
How your C-Suite can lead health, 
safety AND wellbeing

Last year, In the period 2020-2021, the 
top reason cited for a day o� work in the 
UK, according to the Health and Safety 
Executive, was mental health. A massive 
0.8 million workers reported su�ering 
from stress, anxiety or depression. During 
the same period, 1.7 million workers 
reported su�ering from workplace health 
issues, and 142 people lost their lives 
during a workplace accident. 

And all this at a time when many people 
were working from home due the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The health, safety 
and wellbeing of employees has never 
been more critical, and senior leaders 
have an unprecedented opportunity to 
impact it and in�uence their teams to do 
the same. With workplace mental health 
issues dwar�ng safety issues, doing 
nothing is not an option, even if 
companies are grappling with a plethora 
of competing demands.

For example, the Covid pandemic and 
the sudden transition to a new home 
working routine has forced many to 
reassess their work life balance and what 
they want out of a job, and an employer. 
For many, including myself, Covid has 
been a career lifesaver, allowing new 
parents to work AND be there for their 
families. 

It has allowed others to pursue new hobbies and careers which 
they would have never otherwise have been able to. More people 
than ever are resetting their priorities, and putting their wellbeing, 
and that of their families, �rst, and work a clear second. What this 
means, is that their engagement in their work, and in your 
company, is now �rmly linked to wellbeing.
But companies are struggling – with unprecedented levels of 
change, sta� and skill shortages, increased costs and restricted 
operations and revenue streams. 
It’s easy to say that engagement and wellbeing need to take 
precedence, but not so easy to do when more fundamental issues 
are rearing their head.
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There is really only one answer, or one question. And 
it’s a big one!

The big question facing leaders today, then, is what 
people-strategy can they adopt that will make an 
impact on all of these issues simultaneously?
And what is the ONE thing C-Suite leaders can do 
now to impact health, safety, wellbeing AND 
employee engagement AND employer brand?
How can we make sure that the right people come 
into the company, stay there, give of their best, and 
go home safe and well at the end of each day, every 
day?

That ONE thing, is leadership, allowing C-Suite 
executives, with their position of power in the 
hierarchy, to turbocharge employee engagement 
and channel it into the key people issues that will 
build sustainable business performance, no matter 
the ups and downs. 

There are many leadership skills out there, and they 
go by many di�erent names. Emotional intelligence, 
leadership, empathy, kindness, listening, coaching, 
servant leadership, to name but a few. Sometimes it 
can be di�cult to know where to start, especially 
when time is limited, and the volume and 
complexity of workload can make it di�cult to see 
the wood for the trees.

The good news is that there are three key habits that 
are the di�erence that makes a di�erence. Three key 
habits that will profoundly impact your people. They 
can be applied alternately to health, safety and 
wellbeing, allowing leaders to drive engagement 
around all three issues, and engagement, in all 
strategic issues.

Habit One is Connect. The feeling of connection 
between one person and another, sometimes called 
rapport, is the foundation of all good 
communication. Without the sense of connection, it 
is almost impossible to achieve the outcome you 

want. With the right connection, however, a win-win 
outcome becomes very likely, with both parties 
satis�ed and a relationship built for all future 
communication and negotiations.  

Sometimes, we connect with people unconsciously 
and instinctively.  Even when we realise the 
connection has happened, we might struggle to 
understand exactly how we did it.  Once we 
understand what strategies we can use to connect 
with people, however, we can then deploy them 
every time we need them, and especially when we 
predict a connection might be di�cult.  I’m thinking 
of someone you have never met before, someone 
you need to make a good impression on, or even 
someone you know well but always seem to be in 
con�ict with.

In all these cases, there is one thing that is common.  
People think di�erently, and they communicate 
di�erently as a result.  

When we understand that people think di�erently, 
take in information di�erently, communicate 
di�erently, and approach tasks in diverse ways, we 
�nd it much easier to connect with them.  All we 
have to do is to recognise that someone needs 
something di�erent from our communication style 
or method, and then to adapt to theirs, to get a 
better outcome.  It sounds easy, and it can be, but 
requires you moving out of your comfort zone, and 
into someone else’s!

