Employee safety has been a concern of organizations since the 

dawn of the Industrial Revolution. Child-labor laws and factory 

inspections in the 1800s are the earliest examples of safety 

measures, and various instances of legislation followed over the 

next 50 years. Employee assistance programs (EAPs), started in the 

1940s, were originally designed to support workers with alcoholism.1 

The concept of workplace wellness emerged in the 1970s, pioneered 

by Johnson & Johnson’s Live for Life program, which aimed to 

reduce company healthcare costs.2 
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That program, which became the model for 

many others, included a questionnaire and a 

physical assessment for the purpose of collecting 

information on employees’ activity levels and body 

fat. The company then provided employees with 

weight-control, nutrition, and stress-management 

support to help them manage their risky behaviors.

The popularity of employee wellness efforts has 

exploded. Driven by consumer trends toward 

fitness and mental health, companies now offer 

dozens and dozens of such programs. And, as 

more employees sat in front of computers, an 

industry of “digital wellbeing” programs arrived. 

In 2007, Google created a course on mindfulness3 

that was an overnight sensation. It was the most 

popular benefit on the Google campus and 

sparked the trend toward mindful thinking at work, 

in design, and even in engineering. We believe 

many of the new ideas about growth mindset, 

abundance mentality, yoga, and various other 

philosophies of growth prominent today stemmed 

from this root. 

Over the past decade, the definition of wellness 

has expanded in line with the growing importance 

of digital and information work. Most companies 

define wellbeing as a constellation of social, 

mental, physical, and behavioral health. Yet, as 

work has become ever more focused on always-on 

digital tools, new dimensions have emerged: sleep 

and rest, meaning and purpose, relationships 

with others, and even positive thinking. For 

some companies, it goes even further: wellbeing 

may include the concept of giving back to the 

community through volunteer days and social-

responsibility programs.4 In short, wellbeing 

has moved from the benefits department to the 

boardroom, from a focus primarily on health to 

how the vitality of employees can drive business 

performance (Figure 2).

The COVID-19 pandemic established wellbeing 

as a mainstream corporate responsibility. When 

remote and hybrid work became the new normal, 

companies had no choice but to think expansively 

about employee wellbeing and engage leaders 

in the discussion. One of the biggest banks in 

Canada, for example, now asks its leaders to 

complete an entire certificate program on mental 

health. And, as countries begin to emerge from 

the pandemic and return to offices and work sites, 

organizations left with a wide range of wellbeing 

programs are now trying to align them with hybrid 

work. How do you support, engage, and retain 

people when work happens any place at any time?

Where We Are Going

Corporate wellbeing clearly requires a massive 

investment. The market today is more than  

$61 billion in size5 (it grew almost 11% since 2020) 

and is fueled by a consumer market worth well 

over $300 billion that’s growing even faster. It’s 

no surprise the tech industry has jumped right 

in: Google paid $2.1 billion for Fitbit in 2019,6 

Microsoft’s Viva Insights platform promises to make 

everyone an expert in time management, and Apple 

CEO Tim Cook believes the company’s biggest 

contribution to society will be in health.7

For corporations, wellness programs are a means 

to an end. Companies want employees to be 

healthy, of course, but ultimately such investments 

have to pay off. Even at the beginning of this 

market, companies were motivated by the potential 
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return on investment. For example, Unilever’s 

company towns were designed to improve 

productivity by protecting people from plague. 

Today, not only are companies hiring chief health 

officers and chief medical officers (there are 7,000 

such roles in California alone), company leaders 

are also pouring money into redesigning facilities 

and employee experience and coaching programs. 

(Our Definitive Guide: Employee Experience 

explains this new market.8)

So where’s this headed? Our research uncovers 

an important new trend: wellbeing is now an entire 

organizational system. Organizations are moving 

from a healthcentric focus on the individual to 

the health of the organization. Leaders know, for 

example, employee retention and engagement are 

correlated with trust, career growth, and belonging. 

They also know people who are underpaid or poorly 

managed go home and feel tired and uninspired at 

night. Ask yourself: Isn't employee satisfaction part 

of being a healthy organization, too?

F I G U R E  2

The Wellbeing Evolution

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021
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We looked at more than 80 different aspects 

of work and investigated their maturity, 

contribution, and importance. (For more on our 

research approach, see “Study Methodology” 

in the Appendix.) As this report shows, a healthy 

organization goes beyond individual wellbeing 

to create vigor, innovation, and growth in 

the business.

The Healthy Organization 

Framework

Healthy organizations are good for business, 

good for people, and good for society. So what 

specific elements of healthy organizations should 

you consider for your company? Our Healthy 

Organization Framework comprises these 

seven major elements, each making a different 

contribution (Figure 3): 

• Physical Health: personal fitness and 

readiness to work

• Mental Wellbeing: a sense of 

positive outlook and support for 

psychological health

• Financial Fitness: financial security and 

equitable opportunities for growth 

• Social Health and Community Service: 

a sense of purpose and opportunities 

to give back

• Safe Workplace: a safe place to 

work coupled with safe and protected 

work practices

• Healthy Culture: human-centered 

leadership and healthy ways of working

• Technology and HR Capabilities:  

easy-to-use wellbeing tools and services 

Our framework is based on myriad conversations 

with chief human resources officers (CHROs), 

business leaders, and heads of wellbeing at 

leading companies around the world. It’s designed 

to help you zero in on the most crucial ways to 

enable your organization to become healthy—and 

stay that way.

Organizations are moving from a  

healthcentric focus on the individual to the 

health of the organization. 
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F I G U R E  3

The Healthy Organization Framework

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021
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Access to Personal Health and Fitness 

Programs

Nutrition, exercise, and sleep are the building 

blocks of health. Studies show a lack of attention 

to these factors can lead directly to physical 

and mental illnesses, including heart disease, 

obesity, memory loss, and depression. Yet only 

28% of American adults say they have easy 

access to healthy foods,9 nearly one in three 

say they don’t get adequate sleep,10 and more 

than a quarter of the world’s adult population is 

insufficiently active.11

Focus on Preventive Care

Preventive care—such as checkups, 

immunizations, and screenings—can help 

detect diseases and medical problems before 

they become serious. Employers can empower 

employees to take a proactive approach to health 

by hosting assessment centers and helping 

people find their way to the right tests. Microsoft 

hosts regular screening events for employees 

and families, including testing for heart disease 

and organizing mammograms, while a cosmetics 

company uses League’s digital health platform 

to help employees find needed care before 

issues arise. 

Healthcare Support

While preventive care is proactive, acute-care 

offerings meet employees’ immediate needs. 

Employers offering these services—including 

addiction counseling, smoking-cessation 

programs, and mental health crisis support—

often do so through partners such as EAPs and 

telehealth lines.

Personalized Benefits

Personalization is a prime objective for HR when 

it comes to benefits, which account for around 

30% of a company’s payroll. Indeed, benefits 

are most powerful when they’re individualized 

and responsive to an employee’s unique needs. 

Organizations should continuously evaluate and 

adjust their programs and packages. Vanguard, 

for example, increased the number of ways it 

gathers employee feedback to understand how the 

most crucial benefits shift and adjust its offerings 

accordingly. 

 Physical Health 

This element encompasses an organization’s programs and offerings to promote personal fitness, 

including the ways companies select and deliver these benefits to employees. When the concept of 

workplace wellness emerged in the late 1970s, it was focused strictly on physical health and related 

healthcare costs. Today, physical health remains an essential component of overall organizational 

health—and this element is its foundation.
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Focus on Positive Mental Health

Nearly three-quarters of the world’s workforce 

experiences fatigue, exhaustion, cynicism, or 

detachment.13 These classic symptoms of burnout 

are often associated with physical health issues, 

substance abuse, anxiety, decreased productivity, 

absenteeism, and elevated employee turnover. In 

response, company strategies run the gamut from 

offering access to unlimited mental health support 

to practicing mindfulness at work to educating 

managers to recognize team members’ symptoms. 

Coaching and Communication

Coaching is a highly personalized intervention 

that can have a direct impact on employee 

mental health. In fact, a recent groundbreaking 

study by BetterUp shows direct coaching drives 

improvement in areas like emotional regulation, 

stress management, and resilience.14 Whether you 

train your managers to be better coaches or your 

company partners with external coaches, there is 

clear value when organizations encourage open 

dialogues about mental health and emotional 

wellbeing.

Balanced Work-Life Integration

In 2009, Daniel Pink postulated motivation is 

driven by autonomy, mastery, and purpose.15 

Companies subsequently began to embrace 

a culture of employee empowerment. Zappos 

adopted a no-manager philosophy to great effect, 

building autonomy into every role and job function. 

Southwest Airlines had employees design its new 

flight uniforms. Do your employees have control 

over the work they do and how they do it? And, 

in a hybrid world, can they participate in making 

decisions about where and when work gets done? 

Praise and Appreciation

Gratitude helps people connect to something 

larger than themselves. In the workplace, 

praise can affect employee mental wellbeing in 

two important ways. First, workers formally or 

informally praised for their contributions report 

higher levels of happiness, productivity, and 

loyalty.16 Second, praising others affects brain 

function in a positive way, improving metabolism 

and stress levels.17 Companies such as Oracle, 

IBM, and 1800Contacts know this and have 

thriving platforms that facilitate expressions  

of appreciation.

Mental Wellbeing

Proactive mental health support is becoming more mainstream for organizations. We’re not suggesting 

a mental health stigma no longer exists, but, since 2020, more organizations and leaders have opened 

genuine dialogues about mental health. These efforts might be viewed as a silver lining to the unfortunate 

realities of the COVID-19 era—from increased stress and anxiety stemming from social isolation to 

financial insecurity and inequality to racial injustice and other issues. However, there is much more work 

to be done: according to the latest research, the mental health of global employees remains significantly 

lower than it was prior to the pandemic.12 This element in our framework refers to both the way companies 

are actively reducing the stigma of mental health issues and the practices organizations are employing to 

promote positive mental health.



13The Definitive Guide to Wellbeing: The Healthy Organization  |  Copyright © 2021 The Josh Bersin Company

All rights reserved. Not for distribution. Licensed material.

Financial Fitness 

Focusing on financial fitness is relatively new, but research has long shown financial stress can lower 

productivity18 and has even been linked to heart attacks.19 As a result, many organizations now pay 

attention to this critical element of wellbeing by focusing on pay equity and wage transparency as well as 

financial counseling and support. Financial fitness also encompasses career progression and rewards: 

leading companies listen to their workforce to build meaningful opportunities for growth and recognition 

that supplement compensation.

Fair and Equitable Compensation Practices

Employees expect to be paid based on 

accomplishments, capabilities, and results, not 

favoritism or politics. Does your organization 

pay people for their contributions, or do you 

unfairly factor in rank, tenure, or other biases? 

Can employees talk openly with managers about 

their salary? Do workers know how their pay is 

calculated? Do your company’s pay practices 

reflect the financial needs of your workers? 

