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Human beings have personalities, thoughts, feelings, and emotions that affect how they engage with the 

world and with work.  

Shocking!  

Thinking of workers as “whole persons” in wellness planning goes against the age-old siloing of the body 

and the mind as two separate entities. In the 1700s Philosopher Rene Descarte emphasized body and 

mind separation to convince the church to allow the first dissection of human cadavers in medical 

school. Descarte argued to the reining Pope that since the spirit and the soul were in the mind, no harm 

would come to them if procedures were performed on the body.  

Many workplaces agree with Descarte and treat the body and mind as separate in their wellness 

planning. While organizations may agree that work may cause physical injury, they often do not accept 

that the way they organize work or run the workplace can cause or contribute to mental injuries. These 

organizations “provide assistance and support,” yet such assistance and support does not include 

looking inward to see whether anything needs to change with the working conditions or leadership 

styles that workers are working under that might be contributing to states of “unwellness.”  

Jon Robison and Rosie Ward debunk the idea of mind and body as separate in their book “How to Build 

a Thriving Culture at Work.” They argue that today’s wellness craze hearkens back to the old biomedical 

model that sprang from the Cartesian days and that today’s wellness focuses on individuals and 

behaviour change as salves to improve organizations and organizational culture. Robison and Ward 

argue that real life is more like “chaos theory” where “everything is related to everything” and real 

change must look beyond the person and also attend to the environment around the person.  

A healthy organization is not an organization where employees are expected to act like robots—to 

follow instructions they had no part in, to perform tasks that don’t make sense, to perform work that 

time does not allow for, and to do it all with a smile as they participate in organizational contests to get 

fit, eat right, or quit smoking.   

Robison and Ward argue that successful organizations are self-organizing, non-linear, and adaptive 

systems that thrive in a complex interconnected world. They look to Rath and Harter’s five essential 

elements of wellbeing (that go well beyond current definitions of wellness) and say that leading 

organizations consider overall wellbeing to include:  

 career wellbeing: how you occupy your time, liking what you do every day, having meaning and 

purpose in work and life (thus attends to organizational characteristics and processes) 

 social wellbeing: having strong relationships at work and home (thus attends to healthy 

leadership styles and internal support) 

 financial wellbeing: resource and management of economic life (thus attends to extrinsic 

rewards) 



 physical wellbeing: having good health, and enough physical and mental energy to meet daily 

requirements (thus attends to work demands and processes)  

 community wellbeing: involvement in surroundings at work and home (thus attends to flat 

management models and involvement in organizational functioning)    

Thinking and planning with the idea that individuals are made up of both the physical and mental (and 

are therefore affected by their environments) organizations can structure their operations to meet 

people’s needs and therefore thrive.  

These organizations have an “everyone” culture. People will support only what they help create. The 

organizations attend to and commit to healthy and supportive leadership styles of those within. The 

organizations care about their people. They meet the needs that arise rather than institutionalizing the 

ways they plan to help. They show it by asking, following through, and always being counted on to help 

with the “why.”   
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