Habit Two is Understand. To present an idea or a 
proposal to someone requires you �rst to 
understand the other person’s position. Otherwise, 
how can you know if your idea or proposal is going 
to hit the mark or meet with resistance.  This makes 
perfect sense, but how often do we go into a 
conversation talking about our own ideas without 
fully understanding the other person’s situation. 
Once we understand, we have empathy. Once we 
have empathy, we have  a strong platform to present 



our thoughts in a way that can really make a 
di�erence.

The most obvious way to understand someone else 
is to ask some good questions – open questions in 
particular.  Open questions start a conversation, 
without agenda, and allow the other person to talk 
freely.  Open questions build trust and show the 
other person their opinion is of value.  Good 
questions to ask are questions which seek to 
discover how the person is feeling at that moment, 
what challenges they have, and what is important to 
them.  

When you ask open questions, not only do you get 
information, but you also help the other person to 
clarify their own thinking.  It’s a win-win on both 
sides before any attempt to sell ideas and solutions 
even begins.
Another less obvious way to understand someone 
can take place before you even start a conversation 
with someone, when you are on your own, re�ecting 
on the conversation you are going to have.  Re�ect 
�rst on your own viewpoint, and then imagine what 
it is like to be that other person, and what matters to 
them.  

Finally, imagine yourself as a �y on the wall, listening 
to the two of you talking.  What are your 
observations, as that independent third party?  After 
considering a future conversation from three 
viewpoints, new insights on how to approach that 
conversation will undoubtedly emerge.

Habit Three is In�uence – If you have sought �rst to 
connect with others, and then to understand them, 
the process of in�uence becomes much easier.  It 
almost happens all by itself. What you can do, 
however, is prepare yourself for situations where 
emotional blocks and resistance remain stubborn 
and may require a di�erent approach.

For example, you may have people who can’t seem 
to see the big picture, what is really important, and 

you may need to remind them when the 
conversation gets sticky. Or you may have someone 
who doesn’t feel they have the con�dence, or the 
knowledge, to get involved with what you are 
suggesting. 

In this case, you may need to help them �nd the 
resources they need. Finally, they may not have the 
commitment you are looking for, and you will need 
to re-communicate the importance of what you are 
o�ering and lead the person to action.

When your usual method of communication is likely 
to meet resistance, or damage the relationship, try 
using a method which is less direct and 
confrontational. A message packaged in a quote, 
metaphor or story, for example, can be a powerful 
way of getting your message across, without making 
someone feel uncomfortable.

The bottom line is this - 

There will never be enough time or enough money 
to make the di�erence you want to make as a leader, 
so how you use your time is important, and for this, 
you need to decide where to focus your e�orts, and 
how you can do it constantly and consistently. 
Selecting three simple habits that can in�uence all 
your key leadership challenges makes your life easier 
and allows you to make the di�erence that makes a 
di�erence.

If you don’t, you will continue �re�ghting, going 
round in circles, and experiencing sleepless nights, 
because the big issues are not being resolved.
And when you do, you will feel more in control, more 
focused, and will start to see instant results. You will 
also learn a lot from your people along the way, as 
you start to connect with them at a deeper level. Will 
‘Connect’, ‘Understand’ and ‘In�uence’ be your three 
new habits?
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Karen J. Hewitt works with C-Suite executives to 
enable them to be more e�ective and impactful in 
leading the health, safety and wellbeing of their 
employees.  She teaches them key leadership and 
communication skills that can in�uence all people 
issues simultaneously.  Her �rst book, ‘Employee 
Con�dence – the new rules of Engagement’, was a 
�nalist in the Leadership category of the Business 
Book Awards 2019.  Her second, ‘People Power – 
Transform your Business in the Era of Safety and 
Wellbeing’ was a Distinguished Favourite in
the Independent Press Awards 2022 and an 
'award-winning �nalist' in the International
Book Awards 2022.  Both books have been
Amazon no. 1 bestsellers.