Financial Counseling and Support

Armed with the knowledge that money-related 

stress is directly linked to issues of physical and 

mental health, companies such as Johnson & 

Johnson emphasize financial counseling and 

support for employees at every stage of their 

lives. They offer student-loan coaching sessions 

for recent-graduate hires and retirement planning 

for tenured employees. They even offer legal 

aid to ensure workers can manage unexpected 

expenses. To address the urgent needs of its 

hourly workers, Metz Culinary Management added 

on-demand pay to the suite of financial programs 

it offers.20

Meaningful Rewards

Rewards can be a powerful lever for cultivating 

employee engagement and wellbeing. Yet we’ve 

found high-value monetary rewards are not as 

important as what employees consider more 

meaningful rewards, which can be determined only 

by knowing your workforce.21 Companies such as 

Amazon, Chipotle, and World Wildlife Fund offer 

a range of more meaningful reward choices that 

suit their workforce, including bonuses, public 

recognition, extra vacation, and even group 

experiences like skydiving or city tours.

Opportunities for Growth and Progression

Our recent report The Definitive Guide: Employee 

Experience showed how being provided with 

growth and development opportunities is key to 

the employee experience. Learning is also crucial 

for wellbeing: developing a new skill can boost 

self-confidence as well as self-esteem, help build 

a sense of purpose, and foster connections with 

others. It’s why companies such as AstraZeneca, 

Visa, and Walmart foster a culture of continuous 

learning, in which people can build their skills, 

move around the company to different roles, and 

progress in nonlinear ways.
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Social Health and Community Service 

Human connection continues to receive attention as employers work hard to combat the effects of 

social isolation and the significant reduction in the face-to-face interactions that had long enabled social 

wellbeing. This element encompasses not only the social experience in and of the workplace but also the 

whole life experience of each employee. The pandemic taught the lesson that, beyond any doubt, family 

health and wellbeing can no longer exist only outside the company. With the line between work and home 

blurred, perhaps permanently, it’s critical for organizations to recognize and support family wellbeing 

beyond providing medical and dental insurance to dependents. For example, many working parents need 

to arrange care for their children or their aging parents (or both). Employers need to figure out how to 

alleviate these major sources of stress. 

Opportunities for Workplace Connections

Organizations have known for a long time that 

social connections in the workplace contribute to 

productivity, innovation, wellbeing, and customer 

satisfaction. With remote and hybrid work here 

to stay, companies need to be intentional about 

fostering connections among their workforce. 

Multi-Color Corporation started a “coffee chat” 

program, which pairs employees with colleagues 

they’ve never met, while employees at Ryan LLC 

use the company’s wellbeing platform to stay 

connected digitally and share personal stories with 

one another. 

Positive Employee Life Experience

Another result of the shift to remote and hybrid 

work is organizations now consider employee 

experience to be inseparable from an employee’s 

whole life experience. As the CHRO of a Japanese 

manufacturing company said, “When we started 

asking our employees to work from their kitchen 

tables, we became intimately involved in their 

lives.” Company strategies include encouraging 

employees to talk about their family life with 

managers, expanding benefits to include all 

members of the household, and formalizing 

policies for flexible work so workers can balance 

commitments without anxiety. 

Empathy and Support for Caregivers

Working parents account for an estimated 35% 

of the global workforce,22 and more than one in 

six U.S. employees care for elderly or differently 

abled family members or friends.23 Companies 

can’t afford to ignore this sizable portion of the 

workforce juggling the demands of work and 

family. Supporting caregiver employees starts 

with understanding their challenges in order to 

offer them the right set of benefits. For example, 

Genentech, upon recently discovering many of 

its employees were struggling at home with teens 

with mental health challenges, now offers targeted 

education about these challenges. 

Community Giveback and Partnerships

In 2018, we wrote about the rise of the social 

enterprise, during which the concept of a company 

moved from strictly a business to an institution 

integrated into the social fabric of society.24 

Today, companies in every industry understand 

the impact of local giveback initiatives and global 

partnerships for social good. From TD Ameritrade’s 

500,000 trees planted in Canadian communities 

to LifeWorks’ sponsorship of a school for refugee 

girls in Kenya, organizations and their employees 

are finding ways to give back to society. 
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Safe Workplace 

While companies in sectors such as healthcare, manufacturing, and energy have long understood the 

importance of a safe workplace, the pandemic has catapulted this element from trivial to business critical 

for all industries. Organizations have had no choice but to design and implement policies for physical 

distancing, contact tracing, and personal protective equipment. But our Healthy Organization Framework 

shows a safe workplace comprises more dimensions than the prevention of injury; it also includes 

inclusion, diversity, and psychological safety. The best companies foster environments in which it is safe 

to make mistakes or to go against the grain without fear of reprisal.

Safety Prioritized in All Roles and Jobs

Keeping workers safe from injury, illness, and 

accidents is an essential responsibility of every 

employer. Although manufacturing companies 

such as Ford and Dover Corporation have strong 

legacies of workplace safety, since the pandemic 

began, leaders in deskbound industries had 

to learn quickly about protecting their people.

Practices include rewarding safe behaviors, 

working with occupational therapists, and ensuring 

that safety protocols are clear and consistent. 

Inclusion, Diversity, and Psychological Safety

When employees feel safe being their true selves 

at work and speaking up without fear of retribution, 

organizations are more likely to innovate and thrive. 

For example, the U.S. airline industry attributes its 

record of no fatal crashes since 2009 to a culture 

of psychological safety in which pilots feel safe 

reporting their mistakes.25 Companies need to 

actively build this kind of psychological safety 

in a variety of ways. IBM celebrates its LGBTQ+ 

employees and leaders publicly, for example, and 

the CEO of DaVita Kidney Care takes unscripted 

questions from employees at live town halls. 

Safe and Healthy Facilities and Work Sites

Space greatly impacts our physical and mental 

health. Organizations have known this for years 

but were sharply reminded in 2020 as workplaces 

were locked down, facilities enforced safety 

protocols, and homes became offices. Now, as 

companies rethink their work environments and 

prepare to make shifts in operating procedures, it’s 

an opportune time to consider how healthy these 

spaces are.

Equity and Accessibility for All Employees

According to the United Nations’ International 

Labour Organization (ILO), employment 

discrimination continues in many different settings 

at work. Hiring practices, job assignments, 

compensation models, working conditions, 

and even wellbeing offerings can be sources of 

inequality for employees. Ensure your practices, 

tools, technologies, and work sites are accessible 

to everyone. Consider a wide range of wellbeing 

offerings for every need. 
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Healthy Culture 

Because wellbeing is now being woven right into companies’ culture, the final element of our framework 

covers business practices that wrap around everything else. Employees and employers alike tell us 

repeatedly all the perks and rewards don’t matter if the culture of the company is unhealthy. Do you have 

leaders who model healthy behaviors and managers who encourage healthy ways of working? Do you 

continuously rethink work for wellbeing and identify and address potential problems and opportunities in 

the work itself? 

Wellbeing across the Company

The rise of the chief health officer in companies 

outside the healthcare industry is a positive sign 

organizations plan to keep their attention on 

wellbeing. Yet it’s not enough to simply assign the 

responsibility of keeping everyone healthy to one 

new executive. Companies such as Ryan LLC, 

Unilever, IBM, and Dover Corporation are building 

a shared vision for employee health and wellbeing 

right into their company’s business strategy and 

culture. “It wasn't that we were creating a culture of 

wellbeing,” said Ryan’s CHRO. “We were unlocking 

the wellbeing in our culture.”

Human-Centered Leaders and Managers

We talk to hundreds of business and HR leaders in 

our ongoing Big Reset initiative, and it’s clear that 

human-centered leaders are essential as we move 

past the pandemic and into a new normal.26 Skills 

such as empathy, listening, learning, and caring 

can inspire people to be their best, healthiest 

selves. How well do your company’s leaders 

model healthy behaviors at work? Do you engage 

in dialogue with your employees about health and 

wellness? Do you participate in wellbeing activities 

alongside your teams? 

Healthy Ways of Working

In the 1980s, studies showed the majority of 

fatal truck accidents in the United States were 

caused by driver drowsiness. Many states 

responded with mandates enforcing rest periods 

and limiting the number of hours a trucker can 

drive in a day. The result? A drastic reduction 

in accidents. Companies can learn from this: 

patterns of work and heavy workloads can’t be 

at odds with the company wellbeing strategy. 

Ensure employee workloads are manageable, 

encourage opportunities for rest and recovery, and 

continuously seek to simplify processes. 

Commitment to the Environment

A recent study showed 72% of multigenerational 

workers in the United Kingdom are concerned 

about the future of the environment. With the 

World Health Organization declaring climate 

change to be the greatest challenge of the 21st 

century, organizations need to consider the impact 

on employees’ mental and social wellbeing. 

Companies such as Nike, Disney, and Starbucks 

are working with their supply-chain partners to 

reduce carbon emissions, use renewable energy in 

manufacturing, and limit single-use plastics. 
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Conclusion

Pursuing employee wellbeing is a considerable 

undertaking for companies, one that involves 

far more than the benefits team. The effort must 

touch on and be embraced by all parts of the 

business, from HR to operations and from entry-

level employees to the C-suite. And it’s not a 

project that can be completed in a year; instead, 

healthy organizations never stop listening to their 

employees, responding to changing needs, and 

embedding health in every aspect of the company. 

It’s easy to see why many companies have 

elevated wellbeing to a strategic priority. With so 

many elements, dimensions, and practices to think 

about, however, it’s hard for companies to know 

where to begin. Which will matter most to your 

company? Where should you focus today? What 

actions will yield the biggest effects? 
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2 Where  
You Stand

Our Healthy Organization Maturity Model tells 

you where your organization stands—and how 

far it has to go.
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We asked companies to share with us what they are doing—and 

not doing—today when it comes to wellbeing. The results reveal 

organizations are laser-focused on three fundamentals:

 Safety at work

 The wellbeing experience

 Employee health data privacy and security 

Key Insights • The next step in wellbeing is taking a thoughtful and 

purposeful approach.

• Most organizations aren’t consistently listening to 

employees, making wellbeing local, or keeping workloads 

manageable.

• Companies fall into one of four levels of healthy 

organization maturity.
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F I G U R E  4

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Strengths and Opportunities in Wellbeing Practices

What are companies doing well today? What are companies not yet doing well?

77% prioritize the physical 

and psychological safety of 

their workers

75% are focused on the wellbeing

experience

70% clearly communicate 

how employee health data is 

being used

survey the workforce regularly to

assess financial health
13%

cultivate health and wellbeing at

a local level
15%

actively balance employee 

workloads
18%

What Companies Are 

Doing Well 

Safety at Work

Nearly eight in ten companies continue to 

prioritize workplace safety. We believe this is 

a lasting product of the events of the past 20 

months, as companies around the world acted 

quickly to protect workers from infection and 

illness from COVID-19. Nearly every industry, 

from manufacturing to professional services 

to banking, invested in personal protective 

equipment for essential workers, undertook 

communication and education about new ways 

of working safely, and provided remote working 

options for desk employees.

