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The Work and Health Series:  
Spotlight on Organizational  
Culture and Climate

For over two decades, the Integrated Benefits Institute has 
supported the development of research and evidence in the health 
and productivity management field. IBI’s unwavering focus on 
the connection between employee health and business value led 
to our co-sponsorship of a special issue of Health Affairs, which 
aims to raise the visibility of the business value of health. The 
research featured in the issue addresses five cross-cutting themes 
that have important implications for the policy and practice of 
workforce health and performance improvement. 

One such theme addresses the ways in which 
organizational culture and climate can  
have a direct and measurable impact on 
whether or not efforts to improve health  
and performance outcomes succeed. 

Many of the studies featured in the Health Affairs issue illustrate 
how the physical and emotional hazards in a workplace, in 
addition to the relations between coworkers and managers, can 
affect health and work-related outcomes. An analysis featured 
in the issue defined workplace culture as “the shared beliefs and 
values underlying an employer’s programs, policies and actions 
and the priority it places on health and safety,” (McLellan, 2016, p. 
210). The commentary cited examples operating at all levels of an 
organization, such as:

• Peers encouraging each other to quit smoking,
• Leadership emphasizing the importance of making and 

meeting health goals.

Employment and work conditions can improve or harm both 
the physical and mental health of employees. This is true when 
considering obvious examples of workplace hazards, such as 
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slippery floors or inadequate safety training, but it is equally true when considering more tacit 
factors, as well. These factors, which each contribute to poor health outcomes, include: 

• Sustaining a position that is too demanding, 
• Maintaining an insufficient work-life balance,
• Lacking the autonomy to make decisions in the workplace. 

Conceptually, it’s easy to imagine that the environment of a workplace and the physical 
demands of a job can impact an individual’s health. A work environment that requires 
employees to remain sedentary throughout the course of their work, for example, could 
have long-lasting health implications. Still, identifying specific causal mechanisms poses an 
ongoing challenge for researchers. 

While regulation tends to target physical hazards, a growing body of evidence suggests that 
other workplace factors have significant influence on employee health. For example, a high 
level of psychological job demand is associated with higher prevalence of hypertension, 
according to a study featured in the Health Affairs special issue (Rehkopf, 2016). 

On the contrary, positive feelings towards an  
organization were found to be associated with  
lower prevalence of hypertension. 

This latter association persists when considering an employee’s positive relationship with 
direct supervisors (among other workplace social factors) as well.

The salience of this theme throughout the special issue of Health Affairs should come as no 
surprise, as the culture and climate of an organization bear greatly on an individual’s daily life. 
Organizational culture, unlike static demographic risk factors for chronic illness such as age, 
race and gender, can be modified to benefit employee health and productivity. Thus, attention 
must be paid to the proven impact of these workplace factors on employee health. Of course, 
as work conditions continue to evolve, with non-traditional employment arrangements such 
as part-time and contract work becoming increasingly common, the discourse around work 
culture and climate will likely shift in unpredictable ways.

Adjusting the work environment while facilitating behavior change through wellness 
programs and worksite communications campaigns could lead to significant reduction 
in chronic illness, which in turn could result in medical care cost savings, gains in worker 
productivity, and improvement in the performance of the organization overall.

The issue was co-funded by IBI, Sedgwick and UnitedHealth Group, 
with additional support from Pfizer and Pinnacol Assurance. For more 
content, see ibiweb.org/workandhealth.
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