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Dr. Jim Harter
Worksite Wellness Breakout 1: “Designing an Exceptional Employee Experience”

A Brave New Management Culture
When workplace health pro-

motion efforts were first introduced 
in the 1970s, the ‘boss’ environment incited high levels 
of employee stress due to job demands and manage-
ment attitudes. As the health promotion industry grew, 
managers’ role as supportive, participating leaders led 
toward successful wellness programs. Today’s work 
environment has moved toward a team approach, de-
manding leaders serve as ‘coach’ rather than ‘boss.’ 
Although a difficult cultural shift for some managers, it 
has had a definite effect on overall wellbeing.
Developing Coach-Managers

Organizations should keep in mind that not every-
one is suited to manage others. Jim Harter, Ph.D., who 
has spent 34 years at Gallup studying management, 
emphasizes that “It is essential to provide experiences 
to learn who is best at developing others and to then 
use advanced analytics to hire managers who are nat-
urally gifted at implementing coaching strategies.” 

Managers who understand human nature know 
how to bring out the best in people. Dr. Harter has found 
that “while some individuals are better at developing 
people than others, we can all get better at it if we use 
our strengths and develop employees through their 
team’s performance. By building relationships through 
strengths, we can help employees to think about the 
future and what the team might achieve together.”

Managers who focus on employee strengths have 
the best opportunity to inspire involvement in health 
programs and encourage employees to improve their 
personal wellbeing. Dr. Harter notes, “We don’t come 

to work as machines – we bring human nature with us. 
Engaging workers means we have to first understand 
human nature. Efforts toward changing the culture in 
workplace environments has focused upon managers 
understanding this concept – an expectation that is not 
easy.”
Boss as Coach

The ‘manager as coach’ model seeks opportunities 
to leverage human nature and maximize personal po-
tential in a supportive, growth-focused environment. 
Working to open doors to deeper, ongoing relationships 
within the workplace, the coach refines communica-
tion channels to contribute toward building a higher 
sense of trust and purpose between management and 
employees. 

In order to build this coach mentality, the manag-
er’s job description must align with the responsibilities 
of a coach. Whether trained or not in the fundamentals 
of moving from a culture of ‘boss’ to ‘coach,’ ongoing 
education in regard to this evolution is important. Man-
agers should also be exposed to deep-learning curricu-
lum focused on strengths and engagement. 

The manager must first establish clear and collab-
orative expectations which are then developed through 
ongoing strengths-based conversations with the team. 
Employee accountability is managed in a developmen-
tal, future-oriented structure that is aligned with the or-
ganization’s objectives. Dr. Harter notes that rewarding 
highly successful individual contributors and providing 
high-level advancement opportunities will provide in-
centives to grow within the organization without es-
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The impact of the household on health 
means that managers have to be even more 
effective than they were in the past. They 
have to excel at individualizing demands. 

tablishing an expectation that everyone becomes a 
manager. 

Employees should be in a constant state of 
growth and change. Because employees tend to 
look to some type of leadership for creating change, 
management can help facilitate transformation by 
establishing systems that incorporate coaching op-
portunities throughout the process. Rather than ad-
vancing employees through the traditional annual 
performance review, managers constantly align the 
strength of the employee with the tasks of the job 
and goals of the company. As a result of this manage-
ment style, employees are coached toward constant 
growth and success.
Blending Work and Life

In today’s lifestyle environment, work is no lon-
ger a compartmentalized job. This blended setting of 
work and life can provide a critical role in improving 
wellbeing. 

The melding of roles means that the manager’s 
function is far more complex than simply setting ex-
pectations for employees. Gallup data indicate higher 
reported stress for people that are expected to work 
outside what they consider to be their normal working 
hours, in comparison to other employees. This higher 
stress can, however, be moderated by the quality of 
the work environment. Dr. Harter found that workers 
who are engaged in their work or workplace do not 
have higher stress when they are expected to work 
outside normal work hours, whereas those that are 
not engaged or actively disengaged were stressed.

Given that we are all constantly connected as 
we carry around our mobile devices, workers expect 
a trade-off: some flexibility in when and where they 
work. Each job and person are different, so flexibility 
can look different as well. Managers that set collabo-
rative goals, provide ongoing individualized coaching, 
and have strong accountability for high performance 
are in the best position to effectively manage the 
workforce of the future.

Work is a big part of life and how we think about 
our self-image. When someone in your household is 
thriving, your chances of overall thriving will double. 
What happens in the household, among all members 
of that unit, matters a lot. If a home has young children 
entrenched in the busyness of childhood culture, pol-
icies like flextime are critical to that home’s thriving 
environment. 

Dr. Harter explains, “The impact of the household 
on health means that managers have to be even more 
effective than they were in the past. They have to excel 
at individualizing demands. They have to be able to set 
clear expectations and involve people in goal-setting. 
They have to have the right kinds of ongoing, weekly 
conversations with the employees. They have to have 
good accountability systems so that they know how 
their people are doing. They have to coach toward 
success, and in turn, thriving lives.”
Increasing engagement

Engagement and wellbeing have reciprocal rela-
tionships—they are both good for, and part of, each 
other. In creating cultural change within an organiza-
tion, Gallup has found it is best to start with founda-
tional engagement work elements:  make sure people 
know what is expected of them, equip them with what 
they need to do their work, ensure individuals are in 
jobs where they are doing what they do best, and pro-
vide recognition for good work.  

In attracting employees, organizations need to 
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provide opportunities for workers to do what they do 
best, to grow and develop, and to have an effective 
coach-manager. In regard to worksite health promo-
tion, people are 20% more likely to use a wellbeing 
offering if they are first engaged at work. This is where 
the self-learning component of work is very import-
ant. If managers give people decent experiences, they 
can self-discover their strengths and weaknesses. Of 
course, analytics can also help with this process.

Our brains are built such that if we know how to 
do what’s right for human nature, we tend to get pretty 
good results. The new workforce wants a job where 
they develop and grow their career. According to Dr. 
Harter, everything about wellbeing starts with what 
you expect from the role of manager. If you get that 
role right, it solves a whole lot of issues.

Written by Mary Ellen Rose

Register for the Xchange by September 20 at www.XchangeSummit.com!