Companies have also sought to reduce 

psychological harm stemming from the social 

isolation necessitated by the pandemic, and to 

create safe workplaces during more than a year 

of political unrest and racial conflict. Our research 

shows organizations are prioritizing psychological 

safety in the workplace, encouraging employees 

to bring their true selves to work without fear of 

retribution or penalty, and ensuring safe and easy 

ways for people to report aggression and abuse.

The Importance of the Wellbeing 

Experience

In The Definitive Guide: Employee Experience,27 

we explored the growth of employee experience 

as a strategic capability. Forward-thinking HR 

and leadership teams are redefining how they 

imagine, create, and deliver delightful experiences 

to the workforce, and reaping sizable returns as 

a result. In that report, we showcase companies 

such as IBM, Deutsche Telekom, and Kraft Heinz 
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that are putting employees at the center of their 

wellbeing efforts. 

Our wellbeing research shows this concept in 

action: 75% of the companies we surveyed are 

thinking purposefully about the experience in 

which health, benefits, and wellbeing offerings 

are delivered to employees. Moreover, we find 

companies are in agreement about what’s most 

important in the wellbeing experience: simplicity. 

More than two-thirds of organizations told us they 

design their benefits and wellbeing offerings to be 

easy for employees to understand and use. 

Molina Healthcare, for example, takes an 

“employees as customers” approach to bring its 

wellbeing strategy to life, polling workers regularly 

to ensure the programs it offers continue to be the 

ones needed most. Dover Corporation heard loud 

and clear from its workers that benefits were hard 

to find and access and used the insight to directly 

shape a more seamless wellbeing experience for 

the entire U.S. organization.

Employee Health Data Privacy 

and Security 

In a world in which data has become a new 

natural resource, employee data is arguably 

one of the most powerful resources a company 

has. This data can reveal critical gaps in skills, 

expose pay inequities across the enterprise, 

guide the design of employee experience, and 

streamline hiring practices. When it comes to the 

health of the workforce, employee data can also 

help companies proactively identify important 

patterns of engagement, productivity levels, and 

even burnout. 

Over the past several years, organizations have 

continued to increase not only the volume but 

the type of personal information it collects about 

employees. Wellbeing and benefits platforms 

may gather inputs from employees, such as steps 

taken in a day, hours slept, dietary choices, or the 

number of interactions with an EAP counselor. 

In the past year, many organizations began 

monitoring other highly personal information, such 

as vaccination status and body temperature. 

With this deluge of employee health data, it’s 

crucial for organizations to make clear the ways 

information is being used and protected. Does 

your company have a plan to protect your workers’ 

data? Do employees know what that plan is? 

We found 70% of companies are striving for 

transparency, informing employees how they are 

using personal health data. Digital health platforms 

such as League and others use the newest and 

most secure data standards to implement data 

privacy plans. This simple-to-practice transparency 

yields big results: companies telling their people 

how their health data is collected and used are 

nearly four times more likely to have high levels of 

employee engagement and retention. 

What Companies Aren’t 

Yet Doing 

While companies told us they’re getting the basics 

right, much room for improvement remains. Most 

companies do not yet employ the supporting 

tactics required to truly make wellbeing a part of 

their organization.
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Consistently Listening to 

Employees

As we pointed out in our 2021 definitive guides on 

diversity, equity, and inclusion28 and on employee 

experience,29 continuous listening leading to 

action is imperative for a true understanding of 

the changing needs of the workforce and the 

creation of trust between employee and employer. 

When companies listen to the workforce and 

act appropriately on the input, organizations are 

more profitable, have better customer results, and 

create a sense of inclusion. Employees expect it, 

too: recent research from Qualtrics shows 92% of 

employees believe it’s important for their employer 

to listen to their feedback.30

A company’s wellbeing strategy is a prime 

candidate for employee input, especially as 

organizations today find themselves in a nearly 

constant state of flux. However, in the wellbeing 

domain, organizations are not yet soliciting input 

consistently. While many organizations say they 

monitor the health of their workforce generally, only 

13% say they regularly assess employees’ financial 

health, and only about a quarter assess the shifting 

demands of employees who are caregivers. 

Making Wellbeing Local

Strategic, enterprisewide health and wellbeing 

strategies are emerging in leading companies, 

but an expansive view is not enough. As one 

wellbeing leader said, “It can feel like a long way 

from the CEO to the factory line.” Companies 

need to ensure their wellbeing strategy comes to 

life in every part of the organization, from regional 

sites to varied lines of business to managers 

leading teams. 

While only 15% of businesses say they are 

cultivating health at the local level today, some 

companies are paving the way. For example, 

Unilever identifies mental health champions in 

every plant and trains facility managers on having 

difficult conversations with employees. Genentech 

established a rotating, local health coach job role 

that anyone in the company can apply for to hold 

on a short-term basis.

Keeping Workloads Manageable

Heavy workloads have long been central to the 

discussion of wellbeing. Research has long shown 

unmanageable workloads can increase the risk 

of physical illnesses, including diabetes, stroke, 

and heart disease; the risk of substance abuse; 

and the prevalence of mental health issues, not to 

mention the risk of burnout.31 Despite the evidence, 

the events of 2020 and 2021 have produced 

an environment in which heavy workloads and 

longer workdays are the norm. As we said in 

our employee experience report,32 people aren’t 

working from home; they’re living at work. Reports 

now say adults in the United States are working at 

least one hour per day more than they were before 

the pandemic.33 

Our research reveals most organizations have not 

yet taken steps to relieve the stresses associated 

with heavy workloads. Some companies—about 

30%—are giving employees the opportunity to 

create their own schedules, which is a good start. 

But few are actively supporting the opportunity: 

fewer than one in five organizations say their 

managers help to balance employee workloads.
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What’s Missing? 

Our assessment of what organizations are not 

yet doing is not necessarily a bad-news story. 

Instead, the responses from the people we 

have talked to from hundreds of companies 

reveal an important and optimistic message: the 

disruptions of the past 10 years, converging in 

2020, are a catalyst. Now is the time to take stock 

of how we think holistically about wellbeing and 

what it means to be a healthy organization.

There is agreement among HR leaders that the 

next step in wellbeing is taking a thoughtful and 

purposeful approach. One technology company 

executive put it this way: “We’ve made decisions 

in wellbeing around what worked best for us at 

the time, but we’re not yet looking at the long-

term picture. What do we want to stand for as  

an organization?”

Leadership support and a strategic focus were 

among the important themes that emerged 

and figured prominently when we asked the 

respondents what’s missing from their approach 

to wellbeing. “We’re missing a philosophy and 

a strategy,” one respondent said. Organizations 

recognize the importance of having senior leaders 

who are aligned on a clear vision of wellbeing, 

model and foster healthy behaviors consistently, 

and recognize the value of a holistic framework. 

“We need to build a culture where health and 

wellbeing conversations are seen as value add 

and not seen as weak,” another respondent said. 

Later in this report, we dive into the ways leaders 

can champion wellbeing and the potential impact 

it can have on outcomes. We also share stories 

about companies that have taken a holistic view 

of wellbeing (Figure 5).

F I G U R E  5

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

HR Leaders on Wellbeing Initiatives

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Employee input and feedback 

is lacking”

“We have a lot of 

programs but not 

everyone is engaged 

in them”

“We need measurements of 

outcomes, and a data-led 

approach”

“We’re missing 

a philosophy 

and strategy”

“We need to build a culture where health and 

wellbeing conversations are seen as value 

add and not seen as weak”

“We aren’t 

addressing 

workloads”

“Our wellbeing strategy 

is missing consistent 

leadership support”

“We don’t have shared 

accountability across 

the business”
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Employee engagement in wellbeing programs 

also rose to the top of the list of priorities for 

companies. How do you curate a portfolio of 

offerings, benefits, and tools that’s right for your 

workforce? How do you personalize wellbeing at 

scale, so every employee feels cared for? How do 

you continuously assess and adjust your offerings 

to meet the changing needs of the business and 

employees? And how do you empower workers, 

managers, and executives to engage in the 

activities and education you provide? We explore a 

variety of ways to foster ongoing engagement with 

wellbeing, from formal communication efforts to 

active local health networks, in Chapter 5.

The Healthy Organization 

Maturity Model

Where does your company stand when it comes 

to being a healthy organization? Are you just 

starting on the journey, or is your organization’s 

approach to wellbeing relatively mature? Through 

our research and work with companies around the 

world, we’ve developed the Healthy Organization 

Maturity Model to identify a company’s level of 

organizational health. Organizations fall into one 

of four levels, depending on the effects of their 

wellbeing practices, with companies that operate 

at Level 1 seeing the least positive impact and 

Level 4, the most impact (Figure 6). 

F I G U R E  6

The Healthy Organization Maturity Model

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Employee Safety

View of employees as workers; focus on benefits and safety; limited focus 

on financial, social, or mental wellbeing; little to no leadership support

Employee Wellbeing

View of employees as people; focus on wellbeing experience; 

beginning of personalization efforts; addition of social, 

financial, and mental health programs

Healthy Work

Work barriers removed; recognition of performance; 

opportunities for collaboration and growth; focus on 

equity and accessibility

Healthy Organization

Strategic, holistic view of wellbeing embedded 

in culture; focus on work, workers, and the 

organization; active leadership support

% of surveyed 

companies

15%

28%

24%

33%
L E V E L

1

L E V E L

2

L E V E L

3

L E V E L

4
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Level 1: Employee Safety (33%)

Companies at this level use a healthcentric 

lens and focus on creating a physically safe 

environment for their employees. They tend to 

view their people only as workers, making their 

biggest investments in basic benefits, accident 

prevention, and mitigation of on-the-job injury. At 

this stage, typically only limited attention is paid 

to financial, social, or career health, and mental 

health is supported primarily through standard 

EAP providers. Wellbeing is seen as a benefit and 

may not have much organizational support outside 

of HR. Because companies at Level 1 don’t collect 

or leverage much in the way of employee health 

data, they have no ability to measure participation 

or impact. 

Level 2: Employee Wellbeing (24%)

A mindset change occurs at Level 2: at this stage 

of maturity, employees are viewed as people, not 

just workers. As a result, the employee experience 

with wellbeing programs comes into focus. 

Organizations begin to tune in to the voice of the 

employee, designing and delivering healthcentric 

offerings with the workforce in mind. At this level, 

personalization efforts increase, and the definition 

of wellbeing expands to include social, career, and 

financial elements. The emphasis on mental health 

increases markedly as companies work to add 

more services to protect employees’ emotional 

wellbeing. Leadership support builds slightly but 

typically is inconsistent.

Level 3: Healthy Work (28%)

Organizations at Level 3, confident they are 

protecting the holistic wellbeing of their people, 

turn their attention to making work itself easier 

and simpler for employees to accomplish. 

Managers actively help balance workloads, and 

job processes are continually scrutinized to 

eliminate obstacles. Rewards and recognition 

feature at this level as well, and employees are 

provided with more opportunities to develop and 

grow. At this stage, leaders have begun to take 

more accountability for wellbeing, but it’s not yet 

embedded in the culture.

Level 4: Healthy Organization (15%)

Companies at Level 4 have moved away from 

the notion of delivering wellbeing offerings. They 

have a global view of health and continually seek 

to improve work, workers, and the organization. 

Business practices reflect the company’s 

commitment to health, and wellbeing becomes a 

part of the culture. Leaders in Level 4 organizations 

actively sponsor wellbeing, and accountability is 

distributed across the enterprise. When companies 

reach this pinnacle of health, they outperform in 

every way—delighting customers, retaining the 

best talent, and unleashing innovation.

Conclusion

Now that you know how companies’ wellbeing 

practices can mature, what organizations believe 

they do and don’t do well, and where your 

company stands on the Healthy Organization 

Maturity Model, let’s put this foundational 

knowledge to work. In the next chapter, we reveal 

the most impactful wellbeing practices—those 

with outsize effects on business outcomes—

and look precisely at the roles the CEO and head 

of HR can and should play in building a healthy 

organization.  
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3 Working  
Solutions

How do you create a healthy organization? Here 

we reveal six key findings and fifteen essential 

practices to drive excellence.
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Key Insights •  Our six key findings show that becoming a healthy 

organization can drive business success, but doing 

it right requires a holistic, strategic, and human-

centered approach.

• Leading companies are taking action to embed health and 

wellbeing into every corner of the business.

• There are 15 essential wellbeing practices that healthy 

organizations recognize have a disproportionate impact on 

their performance and people. They include both strategic 

and tactical practices. Without them, little else matters.

While there are a multitude of wellbeing practices and offerings, 

we wanted to know: Do all of them matter? Which ones have the 

biggest impact on critical business outcomes? What organizations 

are leading the way?
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A Strategic View for 

Building a Healthy 

Organization 

To uncover the answers, we examined the impact 

of every dimension of our framework on business 

outcomes (financial performance, customer 

satisfaction, and annual healthcare costs), people 

outcomes (recruitment, employee engagement and 

retention, and great place to work), and innovation 

outcomes (change adaptability and effective 

innovation). Figure 7 shows what we learned.

We discovered the actions driving a healthy 

organization come from every element of our 

framework; business impact doesn’t result from 

heavy investment in one particular element over 

F I G U R E  7

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

The Dimensions That Matter Most
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others. It’s not enough to simply prioritize the 

safety and physical health of your workforce and 

call it a day. Nor is it sufficient to focus only on 

employee wellbeing and ignore the culture of the 

organization itself. 

Leading companies such as Ryan LLC and IBM 

look at wellbeing across all areas of our framework. 

At Ryan, for example, the CHRO has built a vision 

for health encompassing four company pillars it 

calls career, physical, financial, and emotional. 

IBM’s wellbeing strategy includes mind, social, 

and financial health as well as a core principle 

of purpose.

It’s valuable to note that for every practice 

we measured there was a positive impact on 

outcomes. But it’s not possible—or appropriate—

to push on all of them in equal measure. Our heat 

map shows protecting mental health, promoting 

equity and accessibility, and cultivating human-

centered leaders yield the highest impact overall. 

In fact, we found companies doing these things 

are five times more likely to have high levels of 

employee engagement, seven times more likely to 

be recognized as a great place to work, and three 

times more likely to delight their customers. It’s 

clear authentically caring for people is at the heart 

of a healthy organization.

What about the dimensions that show the lowest 

overall impact? Work-life integration, safety, 

caregiver support, and community/environmental 

giveback yield only a moderate impact on the 

combined outcomes we measured. These factors 

can be thought of as very precise levers bringing 

specific results. The impact of balanced work-

life integration on innovation is high, for example, 

while support for caregivers and other community 

and environmental programs are associated with a 

greater impact on people metrics. 

Six Key Findings

It’s abundantly clear from our research that a 

healthy organization is about much more than 

just fitness classes and safety training. And, while 

every dimension we studied showed a positive 

impact on outcomes, we found focusing on 

specific factors can dramatically impact a business 

in unique ways. In this section, we dig into the top 

six findings from our analysis. 

1. It pays off when the business 

works with HR to build a healthy 

organization.

Over the past two years, we’ve studied what 

defines high-performing HR functions as part 

of our HR Capability Project.34 We’ve found 

that exceptional HR teams acting as consulting 

organizations actually drive enterprise growth, 

profitability, and transformation significantly 

more than their HR peers, who remain largely 

administrative and siloed. In other words, when the 

HR group is agile and practices design thinking 

to push innovative solutions and transparency 

into every corner of the organization, the business 

itself benefits.

Our study of healthy organizations shows this 

“consultative approach” is paying off yet again. 

Of all the wellbeing practices we measured, the 
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biggest contributor to financial performance 

comes when HR and the business work together 

on wellbeing. 

the most difficult circumstances their people have 

ever experienced. But the programs are often 

disconnected from the business they’re meant 

to serve. 

Then there are the companies that have seen 

COVID-19 as a catalyst. These organizations 

recognize that not only did the pandemic make 

employee health and safety a priority agenda item, 

but that ongoing civil and social unrest demanded 

psychological safety, community belonging, and 

inclusion be front and center as well. And they view 

the meteoric rise of the importance of wellbeing 

as an opportunity to make organizational health 

a strategic capability shared by everyone in 

the company.

The same companies are boldly taking action 

to embed wellbeing into every corner of their 

business. How? By putting in place a global health 

strategy, distributing ownership for wellbeing 

across business units, and ensuring senior 

leaders make a healthy workforce a top priority. 

And they are far ahead of their Level 1 peers, as 

Figure 8 shows. 

A great example of this approach is Unilever’s 

global wellbeing and diversity center of excellence. 

The newly formed cross-functional council is 

Leading companies are taking action  

to embed health and wellbeing into every  

corner of the business.

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

When HR works closely with the 

business on wellbeing strategy, 

companies are:

More likely to exceed financial targets

More likely to delight customers

20×

3×

More likely to innovate effectively5×

Who’s Getting It Right?

When we studied companies for this research 

and talked with HR leaders about their wellbeing 

practices, we found organizations approach 

wellbeing in one of two ways. On one side are 

those that continue to deliver offerings from the 

benefits department. These companies are trying, 

as so many have during the pandemic, to do right 

by their workforce. They’re adding more and more 

programs and perks to the pile—think yoga classes 

and step challenges—hoping to mitigate some of 
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F I G U R E  8

High-Performing Organizations Make Wellbeing Everyone’s Priority

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Our organization has a 

global health strategy for our 

workforce

Ownership and accountability 

of wellbeing is distributed to all 

business units

Senior leaders focus on health 

and wellbeing in their teams

88%

39%

88%

33%

100%

27%

Level 1 MaturityLevel 4 Maturity

% of study respondents

composed of HR and business leaders and sees 

its primary mission as embedding the core tenets 

of the company’s health strategy into business 

practices across the enterprise. 

2. Leadership really matters  

in a healthy organization, but 

most companies aren’t walking 

the walk.

Every company in every industry and every 

geography has been fundamentally impacted 

not just by the pandemic but also by the 

convergence of disruptions over the past decade. 

Business models, services and offerings, 

customer interactions, powerful next-generation 

technologies, and new ways of working and living 

have changed the world of work dramatically and 

continue to change it daily. As a result, employees 

need guidance and support every day—and they 

look to leaders for that support. 

When it comes to building a healthy organization, 

we find leadership behaviors and actions 

promoting wellbeing have an outsize impact on 

nearly every performance outcome we measured. 

For example, companies in which leaders engage 

with the workforce in regular dialogue about 

health and wellbeing are 4 times more likely to 

be financial outperformers, and 12 times more 

likely to be considered a great place to work, 

than organizations with leaders who don’t do this. 

Likewise, when leaders and managers participate 

alongside their teams in wellbeing activities or 

model healthy habits, employee engagement and 

innovation both rise significantly (Figure 9).
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F I G U R E  9

Leaders Walking the Walk in Wellbeing

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

When leaders engage in regular dialogue with the workforce on topics related to 

health and wellbeing, the organization is:

More likely to 
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a great place 
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financial 

targets

4×
But only 

39%
do this today

When leaders and managers actively participate in wellbeing activities with the 

workforce, the organization is:

More likely to 

innovate 

effectively
2×

More likely to 

have low

levels of 

absenteeism

4×
More likely to 

engage 

and retain 

employees

15×
But only 

35%
do this today

When leaders model healthy living habits and practices, the organization is:

More likely to 

be considered 

a great place 

to work

7×
More likely to 

innovate 

effectively
3×

More likely to 

engage 

and retain 

employees

4×
But only 

34%
do this today

When managers and leaders are trained to be strong coaches, the organization is:

More likely to 

be considered 

a great place 

to work

12×
More likely to 

engage and 

retain 

employees

8×
More likely 

to exceed 

financial 

targets

3×
But only 

33%
do this today

When managers ensure employee workloads are manageable, the organization is:

More likely to 

innovate 

effectively
2×

More likely to 

be considered 

a great place 

to work

3×
More likely to 

have low

levels of 

absenteeism

2×
But only 

19%
do this today
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Some companies are investing heavily in cultivating 

human-centered leaders who are equipped 

with new skills such as coaching, listening, and 

empathy and are prepared to show their own 

humanity. Ford, for example, recently reinvented 

its global leadership development program. 

Next, it’s rolling out education to teach its people 

managers how to “show, not tell”—that is, to share 

more of themselves with their teams. And one life-

sciences company we spoke to is on a mission 

to normalize mental health challenges like bipolar 

disorder, depression, and anxiety, encouraging its 

leaders to share, in meetings and online, personal 

stories about their own struggles or those of 

family members. 

While some leading companies have started 

to “talk the talk” by engaging in leader-led 

conversations with the workforce about wellbeing 

and having leaders who are modeling healthy 

practices themselves, most organizations still have 

a way to go. Our study shows only about a third 

of companies excel at encouraging leaders to talk 

the talk. Further, when it comes to leaders “walking 

the walk”—taking real action to make work itself 

healthier and to relieve worker stresses—the reality 

is most organizations aren’t there yet. Fewer than 

one in five organizations say their people managers 

focus on ensuring employee workloads are 

manageable, and less than half say they assess 

and simplify work processes regularly. 

There is opportunity for change here—and 

for good reason. Our research shows when 

companies cultivate leaders who don’t just model 

healthy habits but also intervene to make work 

healthier, they see even more positive outcomes. 

Absenteeism drops, engagement soars, and the 

bottom line improves.

Learning from the Best

We found significant differences in healthy 

leadership practices when we looked across 

industries. Companies in manufacturing are 

confidently outpacing others in both the leadership 

behaviors and the actions that matter most. We 

urge organizations in sectors such as financial 

services, professional services, consumer 

products, and tech to learn from the best. 

For example, 60% of the respondents in the 

manufacturing sector said their leaders model 

healthy habits, compared with just 14% of those 

in the financial-services sector. Further, nearly 

three times as many manufacturing organizations 

as consumer products companies report  

their managers actively ensure workloads  

are manageable.

Why this wide gap? It likely has to do with the 

legacy of health and safety that manufacturing 

companies bring to the table—they have long known 

that worker health is not just nice to have but a 

competitive requirement for a company’s survival. 

3. Healthy organizations are 

winning the war for talent.

There’s no doubt about it: today’s labor market is 

unlike anything seen in decades. It’s been forming 

since before the pandemic, with the exodus of 

baby boomers from the workforce, the growing 

skills crisis, and the surge of artificial intelligence 

and automation threatening to transform nearly 

every job. And now, as the pandemic continues to 

wane, albeit unevenly, around the globe, employee 

movement is at an all-time high. In fact, Microsoft 

recently published findings showing that as much 

as 41% of the global workforce may seek new 

employment this year,35 while Prudential’s Pulse 

of the American Worker survey suggests highly 

skilled workers are a significant flight risk.36 

All of this comes at a time when most companies 

are gearing up for massive growth. Indeed, nearly 

every CHRO and talent leader we’ve talked to, in 

virtually every industry, is laser-focused on hiring 
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again. Hiring is up, job requisitions have tripled, 

and there is enormous demand. But there are not 

enough workers to go around. Companies simply 

can’t afford not to pay attention to the war for 

talent. The cost of losing people is high, and it only 

gets higher in a tight labor market.37 

Taking a People-First Approach

As our latest global Employee Experience research 

shows, equitable, people-first practices that foster 

growth, community, and teamwork are key to 

creating an irresistible organization.38 Our Healthy 

Organization research bears this out: healthy 

organizations are prioritizing these exact factors, 

and they’re reaping the reward in talent.

We found paying employees in a fair and equitable 

manner is the number-one predictor of people 

outcomes: companies doing this are way ahead 

of their peers when it comes to finding and hiring 

the right talent, engaging the talent they have, 

and keeping people from wanting to leave. Yet not 

enough companies get it right. Recent research we 

conducted with IBM shows only 31% of companies 

say they pay their people fairly and equitably.39 

Why so few? It may be that companies have not 

yet tuned into the truth that the old links between 

pay and worker loyalty have been uncoupled. Fair 

and equitable compensation does not necessarily 

mean higher compensation. Instead, a people-

first approach means ensuring that workers across 

the organization understand why and how they’re 

compensated for their work, and that they have 

confidence that pay inequities related to race, 

gender, or other immaterial factors are eliminated. 

Companies such as Adobe and Salesforce 

have committed to continuously assessing their 

compensation models to build trust.

Our analysis also found three additional people-

first wellbeing practices at one organization yield 

even greater results when it comes to the talent 

pipeline. The impact is extraordinary when, in 

addition to paying fairly, companies create and 

foster strong virtual and face-to-face communities, 

give employees the tools they need to grow 

and develop, and cultivate a culture of helping 

one another.

4. A safe workplace remains 

the number-one focus area for 

companies, and they can’t afford 

to regress.

Safety efforts have a long history in the workplace. 

From the earliest days of the Industrial Revolution, 

employees and employers have grappled with how 

to make and keep job conditions safe for workers. 

For decades, the topic remained squarely the 

concern of industrial sectors like manufacturing, 

mining, and utilities, where labor was often at high 

risk and accidents were most likely to occur. As 

labor laws and regulations evolved, they focused 

primarily on the prevention of physical injury. 

This remained the case throughout much 

of the 20th century, until economist Amy C. 

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Companies that pay fairly, create 

strong communities, give 

employees tools to grow, and foster 

a culture of helping each other are:

More likely to be recognized as a 

great place to work20×

More likely to have high levels of 

engagement and retention11×

More likely to be able to attract 

new talent6×
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Edmonson introduced in the late 1990s the 

notion of psychological safety at work. Being 

psychologically safe can be defined as able to 

act as one’s true self without fear of negative 

consequences. The definition can be expanded 

to include a shared belief that taking interpersonal 

risks on one’s team is safe. Google was one of the 

first companies to pay attention to psychological 

safety, as part of studying team performance. 

The concept was subsequently embraced by the 

tech industry, and then gained some traction with 

professional-services companies and the financial 

sector. It remained largely off the radar of other 

industries, however. 

A Sea Change in How Companies View Safety

That changed in 2020, when COVID-19 made every 

company rethink its definition of workplace safety. 

For starters, physical safety became truly a matter 

of life and death. For companies in deskbound 

industries such as professional services, finance, 

and government—whose focus on safety before 

the pandemic was mostly limited to ergonomic 

office furniture—this was entirely new territory. 

It was also territory no company could afford to 

ignore: early pandemic surveys showed that nearly 

80% of office workers demanded clear plans for 

safe and healthy workplaces.40 

Almost overnight, CHROs had to navigate public-

health protocols, learn about infection prevention, 

and implement contact tracing. Today, as 

companies grapple with reopening, they’re adding 

social distancing, protective equipment, and mask 

policies to what they must consider to ensure their 

workforce is safe and ready to return. For example, 

S&P Global has developed an app to support a 

safe return to the workplace. Before entering an 

office site, employees must submit verification of 

their health status by using the app, which even 

integrates with S&P’s badge readers and tells the 

system which floor and workspace an employee 

has entered.

The pandemic’s long tail, combined with more 

than a year of social, racial, and political unrest 

around the globe, has left its mark on the 

emotional and mental wellbeing of employees. 

Psychological safety took center stage in 2020, 

as employees grappled with isolation, caring for 

sick family members, and juggling unexpected 

childcare needs. Many feared for the security 

of their jobs as colleagues were laid off in the 

thousands. Frontline workers in healthcare were 

overwhelmed by a deluge of patients and not 

enough clinical equipment. 

Haier, a global manufacturing company in China 

that has long been an advocate of psychological 

safety, is far ahead of its peers in the industry. Even 

before the events of 2020, the company seized on 

an employee’s idea for a public mood board, where 

employees could openly share how they were 

feeling before they started a shift. The practice 

spread quickly and is now part of the culture in the 

organization, serving it well through the pandemic. 

The mood board “gives employees the chance to 

express how they feel and to share what’s on their 

mind,” one employee said. “That not only helps us 

to get conversation going, but it also helps us to do 

our jobs better.” 

Companies have never been more focused on 

protecting their people. As our research shows, a 

safe workplace remains the number-one priority 

area for organizations. As Figure 10 shows, nearly 

60% of our survey respondents are leading in 

this key element, continuing to take strides to 

keep their workforce safe. Organizations from 

all industries now tell us they are committed 

to practices promoting both physical and 

psychological safety. The benefits are significant: 

companies focused on physical safety are 

four times more likely to innovate effectively, 

while those focused on psychological safety 

see customer satisfaction increase by a factor 

of three. 
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5. Healthy organizations are 

committed to healthy practices 

that go beyond company walls.

It’s not news that helping others and supporting 

communities through volunteering, giving back, 

and living responsibly have an impact on physical 

and mental health. Studies show adults who 

volunteer their time feel physically healthier than 

those who don’t, and that their stress levels drop 

considerably.41 

Reinforcing this, our Pandemic Response research 

found companies prioritizing an inspiring mission 

and purpose are more than five times more likely 

than companies that don’t to have highly satisfied 

customers and three times more likely to have 

overall excellent financial performance, engagement 

and retention, and innovation practices.42 

As companies increasingly look at environmental, 

social, and governance (ESG) factors, it stands 

to reason creating opportunities for community 

givebacks and social responsibility would be 

important pieces to include in a wellbeing strategy. 

As it turns out, though, not all companies are 

getting it right. 

In our study, there’s a big divide between Level 

4 (healthy) organizations and the rest. At Level 4, 

these vanguard companies are boldly organizing 

activities—usually on company time—to give 

employees the opportunity to support local and 

environmental initiatives (Figure 11). 

U.S. pharmaceutical company Genentech, for 

example, is acutely aware of the impact of climate-

change anxiety—or eco-anxiety—on the health 

and wellbeing of its employees. Workers have 

F I G U R E  1 0

How Companies Rank by Healthy Organization Dimension

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Safe Workplace

Technology and HR Capabilities

Social Health and Community Service

Healthy Culture

Financial Fitness

Physical Health

Mental Wellbeing

Percentage of respondents who are prioritizing these elements today

58%

51%

46%

42%

38%

38%

32%
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F I G U R E  11

been bringing their concerns right to the CEO, and 

the company is in the process of coordinating a 

range of individual and organizational actions to 

combat climate change. Similarly, at the request 

of its employees, LifeWorks turned its successful 

step challenges into charitable donations. When 

workers participated in challenges, the company 

contributed directly on their behalf.

It doesn’t stop at volunteerism. More often than 

their peers, healthy organizations are prioritizing 

sustainability through their selection of supply-

chain partners and by implementing sustainable 

practices at higher cost. British Telecom’s 

governance framework includes a set of formalized 

climate-change principles, while Cisco works 

with the Responsible Minerals Initiative to ensure 

it sources natural materials only from companies 

that share its commitment to human rights and 

environmental sustainability.

Such efforts are paying off. These companies are 

much more likely than others to be considered a 

great place to work by employees and candidates, 

Healthy Organizations Commit to Practices beyond Company Walls

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

We organize local activities 

so employees can give back 

to their community

We give employees paid time 

off to contribute to local 

environmental and social 

initiatives

We select supply-chain 

partners who demonstrate 

a commitment to 

environmental sustainability

We focus on 

sustainable practices at 

all workplaces

Level 1 MaturityLevel 4 Maturity

% of study respondents

33%

36%

27%

43%

63%

2× more

1.3× more

1.5× more

3× more

50%

86%

63%
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have much higher employee retention rates, and 

even see higher levels of customer satisfaction and 

loyalty. Higher ESG ratings are an additional happy 

side effect.

6. Simple, transparent wellbeing 

technology fosters innovation.

When it comes to employee wellbeing, technology 

can be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, 

with a corporate wellbeing technology market 

set to reach nearly $90 billion by 2026,43 there’s 

almost no limit to the variety of tools, offerings, 

and services employers can present to employees 

and candidates. Everything can be made 

available right at an employee’s fingertips—from 

wearables tracking sleep and exercise patterns 

to personal financial advisers, digital coaching, 

and online childcare services. Of course, the flip 

side is employees—and employers—who are now 

overwhelmed by options. It’s not uncommon for 

companies to have 30 or more solutions available 

in the wellbeing space alone. 

What makes wellbeing technology “sticky” enough 

to have an impact? We found two things matter 

most when it comes to corporate wellbeing 

solutions: simplicity and transparency. This holds 

true for both employees and employers. When 

companies implementing wellbeing technology 

strive for simplicity and transparency with both 

the employer and employee in mind, they score 

consistently higher in metrics of innovation, not to 

mention other outcomes as well. 

Striving for Simplicity

When it comes to employee experiences in the 

workplace, simplicity trumps complexity every 

time. As the head of employee experience at 

Unilever put it recently,44 “We are experience 

makers, making the daily moments simple and the 

big moments special.”

The same principle holds true for experiences with 

wellbeing tools. According to research by Health 

Advocate, nearly half of employees say dealing 

with multiple solutions to access benefits and 

wellbeing programs is confusing.45 In addition, 

recent research by Harvard Business Review 

shows one of the biggest roadblocks to employee 

use of wellbeing and benefits programs is the 

difficulty employees have navigating them.46 

Companies are beginning to turn this insight into 

action. We found that six in ten companies strive 

to make their health and benefits tools simple to 

find, understand, and use, and seven in ten use 

simplicity as a guiding principle for designing 

benefits and wellbeing offerings. And for good 

reason: we found ensuring health benefits tools 

are simple to find is one of the most impactful 

practices a company can employ. 

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Companies that leverage tools that 

make benefits easy to find and 

clearly communicate how employee 

data is used are:

Companies that continuously 

monitor and measure workforce 

wellbeing and are trusted by their 

employees to protect their data are:

More likely than companies that 

don’t to innovate effectively2×

More likely to adapt well to change4×

More likely to adapt well to change2×

More likely to have lower annual 

claim costs2×
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Using wellbeing platforms is one way to push 

forward on simplicity and transparency. League, 

for example, has an integrated platform bringing 

together all elements of health, benefits, and 

wellbeing into a single open-architecture platform 

employees can access on mobile devices. 

Turning Up the Transparency

As the number of wellbeing technologies continues 

to explode in the workplace, so too do the 

volume and variety of health and personal data 

being collected. Although many people have 

lost confidence in government and the media,47 

employees still largely trust their employers. It’s 

never been more important for companies to be 

radically transparent about the data they collect 

and how they protect it.

In fact, our research shows a direct link between 

the level of information employees have about 

how their health and wellbeing data is being used 

and how they perceive the company as a place to 

work. When employers don’t communicate clearly, 

the company’s reputation—and performance—

take a hit.

The rule of transparency is also important for 

employers. Companies that have visibility into the 

health of their workforce and continuously monitor 

wellbeing are much more likely than others to be 

adaptable and responsive to change. It doesn’t 

stop there, however. When companies use digital 

tools and platforms to measure their investment in 

health and wellbeing programs, they are, we found, 

nearly six times more likely to outperform their 

peers financially. 

The Top 15 Essential 

Practices

Unsure where to begin? Armed with the key 

findings described in this chapter, we have found 

that the actions listed in Figure 12 are the  

15 with the greatest impact on business outcomes, 

including financial performance, innovation, and 

people metrics. 

What’s fascinating about these practices is that 

they run the gamut from relatively simple and 

tactical to complex and expensive strategic 

endeavors. Some, like providing employee access 

to mental health or addiction support at no cost, 

require only an investment to implement. Others, 

however, can take years of discipline to achieve 

and require strong commitment from the business, 

HR, and senior leadership. For example, fostering 

a culture of helping others does not happen 

overnight, nor can it happen in just one area of a 

company. Likewise, paying employees in a fair and 

equitable way, the number-one most impactful 

practice, requires ongoing attention.

Many of these essential practices revolve around 

core themes of equity, transparency, authenticity, 

and trust—which are hallmarks of an irresistible 

and inclusive organization.48 Becoming a healthy 

organization is a goal that is closely aligned with 

employee experience and diversity. In fact, many 

companies we have talked to are beginning to 

bring these capabilities together under a single 

strategy because they are so deeply intertwined. 
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F I G U R E  1 2

The 15 Essential Practices of a Healthy Organization

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Practice Dimension Element
Relative 

Impact

Pay employees in a fair and 

equitable way

Leadership actively participates 

in wellbeing activities

Give employees tools and support 

to build new skills

Encourage mindfulness through 

education and practice

Provide access to mental 

health support at no cost

Continually check in with people 

for signs of employee burnout

Foster a culture of helping others

Ensure health and benefits tools 

are simple to find and use

Develop health and wellbeing 

offerings with the business

Provide addiction support to all 

employees at no cost

Competitive compensation 

practices

Human-centered 

leadership

Opportunities for growth

Focus on positive 

mental health

Focus on positive 

mental health

Focus on positive 

mental health

Praise and appreciation

Enabling technology

HR capabilities

Support for acute care

Financial Fitness

Healthy Culture

Financial Fitness

Mental Wellbeing

Mental Wellbeing

Mental Wellbeing

Mental Wellbeing

Technology and 

HR Capabilities

Technology and 

HR Capabilities

Physical Health

1

3

4

5

2

6

8

9

10

7

VERY HIGH

Continuously assess and simplify 

work processes and procedures

Recognize performance and 

collaboration formally and informally

Ensure wellbeing programs are 

equitable for all

Design workplaces, tools, and tech 

to be accessible for all abilities

Build virtual and face-to-face 

communities that foster engagement

Healthy ways of working

Praise and appreciation

Equitability and 

accessibility for all

Equitability and 

accessibility for all

Workplace connections

Healthy Culture

Mental Wellbeing

Safe Workplace

Safe Workplace

Social Health and 

Community Service

11

13

14

15

12

MODERATE
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Conclusion

Ideally, a company’s wellbeing strategy would 

encompass all 7 elements, 25 dimensions, 

and 91 practices and programs in our Healthy 

Organization Framework. But prioritizing the 15 

essential practices we’ve identified delivers a 

disproportionately large and positive impact. 

How are leading companies bringing these  

critical health and wellbeing practices to life? 

What results are they seeing? Read on for 

examples of excellence from some of the world’s 

best companies. 
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4 Examples of 
Excellence

Healthy organizations have superior people, innovation, 

and business outcomes. The case studies in this 

chapter explain some of the best practices of three 

leading companies.
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Cisco Systems: Connecting with Health across  

the Enterprise

Cisco Systems is an American technology 

company with roots in the earliest days of 

computer networking. Headquartered in San 

Jose, California, Cisco develops, manufactures, 

and sells networking hardware, software, and 

telecommunications equipment. The company 

employs more than 75,000 people, with half of its 

workforce in the United States and the balance 

spread around the globe. 

The holistic wellbeing of employees and leaders 

is a company priority. It’s why Cisco’s global 

wellbeing strategy is informed by data and 

balanced to support all aspects of worker health. 

Taking an approach to embed what it calls a 

conscious culture of wellbeing, the organization 

focuses on the physical, emotional, social, and 

financial wellbeing of employees. As such, the 

company has long offered a wide range of benefits 

and programs to its entire workforce in all these 

areas. Well known as an employer that cares for its 

people, Cisco regularly earns awards as one of the 

best places to work.

“It’s very important for us to make sure that we’re 

not guessing when it comes to wellbeing,” said 

Natalia Nowak, global wellbeing consultant. “We 

base our actions, our resources, our messages, on 

what our employees need and what is top of mind 

for them at the very moment. It’s why we have 

such a wide range of benefits, most of which are 

available globally.”

When the pandemic hit in 2020, the global benefits 

team recognized the need to become even more 

agile given rapidly changing conditions around the 

world. “You can come up with an annual strategy 

and plan a full calendar of events. And it’s great, 

but then something like a pandemic occurs,” 

Nowak said. “Suddenly it’s no longer possible to 

deliver things the way you wanted. Or, worse, the 

things that you planned are no longer relevant to 

what is happening.”

As a result, Sheila Champion-Smeeth, global head 

of wellbeing, and her team focus on market-leading 

wellbeing research to continuously listen to the 

workforce, surveying cross-sections of employees 

on a quarterly basis. Armed with data and insights 

directly from the people they serve, they build 

wellbeing themes that can be deployed globally, 

with targeted regional and local actions as needed. 

The company believes taking time to recharge is 

important for one’s mental health. That’s why in 

August 2020 Cisco closed its offices around the 

world and offered all of its employees a “Day for 

Me”—an unexpected paid day off. With everyone 

taking the day off, employees could truly step away 

from work without fear of missing out.

“As much as possible, we want to be proactive, 

and we also know when it is important to react 

to something that is happening,” Nowak said. 

“With our approach, we can support regions 
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and business functions that need it most.” Cisco 

embedded wellbeing into pandemic responses, 

providing preventive, crisis, and just-in-time 

support. It held “Ask Me Anything” global 

events focused on holistic wellbeing with expert 

physicians joining the executive leadership team 

in discussion.

The company is always ready to learn and adjust. 

For example, in 2019, when the wellbeing team 

examined the data around wellbeing education, 

it discovered something interesting: while many 

workers engaged with the wellbeing webinars 

the company offered, their participation even 

in multiple webinars did not improve employee 

wellbeing scores. Instead, what was having an 

impact was the opportunity for social connection.

“We found that whether someone attended one 

or seven webinars, it didn’t necessarily matter,” 

Nowak said. “But anyone who attended a social 

event, for example a challenge, or connected 

as a group afterward, their level of self-reported 

wellbeing was significantly higher than that of 

those who only attended the webinars.” 

As a result of this insight, Cisco is now moving 

toward what it calls “wellbeing experiences.” A 

webinar or event might kick off with an inspirational 

speaker, and then employees have a chance to 

connect with others around the company through a 

variety of social forums, events, or activities. Cisco 

understands the importance of supporting mental 

and emotional wellbeing and focuses on ensuring 

people feel safe to ask for help. It offers science-

based techniques to cultivate a resilient mindset 

through global training programs in mindfulness. 

Active leadership support is the key. The wellbeing 

team knows scaling effectively across such a 

large and diverse workforce requires that people 

managers and executives understand the value of 

wellbeing efforts and are equipped with the tools 

and training to care for their teams effectively. 

Nowak said Cisco has developed “ready-to-use 

rituals” as a way for leaders and employees to 

regularly engage in wellbeing. For example, leader 

and team weekly check-ins now incorporate 

wellbeing priorities alongside business priorities, 

giving everyone the opportunity to join the 

conversation. 

The work continues at Cisco, where it recognizes 

wellbeing is not a one-time endeavor. “The work 

is never done for us,” said Nowak. “We will keep 

listening to our people and taking care of them in 

the best ways we can.” 
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Dream: Building a Better Benefits Solution

Dream is a residential and commercial builder and 

asset-management company based in Toronto 

with 550 employees. Recently, Dream implemented 

a new human resources information system (HRIS), 

enabling employees to become more self-sufficient 

in accessing their information. Around the same 

time, Dream launched an initiative to collect 

Glassdoor reviews. While the reviews were overall 

very positive, some pointed out that the benefits 

program could be improved. 

With solid evidence in hand, Dream hoped to find 

a benefits solution that could optimize outcomes 

from health data in the same way its HRIS had 

enhanced the HR function. Ideally, it would also 

provide a singular access point for employees 

to navigate and use their health and benefits 

programs. 

With a healthy budget for benefits, Dream was 

not necessarily looking for cost savings. “We 

were interested in the preventative data analytic 

piece, with an increased focus on prevention 

and personalization,” said Louise Sullivan, vice 

president of people and culture. With the CFO’s 

support, the company chose League, a digital 

health and benefits platform provider.

As part of the initiative, Dream designed a new 

multitiered benefits plan based on previous 

healthcare and prescription usage. Sullivan wanted 

to make sure that the new plan better reflected the 

actual needs of employees. As a result, the new 

benefits offering includes a $1,000 mental health 

benefit, telemedicine, a health spending account, 

and a lifestyle spending account that could be 

used for gym memberships, massages, and similar 

services in addition to the company’s standard life 

and disability insurance.

The League platform acts as a one-stop health and 

wellness center for employees, connecting them to 

carriers, third-party providers, and point solutions. 

It also integrates with Dream’s HRIS. Enrollment 

in the app reached a high of 98%, and monthly 

usage is about 70%. “It’s allowing people to focus 

on wellness,” Sullivan said. To keep employees 

engaged and keep wellness top of mind, company 

leaders make sure to mention health and wellbeing 

every week in one of their communication 

channels. 

Looking ahead, Sullivan hopes Dream’s focus on 

preventive wellness will help decrease prescription 

usage and claims. “My goal is that we have 

happier, healthier employees,” she said. “Healthy 

employees are more likely to be happy employees, 

and that leads to increased employee engagement, 

which helps our bottom line.” 
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Unilever Canada: Elevating Wellbeing to a  

Strategic Priority

Founded in the United Kingdom in 1930, Unilever 

resulted from the merger of Margarine Unie and 

Lever Brothers Soap. Today, the multinational is  

a consumer-goods company with more than  

400 distinct brands, including Dove, Knorr, Sunlight, 

and Lipton. The company serves markets  

worldwide and employs close to 150,000 workers  

in more than 100 countries. 

Unilever has a purpose centered around 

sustainable living and a mission to improve the 

health and hygiene of the world’s population. 

“Without a healthy society,” said Unilever CEO  

Alan Jope, “there cannot be a healthy business.”

It’s not surprising, then, that at Unilever Canada 

workforce wellbeing is much more than a 

program delivered to the workforce. In fact, to 

ensure wellbeing could be well integrated into the 

organizational culture, the company pulled the 

function out of the benefits department several 

years ago. “We see wellbeing rooted in leadership 

behaviors, attitudes, and cultural norms,” said 

Bronwyn Ott, the company’s wellbeing leader for 

North America. “We’re no longer saying it’s the 

employee’s sole responsibility to take care of their 

wellbeing. We as an employer have a key role to 

play as a determinant of health.”

This structural shift has also resulted in a team 

Ott said is much more agile and collaborative 

than before. Because of how wellbeing has been 

elevated as a strategic discipline, the team can 

flow through all levels of the company. “We can 

work with the leadership team or the learning 

and development team,” she said. “Or I can work 

with benefits or go in and work with the plant 

leadership team. Our model really allows us to 

work differently.”

As part of the manufacturing sector and as a 

company that makes foods and personal products, 

Unilever has long made safety a priority. In 1883, 

when the company’s founder launched Sunlight 

Soap in the United Kingdom, the company had a 

clear purpose: to popularize cleanliness and bring 

it within reach of ordinary people. As a result, 

Unilever’s wellbeing strategy is rooted in a strong 

commitment to health. But it considers more than 

physical health and safety.

Unilever’s wellbeing strategy comprises four 

equal quadrants—physical health, mental health, 

socio-emotional health, and purpose. Unilever 

utilized League's platform to activate the wellbeing 

strategy. The framework is shared widely with the 

workforce. In her early days with the company, Ott 

traveled around Canada to meet with thousands 

of employees and unpack each of the quadrants. 

“We talked openly about what each pillar means 

to them,” she said. “I learned what’s getting 

in the way, and they told me how we can best 

support them.”

Today, Unilever Canada is recognized as an 

industry leader for its holistic approach to 

wellbeing, perhaps most notably for its pledge to 

support positive mental health. For example, Ott 
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said the company recently implemented a digital 

mental health program in addition to its existing 

employee assistance program. It also enhanced its 

benefits coverage for mental health and launched 

a network of mental health champions across 

the organization. “We wanted to ensure that our 

people have access to a variety of mental health 

supports while at the same time removing any 

potential barriers to make it easy for them,” Ott 

said. “Employees and their families can reach out 

for the personalized support they need.”

Globally, Unilever is consistent in its efforts to 

promote mental health awareness and reduce 

stigmas related to mental health issues both 

inside and outside the organization. For example, 

parent company Unilever UK is one of the founding 

partners of Heads Together, a mental health 

initiative spearheaded by The Royal Foundation of 

The Duke and Duchess of Cambridge. 

Internally, Ott and her team work continuously 

to build psychological safety into the workplace. 

A striking example of this is the expansion of 

Unilever’s signature “safety moments,” where 

every leader begins a meeting with a story or 

reminder about safety. These have now evolved 

into “safety and wellbeing moments.” Ott noted 

they are an opportunity the Canadian leadership 

has embraced: the general manager of Unilever 

Canada often talks openly about his personal 

wellbeing and challenges he faces, sometimes 

even sharing how he has used one of the 

company’s many wellbeing offerings. 

As a healthy organization, Unilever Canada is 

striving to embed wellbeing into every corner of 

the company. For Ott, this means it’s not her job 

as the wellbeing leader or her team’s job to “own” 

wellbeing. “Wellbeing is no longer the job of HR 

alone. It’s the job of our business, our senior 

executives, our managers,” she said. “The greatest 

success is when I’m in a meeting and I do the least 

amount of talking. That’s when I know we’re living 

wellbeing.” 
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5 Getting  
Started

There are significant advantages to  

advancing your company’s healthy organization 

maturity, but moving up the maturity model 

takes commitment. 
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We’ve developed practical and action-oriented recommendations  

to help advance your efforts in becoming a healthy organization. It 

will be worth it: companies at the highest level of maturity dramatically 

outperform others on financial, people, and innovation metrics.

Key Insights • Organizations at early stages of maturity think about 

wellbeing with a narrow lens.

• As companies advance in maturity, workload, autonomy, 

and accessibility become a major focus. 

• Healthy organizations view wellbeing through three lenses: 

the work, the worker, and the enterprise.
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As companies shift from thinking of people as 

workers (Level 1 of our Healthy Organization 

Maturity Model) to thinking of workers as people 

(Level 2), they extend care to the employee’s 

whole life. People outcomes improve dramatically: 

employees are more likely to stay with the 

organization, candidates are more likely to want 

to join it, and the company’s reputation as a great 

place to work is greatly amplified. Moreover, 

financial gains stagnate at Level 1, but this 

outcome also takes a notable jump in the transition 

to Level 2. When you’ve got great people who 

stay, your company is far more likely to delight 

customers and see greater returns.

This improvement is replicated as companies 

mature further (Figure 13). When organizations 

move to Level 3, another important jump in 

outcomes occurs. This time it’s big gains in 

innovation, which makes sense: companies 

that reach this stage of maturity do so by 

relieving unhealthy burdens from the work itself. 

Manageable workloads, simplified processes, 

and recognition for performance are hallmarks 

of Level 3 organizations. When you enable every 

employee’s best work, you unlock opportunities for 

innovation and creativity. 

F I G U R E  1 3

The More Mature, the Better the Outcomes

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021
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The jump to Level 4 results in an astounding 

improvement in every outcome we measure. 

Companies at this level—truly healthy 

organizations—nearly always outperform their 

peers in financial, HR, and innovation metrics. 

Why? Because they embed wellbeing into every 

corner of their company, living the principles of 

health and continually fine-tuning their strategy  

and offerings. 

Advancing through the 

Healthy Organization 

Maturity Model 

There’s no doubt transforming into a healthy 

organization takes time and commitment  

(Figure 14). Think about the level of wellbeing 

maturity your organization is at today. How will 

it progress through the maturity curve? What 

are the steps it needs to take to advance? In this 

Healthy organizations see workers as people, 

not people as workers.

F I G U R E  14

The Healthy Organization Maturity Model

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Employee Safety

View of employees as workers; focus on benefits and safety; limited focus on financial, 

social, or mental wellbeing; little to no leadership support

Employee Wellbeing

View of employees as people; focus on wellbeing experience; beginning of 

personalization efforts; addition of social, financial, and mental health programs

Healthy Work

Work barriers removed; recognition of performance; opportunities 

for collaboration and growth; focus on equity and accessibility

Healthy Organization

Strategic, holistic view of wellbeing embedded in culture; 

focus on work, workers, and the organization; active 

leadership support
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L E V E L

3

L E V E L
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What Organizations Can Do Now

Empower 

employees to 

proactively care 

for their health

•    Give employees tools to keep themselves healthy, such as personalized checklists for 

use with primary care physicians

•    Engage a health navigation partner to guide employees to find the right care at the 

right time

•    Host on-site or mobile screening events for employees and their families and provide 

workers with the time to attend

Personalize 

benefits and 

wellbeing 

offerings 

for employees

•    Cocreate wellbeing offerings with employees to ensure supports and benefits are the 

most relevant

•   Tune in to the voice of the workforce to understand changing needs

•   Continuously monitor engagement with wellbeing offerings

Broaden the 

company’s 

wellbeing 

framework 

•   Expand wellbeing offerings to include financial, social, and career health

•    Offer a range of services and benefits to support the workforce at every stage of life

•    Educate people leaders to recognize the signs and symptoms of burnout, including 

fatigue, exhaustion, detachment, and “presenteeism” 

Build a  

psychologically 

safe workplace

•    Make it safe to talk about personal issues at work by encouraging and training 

managers to facilitate difficult conversations

•   Encourage employees to always bring their true selves to work

Foster and 

facilitate 

personal 

connections

•    Provide opportunities and platforms for employees to build virtual or face-to-face 

communities based on their interests

•   Design experiences that include employees’ families

•   Establish a social program to connect employees across regions and/or business lines

•   Implement a coaching or mentoring network across the company
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F I G U R E  1 5

chapter, we share the most differentiating actions 

defining each upward leap and provide tactical 

ways you can help your company advance to 

being a healthy organization.

Advancing from Level 1 to Level 

2: Meet Your Employees Where 

They Are

Organizations operating at Level 1 are covering 

the fundamentals of the employer-employee 

relationship. They envision workforce wellbeing 

using a very narrow aperture, focusing only  

on prioritizing workplace safety and providing 

basic benefits. People are seen—and treated— 

only as workers, so it’s not surprising key talent 

metrics such as retention, engagement, and 

absenteeism reflect this view. Fewer than 30% of 

Level 1 companies score high on any of these  

key indicators. 

Moving to Level 2 (Figure 15) requires a change 

in mindset: seeing workers as unique, talented 

people with whole lives outside the company. 

Wellbeing comes into focus as an experience 

Key Actions to Move from Level 1 to Level 2

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021
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organizations should design thoughtfully. This is 

where listening and personalization efforts really 

begin. For instance, 80% of Level 2 companies tell 

us they’ve implemented an integrated platform for 

employee benefits and health offerings to meet the 

needs of their workforce. 

When companies make the shift to Level 2, they 

also broaden their definition of wellbeing to 

include caring for people more holistically. For 

example, while only 18% of Level 1 companies 

include financial fitness offerings in their wellbeing 

strategy, this number more than doubles at 

Level 2. Likewise, attention to social and mental 

health—including psychological safety—increases 

substantially. Organizations at this stage are nine 

times more likely to monitor their teams for burnout 

and four times more likely to support employees 

with personal and family obligations such as 

caregiving.

Treating workers as people pays off in a number 

of ways. Level 2 companies see significant 

increases from Level 1 in both financial and 

talent metrics. Twice as many organizations that 

have shifted to the Employee Wellbeing stage of 

maturity report exceeding their financial targets 

and accomplishing high levels of customer 

satisfaction. People outcomes such as retention 

and engagement begin to improve at Level 2, with 

absenteeism really reflecting this shift: Level 2 

companies are more than 11 times more likely to 

report consistently low absentee rates compared 

with Level 1 peers.

Advancing from Level 2 to  

Level 3: Enable Every Employee’s 

Best Work

Once the organization has achieved a holistic 

wellbeing strategy for your employees, it may seem 

the job is done. But the next step is to build health 

into the work itself. When organizations at Level 

2 are laser-focused on the employee wellbeing 

experience, it can be easy to miss how structures 

and processes in a company may inhibit wellbeing 

and hamper innovation. Indeed, our research 

shows only about half of Level 2 companies adapt 

well to change or are world-class innovators and 

disrupters. 

Level 3 companies recognize this (Figure 16). They 

know employees want to do great work and strive 

to make it as painless as possible. At this stage, 

organizations begin to pay attention to dimensions 

such as workload, autonomy, and accessibility. 

While almost no Level 1 or Level 2 companies 

focus on ensuring that workloads are manageable, 

more than 15 times as many begin to do this in 

Level 3. How? Some 40% of organizations at 

this stage build rest and recovery time into the 

workday, and nearly 75% foster flexibility by giving 

employees choice in work location whenever 

possible. Level 3 companies, also knowing that 

every employee needs to be able to access 

tools, technology, and support, strive for radical 

accessibility across the enterprise. 

At this stage of maturity, it’s not just about 

managing work—it’s about inspiring employees to 

do their very best. At Level 3, organizations turn 

up the dial on growth and recognition to foster 

an environment of collaboration and innovation. 

Nearly twice as many companies actively support 

their people in learning new skills and moving into 

new roles, compared with Level 2, and close to 

90% of organizations at Level 3 say their leaders 

actively recognize the performance of individuals 

and teams both formally and informally. 

As seen in Figure 13, the biggest gain when 

companies reach Level 3 is in innovation. This 

makes sense—as you open the pathways to do 

great work, you unleash people to create, invent, 

and generate bold new ideas.
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Advancing from Level 3 to Level 

4: Embed Health and Wellbeing 

into Your Culture

For companies operating at Level 3, making 

the leap to Level 4 (Figure 17) may not seem 

necessary. What else is there to do once you 

have built an employee wellbeing strategy and 

managed workloads? Our research shows the final 

upward shift is related to the company’s ability to 

truly embed wellbeing into its fabric. And it’s well 

worth the effort. Almost all the companies in this 

elite group are market leaders, disrupters, and 

irresistible places to work.

At this stage, wellbeing is unceasingly viewed 

through three lenses: the work, the worker, and 

the organization. For example, nearly every Level 

4 company invests in continuous monitoring of 

the health of its organization and course-corrects 

whenever and however it needs to. This is in 

stark contrast to earlier stages of maturity, when 

companies are much more likely to put in place a 

one-and-done strategy.

Wellbeing also maintains a much higher profile 

at Level 4 than at previous stages. Healthy 

organizations make wellbeing an essential 

part of the business strategy, entrenching it in 

every corner of the enterprise. Ownership and 

accountability for wellbeing, for example, are 

distributed to all business units in nearly 90% of 

Level 4 organizations, compared with just a third of 

those at Level 3. 

What Organizations Can Do Now

Actively balance 

employee 

workloads

•   Continuously monitor work processes to simplify and streamline

•   Educate managers to recognize the symptoms of burnout in their teams

Build healthy 

work locations

•   Create physical spaces that allow for collaboration as well as focus

•    Implement on-site or mobile health clinics so employees can access primary 

care at work

•    Equip deskless workers with the training and equipment they need to do their work 

safely (such as back support for lifting)

Strive for 

accessibility for 

all employees 

•    Continually assess all facilities, technologies, and tools to ensure they comply with local 

or national accessibility standards

•   Refocus wellbeing programs on participation, not completion

Build 

communities for  

employees to  

learn and grow

•    Encourage employees to make personal connections at work through formal and 

informal channels

•   Leverage digital platforms to support employee communities

•    Provide employees with support to develop new skills in a variety of ways (such as 

peer-to-peer learning and formal training)

Alleviate  

external 

stressors

•   Train managers how to have personal conversations with their teams

•   Assess the caregiver population in your workforce

•    Ensure wellbeing offerings include a range of services to support employees’ families 

(such as childcare and legal aid)

Key Actions to Move from Level 2 to Level 3

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021
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F I G U R E  17

What Organizations Can Do Now

Make employee 

health and 

wellbeing an 

essential part of 

the business  

strategy

•   Establish a global, cross-functional wellbeing council for your organization

•    Establish an employee wellbeing committee that includes a representative sample of 

the workforce

•   Cocreate and communicate the organization’s global health strategy

•   Build a network of wellbeing champions

Model healthy 

behaviors 

consistently 

•   Encourage leaders to practice healthy ways of working

•    Commit to partnerships with supply-chain vendors that share the company vision for 

sustainability and health

Support ongoing 

dialogue with 

the workforce 

on topics 

related to 

personal health 

and wellbeing

•   Engage in dialogue with the workforce on topics of personal wellbeing

•   Facilitate conversations between leaders and employees

•   Coordinate listening circles 

Create 

opportunities 

for the entire 

company to 

contribute to 

local or regional 

sustainability 

initiatives

•   Tune in to the voice of the workforce to assess what initiatives mean the most 

•   Partner with not-for-profit organizations to support local communities

•   Educate the workforce on global issues, including climate change and racial equality

Key Actions to Move from Level 3 to Level 4

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Likewise, there is a huge increase in leadership’s 

focus on health when companies reach this level. 

While only about a quarter of organizations at 

Level 1 or 2, and fewer than half at Level 3, say 

senior leaders care about wellbeing, the number 

jumps to nearly 80% for healthy organizations. And 

it goes beyond focus: leaders at Level 4 actively 

model, participate in, and foster healthy habits far 

more than their peers at lower stages of maturity 

do. Meaningful dialogue with the workforce, for 

example, jumps by nearly 50% as companies 

reach this level.

Conclusion

Companies spend a lot of money on wellbeing, 

and their investment has only increased since the 

global pandemic hit in 2020. Nevertheless, many 

are still acting as healthcentric, rather than healthy, 

organizations. Operating in the dark is common 

when it comes to the health of people, workplaces, 

and the organization itself. As we have pointed 

out in this report, some CHROs have told us they 

have no idea whether their wellbeing offerings are 

making a difference in the lives of their employees; 

others have acknowledged that many programs 

go unused. 



Aspect of Wellbeing Healthcentric Organization Healthy Organization

Wellbeing Governance Typically owned by total rewards or 

compensation and benefits team

Cross-functional council that often includes 

CHRO and CEO 

Wellbeing Strategy Viewed as a set of benefits, programs, 

and offerings

Wholly integrated strategy with metrics and 

goals that include workforce wellbeing, healthy 

work, and healthy culture

Safety Policy and rules based, with a focus on 

injury and accident reduction

Ongoing discussion of physical and 

psychological safety part of every meeting and 

business process

Health Data and Analytics Monitoring limited to feedback ratings, 

insurance costs, total wellbeing expenses

Strong focus on health-data privacy and security

Data analytics linked to key indicators such as 

retention, engagement, employment brand, and 

innovation

Wellbeing Benchmarking Compares great ideas with 

other companies

Aspires to be a world leader and model employer
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The opportunity to change course has never 

been more important, nor has the path been 

clearer. Healthy organizations are good for 

business, good for people, and good for society. 

Shifting away from a healthcentric view, in which 

benefits programs and offerings are delivered to 

the workforce, is an important mindset change. 

Instead, healthy organizations apply a lens of 

health and wellbeing to every corner of the 

company. Figure 18 lists the key differences our 

research has explored that distinguish healthy 

organizations from their healthcentric peers when 

it comes to wellbeing. 

F I G U R E  1 8

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Healthcentric Companies vs. Healthy Organizations
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Thank You

This report represents extensive research in partnership with League. We would also like to thank all the 

HR and IT professionals who joined our Big Reset groups, interviews, and case studies. We will update 

this research on a regular basis, and we want to hear from you. If you ever have questions, suggestions, 

or feedback, please contact us at info@joshbersin.com. We look forward to hearing about the successes 

during your company’s ongoing journey to become and remain a healthy organization.
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Study Methodology

Over six months, we held conversations with HR, talent, and benefits leaders from around the world. We 

explored the traditional and next-generation wellbeing practices they are deploying and where they have 

seen the biggest organizational challenges, successes, and mistakes. These discussions helped inform 

the questions and topics studied in this research. We developed a survey instrument and validated it 

with numerous HR leaders from large companies. It was launched in spring 2021 via our technical survey 

partner, Perceptyx, and was in the market for six weeks. More than 100 organizations participated; 

respondents came from multiple industries, geographies, and company sizes. The full list of practices 

and survey demographics can be found in this appendix. 

As we analyzed responses, we did descriptive analysis, comparing favorability across various topics and 

practices and by different demographics to determine the perception of wellbeing practices. We also 

conducted a linear regression of the 91 practices against business outcomes (financial performance, 

customer satisfaction, and annual healthcare costs), people outcomes (recruitment, engagement 

and retention, and great place to work), and innovation outcomes (change adaptability and effective 

innovation). We uncovered 15 practices that matter most. Next, we clustered organizations into four 

groups based on their performance of the 15 practices to determine the four maturity levels. 

To determine the likelihood of outcomes (for example, excellent organizations are X times more likely to 

meet or exceed financial targets than low-performing organizations are), we identified the percentage 

of excellent organizations that actually accomplished a specific outcome (top two box responses) and 

divided that by the percentage of low-performing organizations that accomplished a specific outcome 

(top two box responses).

We also conducted a number of validation and case-study interviews to ensure that the practices we 

identified through statistical research resonated with leaders and practitioners. We presented draft study 

findings to our Big Reset working groups and in wellbeing webinars and conference sessions to solicit 

input and feedback. 
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Respondent Demographics

By Industry

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2021

Note: Percentages may not equal 100% due to rounding.

By Organization Size 
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By Region
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